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   Murdered artists. Masterful forgeries. Art crime at its worst.
 
 
   A straightforward murder investigation quickly turns into a quagmire of stolen Eurocorps weapons, a money-laundering charity, forged art and high-ranking EU officials abusing their power. 
 
   As an insurance investigator and world renowned expert in nonverbal communication, Dr Genevieve Lenard faces the daily challenge of living a successful, independent life. Particularly because she has to deal with her high functioning Autism. Nothing - not her studies, her high IQ or her astounding analytical skills - prepared her for the changes about to take place in her life.
 
   It started as a favour to help her boss' acerbic friend look into the murder of a young artist, but soon it proves to be far more complex. Forced out of her predictable routines, safe environment and limited social interaction, Genevieve is thrown into exploring the meaning of friendship, expanding her social definitions, and for the first time in her life be part of a team in a race to stop more artists from being murdered.
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   “Pleased to meet you, Ms. Lenard.” The stranger held out his hand expectantly. His rumpled overcoat and the dark circles under his eyes gave the impression that he hadn’t slept in days. Even his voice sounded exhausted, despite the crisp British accent. The tightened muscles of his unshaven jaw, his stiff neck and pursed lips sent a very obvious message. 
 
   “It’s Doctor Lenard.” I kept my hand to myself. “And you’re not.”
 
   “Not what?” The dishevelled stranger pulled his hand back. His lips moved from a simple disagreeable pucker to a full-on sneer.
 
   “Not pleased to meet me.” I had lost count of how many times I had witnessed the corners of someone’s lips drawn sideward toward the ears to produce a sneering dimple in the cheeks. The vast majority of those expressions had been aimed at me.
 
    “Genevieve, play nice.” Phillip Rousseau’s voice carried enough warning to pull my focus from the angry middle-aged man. Despite his French background, Phillip pronounced my name in a manner more familiar to English speakers. I had insisted on that pronunciation. It might be thought as callow, but it was my small rebellion against a pretentious sophistication forced on me from birth. 
 
   Phillip had been my boss for six years and none of his non-verbal cues or voice inflections was unknown to me. At present he was annoyed by my lack of sociability. He moved from behind the conference table. For a moment I thought he was going to position himself between me and the other man. Most people couldn’t handle me and some outright avoided me, but somehow I had never managed to rattle Phillip. Or rather, never managed to rattle him too much. 
 
   Since my first day in this exclusive insurance company, he had also taken on the role of a buffer between me and the other staff. Something I was sincerely grateful for. I didn’t like working with other people. My boss came to stand next to me, far enough that I didn’t feel crowded, but close enough for me to smell his expensive aftershave. As usual he was wearing a bespoke suit with a price tag that could feed a medium-sized African family for a year. 
 
   The stranger was studying me. My immaculate appearance, all the way down to my matching handbag, was not endearing me to him. Phillip should be glad that I possessed enough restraint to not comment on the man’s lack of grooming in this elegant conference room. At least I had made some effort this morning with my appearance in an attempt to blend in. I doubted the stranger had made an effort in decades.
 
   Ignoring the guest, I lifted an eyebrow at Phillip. “What am I doing here?”
 
   “Okay, everyone, let’s start over. Nicer.” Phillip gave both me and the stranger warning looks and sighed. “Genevieve, this is Colonel Manfred Millard. He is the Deputy Chief Executive for Strategy at the EDA.”
 
   “The European Defence Agency?”
 
   “You’ve heard of us before.” A surprised lilt changed his statement into a question.
 
   I gave him an impatient look. He was stating the obvious, so I moved on. “What is the EDA doing here, Phillip?”
 
   “Let’s sit down and discuss this.” As the CEO of one of the most prestigious insurance companies in Europe, Phillip was a master in mediation and negotiation. Competencies I admired but had no desire to emulate. At times his unending patience frustrated me beyond my limits and I had a suspicion that today was going to be one of those days. Phillip pointed to the chairs at the far end of the conference table, where a few open folders and piles of documents were in obvious use. Phillip and Colonel Millard must have been here for a while, discussing whatever it was that now required my presence. 
 
   I followed the two men and moved to the chair Phillip indicated to me. Both men sat down and Phillip started organising some of the documents into a folder. A photo lying on top of another pile of official looking reports caught my eye. The moment I focused on it, I knew I had made a mistake. A monumental mistake. The photo was sucking me into its depravity. Into its sadness. Its wrongness. 
 
   It was clearly a crime scene photo with markers pointing out things I had no interest in learning more about. A young girl, dressed in loose fitting pants, a colourful tie-dye T-shirt and a bright-green spring coat, spread open under her, was lying on the ground. If it weren’t for the hole in her forehead and the pool of blood framing her head like an evil halo, she would’ve looked peacefully asleep. 
 
   My heart was pounding in my skull and my breathing had become alarmingly shallow. Focussing on the simple task of inhaling and exhaling became a near insurmountable undertaking. The blood surrounding the unfortunate victim’s head kept drawing me back into the photo with a strength greater than the last two decades of training I had forced on myself. I could feel the warm stickiness of the girl’s blood between my fingertips. There had been days that I hadn’t wanted to train my mind, but the thought of feeling like I did at this very moment was what had motivated me to search, study, train and focus. A lot of good it was doing me now. I couldn’t snap out of this.
 
   “What’s wrong with her?” The contemptuous stranger’s voice reached me through the thick muddiness in my head.
 
   “Oh dear.” I barely heard Phillip’s whisper, but a second later he was next to me, mercifully not touching me. “Genevieve, sit down. Come now. Two steps to your left. Slowly does it. The chair is right behind you. There you go.”
 
   I focused on my own gasping breaths and Phillip’s calm voice. If I held on for long enough, the black void threatening my peripheral vision might disappear. If I fought it, maybe it would not close in on me until the darkness swallowed me and spat me out hours later, unaware of what had occurred. 
 
   “I’m going to look in your handbag for your sheets. Stay with me, Genevieve.” I was genuinely glad that I had confided in Phillip the day my handbag had fallen off the chair spilling its contents and he had looked at me questioningly. The embarrassment of that day was nothing compared to what I was facing right now. I heard a rustle in my handbag and then the magical empty music staff paper appeared in front of me. “Here’s a pencil as well. Manny and I will give you a moment.”
 
   Like a man having travelled in the desert for days would reach for a bottle of water, I grabbed the pencil and drew an accolade, connecting four staves, preparing it for the composition for four violins. I loved the elegance of the G-clef and took care drawing it with perfection. I barely heard the half whispered conversation taking place next to me.
 
   “What’s wrong with her, Phillip?”
 
   “She has some form of autism. Writing Mozart’s compositions calms her.”
 
   “Why does she need calming?”
 
   “Manny,” Phillip sounded exasperated, “she saw the photo.”
 
   “Oh.” There was a pause in the conversation. “Do you really think she is the best person for this job?”
 
   “Without a doubt. How long have you known me?”
 
   “I don’t know. Thirty years?”
 
   “Thirty-four years this December. And how many people do I trust?”
 
   There was a long silence. “I don’t think you totally trust anyone.”
 
   “I trust Genevieve. There is not an ounce of deceit in her. She’s the only one for this job.”
 
   “How long have you known her?”
 
   “She started working for me six years ago. I met her at the opening of an exhibition. She was standing at a sculpture close to me while I was discussing business with a potential client. Unsolicited she walked up to me and told me that this man was lying to me and most likely was planning to defraud my company. I hired her on the spot.”
 
   “Why have you not told me about her?”
 
   “For what reason? Are you interested in all my staff? The guy who services our coffee machines?”
 
   “No need to get testy, Phillip. Just tell me more about her.”
 
   “Her speciality is reading body language. Whenever we have a claim that seems dubious, we video the interview and she views it. Not once has she been wrong in her assessments. She doesn’t only read people and situations to the point where it feels like sorcery, she also notices patterns. When she’s not viewing footage, she goes through claims and policies, and has picked up seven different cases of fraud when our specialists and our extremely expensive software programmes had failed to pick anything up. She has single-handedly saved my company more than fifteen million euros.”
 
   I was a page and a half into the Adagio of Mozart’s String Quartet No.1 in G major. I would need another page and a half to finish this movement, but already I felt considerably more in control. My breathing had almost returned to normal and the threatening blackness had receded beyond my peripheral vision. 
 
   Manny’s shocked response to Phillip’s explanation nearly elicited a smile. A few more bars and I would be in control enough to join in their conversation. And savour the fact that the man who had so easily disregarded me, now spoke with grudging respect.
 
   “She looks so normal though.”
 
   “Manny, hold your tongue. She’s not deaf. People with a high functioning form of autism, like Genevieve, work among us all the time. A lot of people go undiagnosed and never receive the help and support they need. They just become marginalised as strange or eccentric.”
 
   “Are you preaching to me?”
 
   “Yes, he is and he should.” I squared the two sheets of hand-written music and carefully placed it next to me, aligning it to the edge of the conference table. I would finish the last page later.
 
   “My apologies. I didn’t mean to offend you.” The EDA official lifted his hands in a pacifying gesture of surrender. His increased blink rate indicated that he was truly troubled.
 
   “I know that most people are ignorant about a lot of things. I’ve come to accept it.”
 
   His eyebrows shot up at my matter-of-fact tone, once again taken aback by my frankness.
 
   “Genevieve, we need your help,” interrupted Phillip. 
 
   “Actually, I need your help.” Manny squared his shoulders and jutted his chin. “I have a sensitive problem at work and don’t know who to trust.”
 
   “Your work is defence. How can I possibly be of help? I work with art and insurance.”
 
   “You work with patterns, body language and deception spotting. Those are the skills I need.”
 
   I manipulated my body in such a way that Manny could receive all the signals possible to let him know I was not interested. I pointed my feet to the door, looked askance at him through narrowed eyes and blocked my body with my right hand on my left shoulder in a miniature body-hug. 
 
   “Manny, maybe you would allow me to explain the situation to Genevieve?” Phillip’s deep voice brought the tension in the room down a notch. Manny sighed and I unblocked my body. I would never dream of showing Phillip such disrespect.
 
   “Please, explain to her.” Manny sat back, splaying his legs in front of him.
 
   “Genevieve,” Phillip waited until I looked at him before he continued, “Manny and I have been friends for–”
 
   “Thirty-four years. I heard you.”
 
   “I know.” He gave Manny a quick reprimanding glance and continued. “Of the few people I trust–”
 
   “You said that you trust me.” 
 
   “That is true. You are the only person I trust implicitly. There are, however, a few other people I trust and Manny is one of those. He’s one of the good guys.”
 
   “Oh.” If Phillip declared Manny a good guy, I would accept that. I wouldn’t have to like it, but accept it I would. My extensive studies had prepared me in many ways for understanding the human psyche and behaviour, and to read all the subtle nuances of non-verbal communication. Until the day he had employed me, I only had academic knowledge. 
 
   It was Phillip, through tremendous patience, who had introduced me to the more real-life applications of that knowledge, including the confusing concept of good and bad guys. His earlier declaration of such unconditional trust in me moved me in a way I had not yet experienced. Being brought up by parents who had been agonisingly embarrassed by me, I had never known acceptance or trust until six years ago. It still jarred me.
 
   Phillip inhaled and exhaled very slowly before he continued. “Manny came to me for help and I would like to help him. But to do that I need your help.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “This case.” He pointed at the files, which had been closed so the offending photos were out of sight. “A girl was murdered four weeks ago. It’s very unfortunate that you had to see the photo, but at least now you know.”
 
   I took a shaky breath and nodded for Phillip to continue when he lifted an enquiring eyebrow. I distanced myself from the story and listened with an objective ear. Another skill I had acquired out of necessity to limit my involuntary reactions to certain situations.
 
   “Patrolling police officers walked past an alley when they noticed a large man searching through what appeared to be a pile of rags on the ground.”
 
   “Where did this happen?” I asked.
 
   “Here in Strasbourg. The police officers became suspicious of the man in the alley. So they went closer and that’s when they saw that the pile of rags was in actual fact a dead girl. The man was searching through her clothing for something. The moment he saw the officers, he ran, but they caught up with him. When he realised that there was no escape, he pulled out his gun and shot himself.” 
 
   “Then the murder case is closed. What is the bigger problem?”
 
   Manny sat up in his chair and copied Phillip’s neutral tone in relating the facts. “The murderer’s fingerprints identified him as a Russian tourist who had entered Europe through Spain on a supposed holiday. That was three days before the murder. It has since been discovered that he had hired a car under another name. He had all the legal documents for that identity. We followed his progress to France through the petrol stations where he filled up and the hotels he paid for with the credit card under the other name.”
 
   “And I assume that identity theft and credit card fraud are still not the biggest of your concerns.”
 
   “You assume correctly.” Manny looked at Phillip. “She’s really bright, this one.”
 
   “Yes, I’m bright. So why are you here? Why am I here? I would much rather be in my viewing room.” I raised my chin a fraction and looked at Phillip. “I did not appreciate the way I was summonsed here, away from my room.”
 
   Manny gave a snort of laughter. The vexed look Phillip gave him sobered him instantly. “The murderer’s weapon is one of the reasons we are here. The gun he shot the girl and himself with was stolen from a Eurocorps cache.”
 
   I lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “That is cause for an internal investigation. By Eurocorps. Why is the EDA involved?”
 
   “I will explain that later.” A worried frown marred Manny’s tired face and he rubbed his neck a few times. “Eurocorps does have an ongoing investigation into the weapons theft.”
 
   “And you are stressed about this investigation. Why?”
 
   “Isn’t it obvious?”
 
   “No. What is obvious is that you don’t feel very confident about the weapons theft investigation. Using only a limited amount of deductive powers, I dare to conclude that there is an internal problem. You,” I pointed at Manny and narrowed my eyes, “suspect someone in either your agency or in Eurocorps. Most likely someone in a very high position.”
 
   Manny stared at me with shock clearly written on his face.
 
   “I told you she was good.” Phillip’s voice held a hint of a pride. 
 
   “Eurocorps didn’t even know that the weapon was stolen until the local police entered the murder weapon’s serial number into the system. It set off an alarm, which led to the discovery that a large number of weapons are not where they’re supposed to be.” He cleared his throat. “Even worse, Eurocorps doesn’t even know when exactly these weapons disappeared.”
 
   “They don’t keep track of what they have in their warehouses?”
 
   “Of course they do.” His angry answer bounced off the conference room’s walls. For a moment Manny focused on a painting on the opposite side of the room. He continued in a more modulated tone. “It would seem that someone ordered the stock-take to be postponed in that specific warehouse.”
 
   “And the only person with the authority to do so, would be someone much higher up the chain of command,” I added.
 
   “Exactly. It’s been a very long time since the last check. That means we can only hope that the number of guns we have so far discovered missing are the only weapons that were taken.” His answer tapered off as if he regretted sharing this much information.
 
   “I assume that you also don’t know if they were taken all at once or systematically over time.” I accepted Manny’s squinted eyes as an affirmative, albeit angry, answer. I turned to Phillip. “This man does not trust me. And yet both of you want me to get involved in this case in a manner that has not been clearly stated to me.”
 
   “Maybe she’s right.” Manny turned his torso away from me toward Phillip. I was hard pushed to not laugh at the unconscious, yet blatant, display of dislike I was receiving from this man. “Maybe she should not be involved. This is after all hugely sensitive information that requires a high level of security clearance.”
 
   “Who else are you going to ask?” A cold hardness sharpened Phillip’s question.
 
   Unfortunately, I was familiar with that tone. Phillip didn’t know he used it when he ran out of patience and was about to lay down the law. A law that was expected to be followed unchallenged. One I usually did challenge.
 
   “Well–”
 
   “There is no one else, Manny,” interrupted Phillip. “You came to me as a last resort. Don’t think for one minute that I feel flattered that you are here. I know that you are desperate and that you had nowhere else to go. You came here because you know that I can be trusted, right?”
 
   Manny nodded, his lips sucked in, totally disappearing from his face.
 
   “If you trust me, you should trust my judgement. I say Genevieve is the only person for this job and that should be enough for you.”
 
   A loaded silence hung in the conference room. It was only through years of training and experience that I knew to wait patiently for the outcome. I used this time to evaluate Manny’s body language and read his internal struggle as clearly as if it were written on a billboard. I knew, even before Manny spoke, that he was going to accept my help. It was in his body language. Logic also dictated that this was his best option. Yet his visible discomfort with me was reason enough for him to hesitate. Fair enough.
 
   “Fine,” he said with an inelegant sigh. “Tell her the rest.”
 
   The quick appearance of Phillip’s tongue between his lips made me smile. My boss was pleased with himself for winning this round. He turned to me and frowned at my anomalous friendliness. “What?”
 
   “I’m just thinking– ”
 
   “Never mind, I don’t want to know.” Most times when he asked he got annoyed with my answers. “Back to the case.”
 
   “I haven’t agreed to be part of this.” I still felt shaken from the photo and my episode. If this case was going to bring back involuntary behaviours that hadn’t been part of my life for more years than I cared to remember, I wasn’t interested.
 
   “Not you too. Just listen to the rest and then you can make a decision. The two of you are worse than dealing with spoiled trust fund babies.” Neither I nor Manny answered his accusation, so he continued. “There wasn’t much of an investigation into the murder, since the murderer was in the morgue with his victim. One detective, though, was curious about what the Russian was looking for when he was searching the victim and decided to go through the girl’s belongings with a fine tooth comb.”
 
   “Why would a comb help?”
 
   “Genevieve,” Phillip answered in his slow voice when he was trying to stay patient with my inexhaustible questions, “it is just a manner of speaking. He searched her belongings very thoroughly.”
 
   “He found something,” I stated. The excited lift in Phillip’s voice had been my cue. Why couldn’t people just get to the bottom line? The need everyone had for a dramatic build-up to the main point was a source of great frustration to me.
 
   “A strip from a canvas was carefully sewn into the hem of her coat.”
 
   “What canvas?” 
 
   “That’s not of importance now.”
 
   “I disagree.”
 
   Phillip closed his eyes for the time it took him to take a calming breath. “It is a strip cut from the right hand side of the Still Life, The White Bowl.”
 
   “Which artist?”
 
   “Paul Gauguin.”
 
   My mind was racing with this new information. The moment all the pieces fell into place I glared at Phillip. “That piece is insured by us, by Rousseau & Rousseau.”
 
   “Yes, we insured that art work seven years ago for a client who is extremely private about his art collection. Why he never reported it stolen is something I would really like to find out.”
 
   “Why weren’t you going to tell me about this?”
 
   “I was going to tell you about this once Manny left.”
 
   “Oh.” I suddenly understood and nodded towards the other man who was quietly assessing us. “You didn’t want him to think that you were more interested in the artwork than in helping him solve his insider problem.”
 
   The moment the procerus muscles between Phillip’s eyes pulled both his eyebrows lower and together, I knew I should’ve held my tongue. Manny’s laughter saved me from another sermon on not censoring myself. I liked him a little bit more.
 
   “She’s got you there, old friend.” For the first time since I had laid eyes on him Manny’s facial muscles relaxed a fraction. “I don’t blame you for your concern. And just to set the record straight, I did not come to you as a last resort. When that fragment led me to you, I considered it to be a godsend. I know that you have an incredible fraud detection department and that your investigators can teach most law enforcement agencies a few things.” 
 
   “How did this land on your desk, Manny?”
 
   I silently applauded Phillip for his question and waited eagerly for the answer. Manny looked like he was arguing with himself. We waited. His brow smoothed as he straightened his shoulders.
 
   “The commander of the Multinational Command Support Brigade at Eurocorps headquarters is a longtime friend of mine. We served together in an investigation division for a few years. I was visiting him and his wife when he got the call about the weapon used in the murder. Eurocorps has been co-operating with the Strasbourg police, but they have gotten nowhere in four weeks. He phoned me last week and asked me if I knew somebody, an outsider, that could help.”
 
   “Why an outsider?” Against my will I was becoming intrigued.
 
   “The storage of light weapons for Eurocorps Headquarters’ personnel is also under my friend’s command. That is why he was contacted when the police connected the weapon to Eurocorps. He started looking into it and that’s when he discovered the disappearance of weapons. He also discovered that the inventory had been tampered with. It seemed to have been done at random in the last five years. That is when he first suspected someone powerful enough to interfere with our stock taking system. It’s the only explanation for how it had gone undetected for such a long time. The system is highly secured, accessed by a select few.” He sighed heavily. “Eurocorps just recovered from a paralysing scandal three years ago. He didn’t want to draw any attention to a suspicion that might come to nothing.”
 
   “What suspicion is that?”
 
   “Nothing good. The involvement of a Russian murderer, an artwork and a Eurocorps weapon do not point to anything good. Three years ago a clerk working in the budget and finance department of Eurocorps noticed irregularities in the books. He went to the Deputy Chief of Staff Training and Resources and reported what he had seen. Immediately he was escorted from the building and subsequently fired for insubordination. What the deputy didn’t know was that the clerk had copied all the files for himself. He sent them to three major news agencies, pointing the finger at the deputy and a few enthusiastic helpers. This caused an in-depth investigation, proving that the deputy had been siphoning funds from Eurocorps for years.”
 
   “Greed, one of man’s greatest weaknesses.” Humans disgusted me.
 
   Manny nodded in agreement. “By the time this came out into the open, it was four years after the deputy chief had left and the EDA was only a year old. It took Eurocorps three years of layoffs and rigorous PR to recover some of the ground it had lost in the public eye. It was shocking how many soldiers had allowed greed to destroy their morals and human decency. Leon transferred from the EDA to Eurocorps and was instrumental in rebuilding its reputation.”
 
   “Who’s Leon?” I asked.
 
   “Oh, he’s the Deputy Chief of Staff for Training and Resources at Eurocorps. Major General Leon Hofmann.”
 
   This was interesting, but I was getting impatient. “The suspicion?”
 
   “When Leon started looking into this weapons theft, he discovered something else. It turned out that every time there had been any tampering, at that same period there was a joint EDA-Eurocorps meeting or conference here in Strasbourg. The coincidence of the stock-take manipulation at the same time as EDA-Eurocorps meetings makes both of us wonder if there are insiders on both sides.”
 
   “And if an investigation was to start at one of the agencies, the other might get wind of it.” 
 
   “Hence the need for an outsider.” Manny was the only other person, aside from myself, that I had ever heard use the word ‘hence’. I liked him a fraction more. He cleared his throat and faced Phillip. “I trust you with this.”
 
   Phillip waved away the sentiment. “Are you sure about an insider in your office?”
 
   “Unfortunately yes. The Head agrees with me about this.”
 
   “Who knows that you’re asking for our assistance?” Phillip asked.
 
   “Only Sarah Crichton, the Head of the EDA, Frederique Dutoit, our Chief Executive and Leon. To quote the Chief, I want this annoying case to close as soon as possible.”
 
   “As soon as possible or as thoroughly as possible?” I had experience enough to know that those two concepts were more often than not worlds apart.
 
   “The Chief wants it closed as soon as possible.”
 
   “And you?” I asked.
 
   Manny took a moment to answer. “I want this bastard caught and locked up for a long time. I despise people who use their positions of power to further their own agendas. Especially when their agendas lead to this.” He pushed the closed folders far away from him. His anger and earlier displeasure at the whole situation won him a few good points in my book. It was indeed a very interesting case and my curiosity was piqued. For a few quiet moments all three of us contemplated the situation.
 
   “Thank you for trusting me with this.” I knew how difficult it could be for people to trust and also knew that I should be honoured by Manny’s trust. Even when it was begrudging. “I need time.”
 
   “You what?” Manny’s eyebrows drew closer and the corners of his mouth pulled down. He looked at Phillip. “She what?”
 
   “Genevieve–”
 
   I got up and didn’t give either man the chance to say anything else. “It was interesting to meet you, Colonel Millard.”
 
   I picked up the sheets of handwritten music, slung my handbag over my shoulder and walked out of the conference room. I needed the safety of my viewing room. That room was filled with monitors where I could control the speed and frequency of the behaviour of the people on the screens. In the conference room, human behaviour was all too real. I preferred keeping it confined inside the monitors. In real life, people’s behaviour disconcerted me far too much and far too often. 
 
   The expensive carpets in the corridor muted the staccato of my medium sized heels and I was glad that the other office staff seldom frequented this corridor. The last thing I wanted was to produce a social smile and force myself to practice small talk. I needed a moment alone. At least I was honest enough with myself to acknowledge that my behaviour at this moment was that of pure avoidance. I was running away.
 
   Change had never been easy for me and Phillip’s cantankerous friend was about to throw my safe routine completely off its tracks. I liked coming into the office every day at the same time, spending exactly eight hours in my viewing room and then reversing my morning commute home. The predictability of working with contested insurance claims was safe. Guns, murders and Russians were different. Interesting, but different, and therefore unsettling.
 
   The secured wooden door to my viewing room whooshed silently open when it recognised the swipe of my key card. I entered the safe familiarity of the air-conditioned room.
 
   I wasted no time walking to my viewing station and sat down in my chair. My handbag still hung on my shoulder and I awkwardly pulled my arm from the sling before I placed the bag on the floor next to me. I knew that I only had a few minutes before the door would open and Phillip would follow me in. There was no mistaking the nose-flare, narrowed eyes and other intention cues when I had left. He was going to come into my haven and disrupt my life by demanding my co-operation.
 
   Even though I did not want to work on this case, it wouldn’t take much to convince me otherwise. Phillip was very good at convincing me to do things I didn’t want to do. So, what I needed now was a moment to determine how I was going to do this on my terms. Especially if I was to work with Manny and all the complications his personality type would pose to my uncomplicated life. 
 
   For a short while I allowed myself the calming feel of my hands rubbing my upper arms. No sooner had I straightened my shoulders and composed myself when the door silently whooshed open. Phillip walked in, shoulders back, chin lifted and eyes focussed solely on me. Behind him Manny followed, contempt warring with doubt on his face.
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   “How long have you been working for me?”
 
   “Six years.” 
 
   “Have I ever demanded anything from you?”
 
   “All the time.”
 
   Phillip’s eyebrows lifted and then formed a frown in a silent question.
 
   “The positioning of your feet demands that I hurry up and finish when you’re in a rush and I’m explaining something. Your inner and outer frontalis, your orbicularis oculi–”
 
   “My what?”
 
   “The muscles on your forehead and around your eyes demand that I explain more, that I stop talking, that I–”
 
   “You’ve made your point, Genevieve.” Phillip ignored Manny’s snort behind him and he pinched the bridge of his nose. “What I meant was, have I ever demanded you to do any kind of work, any specific work here?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’ve given her carte blanche?” Manny moved away from the table he was leaning against and stood next to Phillip. He glared at both of us.
 
   “I told you that I trust her.” He turned his narrowed eyes to me again. “Do you think I would ask you to do something that would put your life in danger?”
 
   I took a moment to seriously consider this. When I looked up to answer, Phillip looked offended for some reason. “No.”
 
   “You had to think about this?”
 
   “Of course. Why would I give you an answer if I am not sure of the truthfulness of it?”
 
   “We’re digressing.” Phillip put his hands on his hips. “I’ve never demanded anything from you, giving you the freedom to do things your way. You’ve proved yourself over and over to be very responsible with that freedom. So much so that I am now reluctant to be this insistent, but I do insist.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Really, Genevi–” Phillip’s argument broke off and he tilted his head to one side. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “She said okay.”
 
   “Why?” Phillip ignored Manny’s amused comment.
 
   “It’s an interesting case. A challenge.” I looked at Manny. “I have quite a few conditions, though.”
 
   “No. Really?” Manny sounded disbelieving.
 
   “Yes, really. Why would I say this, if it’s not real?” 
 
   “He was being sarcastic.” Phillip glanced at Manny. “She doesn’t get sarcasm or jokes. What are your conditions, Genevieve?”
 
   “I need full access to all the files.”
 
   Manny started shaking his head even before he spoke. “You can’t have full access to the files.”
 
   “Then I can’t help you.”
 
   “You don’t understand. To view these files you need to have a very high security clearance.”
 
   “So get it for me.”
 
   “It’s not that easy. Ask me what you would like to know and I will give you as much as possible.”
 
   It was simply not an acceptable option, but I knew that I would have to prove it to this stubborn EDA man. “How many weapons were stolen?”
 
   “So far the count has reached eight hundred and thirty-seven.” 
 
   My eyebrows lifted and Phillip whistled softly. 
 
   “Were there any unique, out of the ordinary weapons taken?”
 
   Manny looked very unhappy being on the receiving end of so many questions. “About three hundred SIG 226 nine millimetre pistols were taken.”
 
   “What exactly are those?” I was going to have to learn more, much more, about weapons.
 
   “It’s a service pistol very popular with special forces in many countries from the US army to Polish Special Forces to a counter-terrorist unit in Greece.”
 
   “How many of the total guns taken were handguns?”
 
   “I don’t have the exact numbers on me right now. The weapons stored at headquarters are mostly light weapons. The majority of those stolen would be handguns, I suppose.”
 
   “You suppose?” I infused a healthy amount of annoyance into my voice. “How many of those are assault rifles? How many sniper rifles? If there were sniper rifles stolen, when were they stolen? In the beginning, the middle or were they the last to disappear? These rifles, are there many people who would be able to effectively put them to use?”
 
   “Genevieve,” warned Phillip.
 
   “Oh, but I’m not done with my questions. If most of the weapons were handguns, was there a specific gun favoured? Or were most the SIG’s? Are these guns popular with certain groups like gangs or more organised groups? Once I have some of these answers I would need to check into lists of names associated with these guns and groups. Then I would have to compile a list of artefacts being stolen in areas targeted by these– ”
 
   “Stop.” Manny lifted his hands in a gesture both of surrender and resistance. “We’ve already had our best guys look into some of these questions.”
 
   “But they didn’t get anywhere?”
 
   “No, they didn’t get very far.” 
 
   “Since you don’t trust them to look into it any further and come up with unbiased information, not influenced or corrupted by those you suspect, you’d do a lot better giving me access.”
 
   Manny closed his eyes and shook his head, undoubtedly waging another internal war.
 
   “Maybe Genevieve can tell you a little more about how she does things here. To set your mind at ease.” Phillip looked pointedly at all the monitors and equipment he had installed for me without questioning a single request. The room was completely soundproofed, not allowing the top of the range sound system to reach beyond the room. Against the wall facing me were ten of the highest definition monitors on the market, arranged in an almost semi-circle for easier viewing. 
 
   Usually I had at least six of the large monitors running at the same time, each isolating a certain feature of the person being read. I liked having the other monitors available in case I needed to bring up another clip for comparison or have a document open for viewing. Now they were all dark.
 
   In front of these monitors was a long wooden table running the length of the wall with three keyboards, three carefully placed notepads and three pencils neatly aligned to the notepads. Three antique-looking filing cabinets covered one wall and carefully chosen paintings decorated the remaining space. I was fully aware that anyone looking at my workspace would be able to see my need for organised surroundings. One might even go as far as wondering if I suffered from obsessive compulsive behaviour. I knew that I was only a few obsessions short of OCB and was thankful that I had missed out on that particular oddity. As it was, I had enough to deal with, including the two men in my viewing room. 
 
   The last thing I wanted to do at that moment was explain to Manny the complex process of reading someone’s non-verbal cues. Or how I went about looking for patterns in seemingly innocuous data. Everything in me rebelled against Phillip’s suggestion. But the knowledge of how important a high profile case like this was to him held me in check.
 
   “She can show me another time.” Manny broke the silence and turned to me. “I’ll give you a copy of all the files that Phillip and I went through earlier.”
 
   A small shiver ran down my back with the memory of the photo of the dead girl in one of the folders. I stiffened my spine and strengthened my resolve. There had been many difficult situations in my life that I never thought I would overcome. This was going to be an opportunity for me to prove to myself that I could cope with a challenge as dark as this one. “What about the rest?”
 
   “The rest?”
 
   “You know very well that those files alone would not suffice. I will need more.”
 
   “I have an EDA computer in my car. I’ll give you a password and make sure that the IT guys set it up for you to have enough access to EDA files.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘enough’?” My question caused a deep frown between Manny’s eyes.
 
   Phillip jumped in quickly before Manny or I could say anything else. “Why don’t we start with the files and the computer? Manny, you can give Genevieve enough access for her to start. Genevieve, when you find that you need more information than what is available, we can revisit this issue.”
 
   “Agreed.” That sounded like a logical solution. “Where would you like me to start?”
 
   “I’m familiar with the weapons theft, so I’ll continue working on that.”
 
   “On your own?”
 
   “No. I’m co-operating with Leon. There are also still a few people I know I can trust. Together we will look into the theft. For now I would like for you to focus on the artefact. I really want to know why it was so important that a girl got killed over it. But more than that, I would truly like to know what the connection is between the girl, the artefact, the Russian killer and the Eurocorps weapons. I hope that if we find the connection between them, it will point us to the insiders.”
 
   “And I would like to know why our client didn’t report that piece missing.” Phillip sounded really perturbed about this.
 
   “Bring me the files and the computer and I’ll have something for you by–” I closed my eyes to access the calendar in my head. “Today is Tuesday. I’ll have something for you by the end of the week.”
 
   “If you have anything earlier–”
 
   “We’ll immediately let you know,” finished Phillip. “How are we going to work out the agreement between our two entities?”
 
   “Between the EDA and you guys? The Head doesn’t want Rousseau & Rousseau to be officially connected to anything.”
 
   “I don’t know if I can agree to that.” 
 
   “Phillip, this is more than just business. This is about catching someone who is abusing his position of power. The Head and Leon have both assured me that once we’ve concluded this, Rousseau & Rousseau will be on the receiving end of a lot of business from the EDA and, with Leon’s influence, Eurocorps.”
 
   “You think I can get that in ink?” Phillip sounded increasingly less impressed with the direction this discussion had taken.
 
   “That would make this official. It would create a paper trail.”
 
   “And that might alert Manny’s insider.” I almost smiled at Phillip’s displeased frown and Manny’s surprise that I agreed with them. “If we want to find the connection between all these things and Manny’s insiders, and catch them, it makes perfect sense to not announce our co-operation.”
 
   “They are not my insiders.”
 
   “They’re working for your agencies and, for all we know, working directly under you. Of course they’re yours.” 
 
   “I’m not going to get into this.” He shook his head and turned to Phillip. “The Head is as good as her word, Phillip. In the time that she’s taken over, she’s kept every single promise she’s made.”
 
   “I suppose that will have to be good enough for me. For now.”
 
   “Good. Now, if you give me a few minutes, I’ll go get that computer.” 
 
   Phillip called for an assistant to accompany Manny through all the security doors in and out of our offices.
 
   “He’s really one of the good guys.” Phillip rested his hip against the long table once we were alone in the viewing room. It took all my self-control to not physically remove him from invading my space like that. Instead I took a deep breath, reminding myself that he too would leave soon and my viewing room would be my own again.
 
   “It’s evident.”
 
   “You were reading him?”
 
   I just looked at Phillip. After all this time, he should have known that I read everyone.
 
   “What did you see?”
 
   “He’s sincere. He believes in what he does.” 
 
   “That would be Manny’s essence.” His eyes lost focus as if he were viewing a past event in his mind’s eye. “I remember a time when we were both young and full of dreams. I used to tell him that one day he would become a superhero.”
 
   “Superheroes don’t exist. It’s not possible for him to ever become one.”
 
   Phillip’s expression sobered and he gave me a quick smile. “Indeed that is true. So Manny became the next best thing.”
 
   “The Deputy Chief Executive of Strategy at the EDA?”
 
   “Someone fighting for what is right.”
 
   “How does that make it the next best thing to being a superhero?”
 
   Phillip looked relieved when there was a knock at the door before it whooshed open and Manny came through carrying a black leather case. 
 
   “Phillip, can I have a moment alone with Miss Lenard?”
 
   “Of course. I have a few phone calls to make.” Phillip gave a slight nod and left me with Manny.
 
   “Well.” He moved around the viewing room trying to look comfortable, but his entire body very loudly communicated his discomfort. He lifted his hand to presumably run it over the artful workmanship of the filing cabinets.
 
   “Please don’t touch that.” I hated when people were in my space. They always wanted to touch my things and then I had to clean their oily fingerprints off it.
 
   Manny withdrew his hand and turned to me. “Phillip trusts you. He knows you. I don’t. I don’t know anything about this thing that you have.”
 
   “What thing?”
 
   “Your ...” he waved his hand towards me and then let it drop limply next to him, “autism.”
 
   “I was never really diagnosed with autism. People just like to label me that way so that I make more sense to them.”
 
   “What were you diagnosed as?”
 
   “Many things.” I was not going to tell him all the tests and psychological probing I had gone through. “You can also choose to believe that I have high functioning autism.”
 
   Manny looked intrigued and moved closer to me. “You don’t believe that you have high functioning autism?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what I believe.” 
 
   “To me it does. If we are going to work together, I need to know who it is that I’m trusting.”
 
   “I appreciate that you need to know this, but I’m not going to become your best friend, Colonel Millard. Working together on this case really only requires your trust in my skills and my discretion. Both of which you will have full access to.”
 
   Manny studied me for a long time. I didn’t flinch. “You are a very strange individual, Miss Lenard.”
 
   “So I have been told.”
 
   “Just one more question.” He swallowed his discomfort. “Do I need to be careful what I say or do in case you, you know, go all weird again?”
 
   “Go all weird?” If I wasn’t still shaken by the uncharacteristic lapse of my control, I would’ve smiled. “I can guarantee you it won’t happen again. And you don’t have to tip-toe around me. I’m much less delicate that most people think.” 
 
   The corner of Manny’s mouth quirked into an almost-smile. He reached into the black leather case and took out a black laptop.
 
   “Okay, then. This is the EDA computer I told you about. I don’t know what the IT guys did to it, but they claim it is unhackable.” He opened the laptop and waited for it to boot up. It took him ten minutes to take me through all the passwords. It took me only once to memorise both twenty-six digit passwords. I was impressed with the layered security on the computer and told Manny so. 
 
   “Yes, my guys are some of the best. You will have access to much of our database and all the files on this case. We update these files every day as new information comes in, so make sure that you check it. Please take all precautions with this computer.”
 
   I ignored the insulting warning, but Manny obviously wasn’t going to let it go. 
 
   “Miss Lenard–”
 
   “Enough with the miss. Call me Doctor Lenard or Genevieve.” 
 
   “Okay.” He drew out the word as if unsure which option to choose in case it was the wrong one. “Doc, it is really important that no one else has access to this computer. You can’t allow anyone else to work on it or leave it unattended at any time.”
 
   “Colonel Millard, please don’t insult my intelligence by giving me this lecture. I fully comprehend the significance of being in possession of this computer.”
 
   “Good. Fine. Okay.” 
 
   I waited for him to continue. He didn’t. His blinking increased, indicating discomfort or a stressful thought process. Maybe both. The third time he swallowed heavily, I lost my patience. “Oh, for goodness’ sake, just say it.”
 
   His lips thinned. “This is sensitive information.”
 
   “We’ve already established that.”
 
   “Well, yes.” He took a bracing breath. “This might not be of relevance, but the murderer said something before he shot himself. Actually, he shouted it. He was speaking broken French with a strong accent, so the officers were not sure of everything they heard. The autopsy showed traces of an antipsychotic drug. It would seem that he was being treated for schizophrenia, but had gone off his meds for some time. This might just be a lunatic’s rantings.”
 
   “Get to the point.”
 
   “According to the officers he shouted, ‘The red will end all twenty-seven daffodils, we will just have to sit back and watch. No one will escape the red who is all powerful’.”
 
   “You’re right, it sounds like the rantings of an insane man,” I said. ‘Or it could be a very bad translation.”
 
   “I’m repeating it word for word, just like the officers noted it down. They agreed that this is exactly what he said. He shouted it over and over before he killed himself.”
 
   “No need to get defensive, Colonel Millard.”
 
   He sighed. “I’m in a position I don’t like to be in, working with people I don’t know, so forgive me if I’m a bit out of sorts.”
 
   He did not sound or look repentant at all. But he did look stressed. I relented. “I’ll think about these rantings and see if I can find some meaning in it. Maybe ‘red’ is a euphemism or a codeword for something. ‘Twenty-seven’ might also have a different meaning as might ‘daffodils’. He could’ve used the word order of his native tongue, which could change all the words around.”
 
   “Those are a lot of maybes.”
 
   “Applicable to three very incoherent sentences.” I leaned back in my chair. “Is there anything else?”
 
   “Yes. Call me Manny.” He turned and walked to the door, twice looking back at the laptop lying open on my table. “We’ll be in touch then.”
 
   “Goodbye, Manny.” I watched him heave another sigh before he left and wondered what he was going to say to Phillip. There was, however, no point in speculating about his issues and complaints now. The challenge was much too alluring to waste time and energy on Manny’s ill-placed worries. Already I had a few ideas how to approach the quest for a connection between the strip of a valuable painting and the Russian murderer. I turned towards the laptop and typed a few words into the search engine. 
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   “Genevieve!” It was the sheer shock in Phillip’s voice that caused me to drag my eyes away from the computer. I had just made yet another connection and was becoming increasingly excited.
 
   I turned to Phillip, who was standing in the viewing room doorway, looking bewildered. “What?”
 
   “My god, how long have you been here?” He moved away from the still open door and walked into the viewing room, looking around with not a small amount of concern. I inhaled sharply to tell him that it was none of his business, but reality rushed towards me like a runaway freight train.
 
   “Since we last spoke.”
 
   “Since Tuesday?” He shook his head as if he had received a hard blow to his skull. “You have been here for the last two days.”
 
   The ten-year-old girl in me, being berated by her embarrassed mother, threatened to hang her head in shame. Fortunately, the more than two decades of discipline came to the fore. I straightened my shoulders and blinked slowly. “I lost track of time.”
 
   “It seems a bit more than that.” He dragged a chair closer and sat down far enough from me to make me wonder if he was respecting my personal space or whether I smelled like I had locked myself in the same room for the last forty-eight hours. I looked at my usually immaculate workspace and could understand the concerned frown marring Phillip’s typically confident face. 
 
   The long desk was covered in over a dozen coffee mugs, chocolate wrappers and crumpled sheets of paper. I took a bracing breath before I could look down at my outfit. My flawlessly ironed white silk shirt now looked like it had been lying at the bottom of the laundry bin for a week. A few stray coffee drops had stained my light green skirt. I didn’t even want to think about the unattractive mascara rings that undoubtedly were lying under my eyes. Not once in my adult life had I allowed myself to reach this point. I pushed away the shame to make place for self-aimed anger.
 
   “I need to clean up.” How did I fail myself twice in so many days? First the episode with the photo and now this. It was unacceptable.
 
   “That can wait. Tell me what’s happening with you.”
 
   “Do I have to?” 
 
   “Please.” 
 
   I really didn’t want to tell him. The sincere concern pulling at Phillip’s face was the only reason I even considered telling him. He had been the first person in my life who cared to understand me instead of trying to change me. I closed my eyes for a long moment until I found the courage to look at him. “I used to be like this all the time until I was about ten years old. I would get interested in something and completely lose touch with reality. It is called hyperfocus. I would just focus on my new favourite topic and nothing else existed. My nannies didn’t know what to do, and since it kept me quiet they didn’t try to get me out of this zone. It was only when my mother found out that there was hell to pay.” And boy, was there hell to pay. Every time.
 
   “But it stopped when you were ten?”
 
   “Yes. That was when I ... are you sure you want to hear this?” It was boring and irrelevant to all the interesting things I had discovered.
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   “Fine. I was ten when my parents had another one of their diplomatic dinners. It was one of my better days and I was observing everyone. That was when I realised how everyone was acting falsely and lying with almost every word that left their mouths. I decided that if that was what it took to get my parents’ approval, I would learn to play-pretend just like everyone else. It wasn’t difficult to imitate everyone’s behaviour. It was also a game for me, something that I considered a challenge and fun. Soon my parents thought that I had grown out of whatever it was that had ailed me before. What they didn’t realise was that I was no longer myself. I was them, their friends, everyone else but me.”
 
   Phillip shook his head in anger like he did the only other time that I had told him about my childhood. “And that is why you studied psychology, body language and all of that.”
 
   “Yes. That helped me understand why people had such a need to pretend. Why people were so good at it.” 
 
   “And now you know how to behave like everyone else.”
 
   “Oh, I mastered that skill long before I graduated. It simply makes people more comfortable. It’s simpler.” And I hated it.
 
   “So why don’t you behave like that around me?”
 
   I thought about it. “You don’t need me to be like you.”
 
   My simple answer seemed to surprise Phillip, but he quickly recovered. “I do, however, need you to go home and rest.”
 
   I barely refrained from uttering a self-berating grunt. “I will. But first I have to show you what I’ve discovered.”
 
   “I assume that you’ve found something very interesting.”
 
   “Why would you assume that?”
 
   “If you hadn’t, you wouldn’t still be here.”
 
   I gave him a quick smile for his rationale and turned to the monitors. “They are all one man.”
 
   “Who are?”
 
   “The poets.” I organised my discoveries to be displayed on the screens for easy show and tell.
 
   “What poets?” Phillip sounded bemused. “I think you should start at the beginning and tell me as if I am not as intelligent as you.”
 
   “But you aren’t.” The moment the uncensored words left my mouth, I knew it was a huge faux pas. I slowly turned to Phillip, only to see him clench his teeth so hard that his cheeks were bulging. 
 
   “Just tell me from the beginning.”
 
   “Right. The beginning.” I really had to watch my mouth. “I decided to look more deeply into that piece of Gauguin that was discovered on the murdered girl. Our information says that it was stolen during the Second World War and had been on Interpol’s list of stolen artworks. It was discovered by a Mister Henry Vaughan in 2004. This Mister Vaughan is an art historian who helped a friend move into an old mansion that the friend had purchased. In the attic of that house they discovered this painting. It was very fortunate that Mister Vaughan was at hand to identify what it was and make sure that it went back to its rightful owners. And it did, but only after proving provenance and a vigorous authentication process. A year later it was sold at an auction to our client.”
 
   “I know all of this. What did you find that was strange about it?” When it came to artwork that had been stolen during any war, Phillip was paranoid about its authenticity and rightful provenance.
 
   “There is no such person as Henry Vaughan, the art historian.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   I simply ignored his inane question. Of course I was sure. I had not only used my usual internet sources to check the existence of this man, I had also used an EDA database search, not that it did much good. All I got were people with this name not matching any other of the parameters. “There is also no trace of any work record for this man.”
 
   “Interesting.”
 
   “If you look at this article,” I pointed to one of the monitors and zoomed in on the text to make it easier to read, “you’ll see quite an impressive resume that he gave to the journalist. It no doubt gave him more credibility for this article and also for the find.”
 
   “I remember reading this interview. He was extremely knowledgeable about the Cloisonnism and Primitivism eras in which Gauguin worked.”
 
   I made a sound of disbelief. “What is interesting about his resume in this article is that there is no mention of any specific institution where he studied or worked. I spent a lot of time searching for anything else on him and found nothing. Not a published paper, not another interview, nothing. It was as if he only existed for this one occasion.”
 
   “That sounds a bit far-fetched. Why would he appear in the public eye only once and then disappear?” His eyes widened with a realisation. “Maybe he died.”
 
   “No, I also checked that. Lacking any other avenues I decided to see what other artefacts were discovered and returned to their owners and that was when things got interesting. Look at this.”
 
   I used all ten monitors to display more than a dozen different newspaper clippings. 
 
   “These are artefacts that were stolen during some conflict in the last century or so. There were so many that it took me hours to sift through them to get to these particular ones. In these articles the artefacts were discovered by a man who claimed to be a museum curator, an amateur archaeologist, a gallery owner,” I pointed to all the different articles, “an art dealer and in this one, an art restorer.”
 
   Phillip was staring intently at the monitors. “All very interesting. It is wonderful that these owners got their art back. I don’t see anything suspicious in this.”
 
   “The museum curator’s name is Edward Taylor, the archaeologist is William Strode, the gallery owner Isaac Watts, the art dealer John Milton and the art restorer is Sydney Goddphin.” I finished on a triumphant note and looked expectantly at Phillip. He slowly turned to me with a blank expression in his eyes. My shoulders slumped. “You don’t know who they are.”
 
   “No, Genevieve, I don’t.”
 
   “Every single one of them was an English poet who lived in the seventeenth century.” I could barely sit still with the excitement bubbling in me. “Can’t you see? The probability of all of these men discovering stolen pieces having names of seventeenth century poets is incalculable. It simply would not happen.”
 
   “And that led you to believe that this is the same person.”
 
   “Yes,” I all but shouted and took a calming breath. “What I haven’t been able to figure out is his agenda.”
 
   “It would seem clear to me. He reappropriates artworks that were illegally taken from the owners.”
 
   “True. But who is he working for? I couldn’t find anyone fitting his description working for any agencies.”
 
   Phillip narrowed his eyes at the screens. “I see only three photos in these articles.”
 
   “Unfortunately there aren’t any more photos of this man, these men. Only the three photos here.”
 
   “None of these photos really show his face.” A sly smile pulled at the corners of his mouth. “Clever bastard.”
 
   “But these three photos are enough for me to believe that this is the same man.”
 
   “I don’t know, Genevieve.” He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes for a closer study of the three photos. “The men in those articles look mighty different from each other.”
 
   “Look at their noses and their mouths.” I reached for a laser pointer and aimed it at the perfectly shaped male lips in each photo. “This is the same man. We can puff out our cheeks and try to draw attention away from our eyes with glasses and contact lenses, but we can’t change the shape of our lips. Or our noses. At least not without the help of a professional make-up artist.”
 
   We spent a full minute in silence studying the photos accompanying the articles. I was reliving the burst of excitement that had cannoned through me when I had made this specific discovery. Almost as if to myself I said, “These articles date back five years. I’m sure that there are many more discoveries and poets if I looked.”
 
   “But why would you look? What is this man’s connection to the case apart from being the one who identified the artefact?”
 
   “Talking about the artefact, did you find out why your client didn’t report the artefact stolen?”
 
   “I haven’t been able to get it touch with him,” grunted Phillip. “He tends to go off the grid for weeks on end and then it’s impossible to reach him.”
 
   “Which means we don’t know if or when the painting was stolen.”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “Hmm, that might be a problem.” 
 
   “It is obvious to me that it would be a problem, but why do you think it’s a problem?” 
 
   “So far I’ve found six different poets who discovered another thirteen artefacts. See these three cases?” I pointed to three different screens. “Here the poet declared the stolen artefact a forgery. In each case it caused huge controversies since all three of these pieces were authenticated.”
 
   “By whom?”
 
   “By different and very reputable entities. One of the artefacts alone was authenticated by a museum, a university and an independent archaeologist.”
 
   “This is not good. Not good at all.” 
 
   “No, it’s not. It leads me to believe that the poet-man not only recovers artefacts, he also has some ability to identify fakes. After his very public declaration that they were forgeries, they were once again tested and were found to be extremely good replicas of the originals.”
 
   “Okay,” he said very slowly, “and how is all this connected?”
 
   “I don’t know yet. But I know it is connected. I’ve found more art murders.”
 
   Phillips blinked at my quick change of topic. “Art murders?”
 
   “Well, murders involving artists.”
 
   “And what does this have to do with our current case?” Phillip looked like he was having a hard time keeping up with me, so I slowed down a bit. I had after all had forty-eight hours to connect all the dots in my mind. 
 
   “The girl in the photo is most likely an artist.”
 
   “What makes you think that?”
 
   “While I was looking for more discoveries by poets, I was looking through a lot of newspapers online. In one of the newspapers I noticed a small report about a murder, which made me think again of the girl.” An involuntary shudder rippled through me. “Manny said that she was killed with a Eurocorps weapon, one typically used by agents. Also one on the list of the stolen weapons. So I phoned Jacques.”
 
   “I’m afraid to ask. Who’s Jacques?” 
 
   “The detective we worked with last year on the arson case.”
 
   “Please tell me you didn’t give him any of this information. Manny couldn’t emphasise enough how important confidentiality was.” Phillip sounded like someone was strangling him. Strong distress caused his throat muscles to constrict like that. 
 
   “I only asked him if he could find out if there were any open cases in France and the rest of Europe with a SIG 226 nine millimetre as the murder weapon.”
 
   “And he didn’t ask you why you wanted to know?”
 
   “Of course he did.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “I lied to him.” I was so proud about this achievement that my voice lifted with this admission. “I told him that I’m working on the side for a private investigator and that he asked me to do some research into this.”
 
   “And he believed you?”
 
   “After some time.” I had to use all my learned skills of deception to convince Jacques, but it didn’t take too long. Not only did people lie easily, they just as quickly believed a lie.
 
   “Oh dear. I don’t really want to know the details. Just tell me what you found out.”
 
   “Well, he phoned me back and told me that there are two unsolved murders in France, one in Italy and two in Greece where this type of weapon was used. The cases happened four to seven years ago and there’s been no reason to connect them whatsoever. I told Jacques that I was wrong and there obviously was no connection. I even managed to sound very disappointed.”
 
   “Genevieve, lying is not something to be so proud of.”
 
   “It is. It’s only the second time this year that I’ve lied, so I’m very proud that I was so believable.” 
 
   Phillip shook his head with a half smile, but quickly sobered. “Tell me more about these murders.”
 
   “Well, once I had this information, it was really easy to find out the rest. All five victims were artists. And not just any kind of artist. They were highly regarded in their fields.”
 
   “What fields?”
 
   “This is another interesting anomaly. If there was a serial killer in Europe, he might have chosen something more fitting to a type. The only thing these people have in common is that they were artists. Their age, gender, social status, everything differs so greatly that it is difficult to imagine that this could be the work of a serial killer. Not one of the artists specialised in the same field. One was fantastic at the restoration of Renaissance art, the other was a sculptor, the other specialised in bronzes and the other one was a graphic designer. I think the last one was skilled in watercolours from the Romantic era, especially Turner’s works. They came from different countries, so why a serial killer would or could find them doesn’t make sense at all.”
 
   “A serial killer with a Eurocorps weapon.”
 
   “That is another reason that makes me think it’s not a serial killer. These murders were all committed with the same type of weapon, but not the same weapon. I’m sure if Manny requested the ballistic reports of these cases, he would be able to match it to the stolen Eurocorps weapons.”
 
   “I’ll be sure to tell him about this.” 
 
   “You can also ask him why it is that the other cases didn’t register that they were Eurocorps weapons.”
 
   “Maybe because the data was only entered in a local data base. Or maybe these weapons weren’t Eurocorps’.”
 
   “Oh, they were. Of that I’m convinced.”
 
   “Genevieve, how can you be so convinced of your theory when most of it is conjecture?”
 
   “It is not conjecture.” How dare he insult me like that? “I would never form a theory without the relevant information.”
 
   “That’s just it. You don’t have enough information to make this a viable theory.”
 
   “How can you not see it?” The censure in my voice caused Phillip to lift his eyebrows in a warning. Even though he was the only person totally accepting who I was, I still couldn’t expect him to accept my intolerance of being challenged by those of lesser intellect. I took a deep breath and modulated my tone. “How can I explain this to you? I’ve gathered all these pieces of a puzzle. Putting it together can do no other than form this specific picture.”
 
   “A picture that includes numerous murders on the continent with Eurocorps weapons. Manny will be so pleased.”
 
   “Why would he be pleased? I would think he would be rather outraged at this.” It only took a look at Phillip’s face for realisation to dawn. “Oh, you were being sarcastic. I’m sure that Manny will not be pleased with this information either, but he did ask us to look into this.”
 
   “Actually he asked us to find the connection between the girl and the painting.”
 
   “And the connection between that, the Russian murderer and the EDA weapons.” I could recall every conversation verbatim, to most people’s utter frustration. 
 
   “Let’s assume that the girl is an artist. How does that connect her to the Gauguin painting?”
 
   “I don’t know that yet.”
 
   “And let’s assume the girl and the artefact are connected. How does that connect her to the poets?”
 
   “Apart from the fact that it was the poet who discovered this artwork?” I gave it a moment’s thought to remember which connection I had not explained yet. “I didn’t mention the fact that there were poets and discoveries in the same areas as where three of the five unsolved murders took place, did I?”
 
   Phillip only looked at me, waiting for me to continue. 
 
   “Going through all those local newspapers’ archives proved to be very enlightening. I discovered all sorts of interesting things. Did you know that in 2005 a hundred and twenty-one people died in a plane crash in Greece?”
 
   “Does this have anything to do with the case?”
 
   “No, it doesn’t.” I sighed at my own digression before going on with the determination to stay on point. “A month before the second Greek murder, William Strode, the archaeologist, discovered a long lost Van Gogh.” I took a moment to locate the specific article on one of the monitors and zoomed in on it. “This is one of the cases where he declared it to be a forgery. In one of the French cases, another poet declared the artwork to be a forgery and it was soon followed by a murder. I couldn’t find any connection with him and the three other unsolved murders. What I do know is that this poet-man is somehow involved. To say that he’s involved in the murders would indeed be conjecture, but the fact that he’s the one discovering these pieces and then exposing the forgeries makes me wonder how he fits into all of this. There are simply too many threads connecting him to call it any kind of coincidence.”
 
   “Not that you would ever call anything coincidence.” Phillip sat back in the chair, pinching his chin. I gave him time to process all the information I had bombarded him with. I had a lot of respect for how his mind worked. When it came to business and people, he far outranked me in natural skill. I could see patterns and make connections like the ones I had just made. Phillip would add the human element that I, even with my extensive training, sometimes missed. The silence stretched on. Just when I once again became aware of my embarrassing dishevelled state, Phillip spoke. “Manny told me about the things the killer shouted. Have you come up with any theories?”
 
   “No. To be honest, I haven’t given the twenty-seven daffodils and the all powerful red much thought.”
 
   “Maybe you should. I’ve looked at it every which way and it still sounds like rubbish.” He glanced at the monitors. “I have quite a lot to tell Manny. I’ll meet with him today while you go home and rest.”
 
   “Yes, I need to go home.” I needed to stand in the shower for an hour and wash away this zone I had been in. “While you speak to Manny, tell him to work harder at finding the girl’s identity.”
 
   “I’m sure he and the local police have worked really hard in identifying the girl, Genevieve.” He lowered his head and gave me a warning look. “While you’re at home, do whatever you need to do to tune back into your social skills. Manny is not one to take too kindly to your special brand of honesty.”
 
   I disagreed with him on that point, but kept my own counsel. The way I had read Manny, I strongly believed that he would prefer my total honesty, even if he did not always find it, or me for that matter, agreeable or likeable. After another two warnings that I was to go home and rest, Phillip left me alone in the viewing room to face the mess I found myself in.
 
   With a heavy sigh I gathered the coffee mugs to take them to the kitchen. It took another hour to tidy my viewing room enough to allow the cleaning crew to come in later and clean it to my exact specifications. All the while I berated myself for allowing this case to get the better of all the years of discipline. 
 
   Once I got into my little city car, I decided that I had had enough of the self-flagellation. As with most other experiences, I would consciously look at this as a lesson on how to, or in this case how not to, handle certain situations life threw at me. I had worked extremely hard in the six years that I had been with Rousseau & Rousseau to establish stability and control in my life. It should not have come as a surprise to me that I could not always be in control. I should have been prepared to handle such an unexpected situation better. The predictable stability in my life had made me lazy and unprepared. That would have to change.
 
   I turned my car into the parking space under my apartment building and got out with a sigh of relief. The soothing spray of my shower would help me plot out how I would handle such a situation differently, were one to come up again. Hopefully the unexpected photo that triggered my almost blackout and then the zoning out were the last of these unwanted behaviours. Waiting for the elevator to whisk me up to my apartment, I was determined to regain every ounce of control.
 
   It had been almost a novelty for me, after so many years, to once again feel the darkness closing in on me. I had forgotten what it was like to feel the whole world recede and just lose myself in that dark space, not aware of any of my actions. Fortunately I had been able to keep myself from complete surrender to that darkness. Even still, it was certainly not something that I wanted to repeat any time soon. I opened the door to my large loft apartment, relief to be in my safe haven washing over me. This was the place where I was totally in control.
 
   I locked the five locks on my heavy front door and turned to the kitchen. My usual homecoming ritual of a cup of herbal tea before I took a shower would go a long way in helping me regain total control. My loft apartment had been a find that I still relished in. The spacious airy rooms with windows on both sides, large enough to bathe all the wooden finishing in natural light, always made me feel at peace. That and the fact that there was no one in this space to move anything out of place or to leave their grimy fingerprints on the impeccable surfaces. 
 
   I walked through the long open-space living area, single-minded in my focus to make tea. The front half of my apartment was divided into four quarters. Directly to the left of the front door were two comfortable sofas facing a good-sized balcony on one side and a wall-length bookshelf on the other. Next to that was the dining area. The wall separating my bedroom and the dining area was the only wall in the living area covered in paintings and masks. All the other walls were covered in books.
 
   The kitchen was directly opposite the dining area. I stepped into the immaculate space without as much as a glance at the reading area behind me. All I wanted was to switch the cold kettle on to boil the water for my tea. Why was it then that a thin wisp of steam was coming out of the kettle? And why was there an aroma of camomile tea in my apartment? A cold hand of awareness clamped around my heart.
 
   “Hello, Genevieve.”
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   I had no air in my lungs to scream in horror when I turned to the reading area to face the voice that had intruded in my safe space. I also had no time to consider my own safety. Not when the darkness was closing in faster than it had two days before. I barely had the presence of mind to pull my handbag from my shoulder and dig out empty music sheets and a pencil with stiff fingers. In the very far background I heard a concerned voice calling me, but it was not strong enough to pull me back. All that was real to me now were the music sheets in my hand and the notes floating around in my head. Nothing else. 
 
   How I made it to the dining table I had no idea, nor did it matter how long I was there. As long as I was focussing on Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 5 in D major, the darkness stayed peripheral. I could feel the darkness closing in on me the moment I allowed my attention to be drawn to the other person speaking softly to me, moving around my apartment as if searching for something and then placing more empty music sheets in front of me. 
 
   I pushed the knowledge of his invading presence in my apartment out of my mind and only focussed on the purity of the music notes on the sheets. In many of his letters Mozart mentioned that this Concerto had been his favourite. It was mine too. I loved his use of trumpets and timpani in the first and last movements. The horns, oboes and strings that served as the piano’s support were perfect. It was pure, safe, in harmony. I had to focus on this to regain my own harmony.
 
   Slowly my mind returned to my apartment and back into my body. The threatening darkness had moved away, but the stranger was still in my apartment. I shook this knowledge off and focussed on the table. The music sheets were neatly arranged next to each other, in two rows, from the one side of the long wooden dining table to the other. There were twenty sheets. I had written a lot.
 
   Still not completely back in control, I chose to finish the second movement, the Andante, giving myself time to assess my situation. Writing Mozart not only helped me through moments like this. It was also the most effective way for me to think things through. I never had any problems memorising the compositions and must have written each of Mozart’s works at least twice in my life. Others I had written countless times. This one especially had helped me several times to come up with solutions to seemingly impossible situations. Like the one in my apartment. 
 
   For some unfathomable reason he was still in my apartment and had not chosen to leave while I was fighting the darkness with my music. Who was he and what was he doing here? I didn’t want to chance looking at him in case he would think that I was available for conversation or maybe some more sinister activity he had in mind. 
 
   I had completed seven years of self-defence training, combining different disciplines to enable a woman to defend herself in all different kinds of situations. All the years of training flooded my mind. I would have to assess my assailant to best determine what form of defence I might need, yet I was reluctant to look away from my safe music papers.
 
   “I made you a cup of tea.” The intruder spoke quietly a few feet away from me. He had a deep voice and spoke with smooth confidence. My favourite teacup filled with camomile tea appeared next to my left hand. A strong male hand made the fine porcelain cup and saucer look even more fragile. A quick glance revealed muscular forearms partially hidden by the pushed-up sleeves of a black sweater. “It looked as if you drink a lot of this tea, so I hope that I assumed correctly that you might like a cup.”
 
   The temptation to look at the rest of the man was hard to resist, but I wanted more time to analyse my situation. The gentleness in his voice did not alert me to any violent intent, but he might just be trying to create a false sense of safety before he pounced. I almost laughed at my unprofessional analysis. Never had I used the word pounce in any of the profiles I had created. I took a deep breath and consciously moved into the rational side of my brain, the side where I was most comfortable, where I spent most of my time.
 
   According to the twenty-four sheets of music in front of me, I estimated that I had been writing for at least three hours. Questions started gnawing at me. I finished the last notes, drew the bold double bar line to indicate the end of the second movement, and stilled the nagging questions in my mind. 
 
   I looked up from the table and found the intruder. The unwelcome fiend was in my reading chair, a chair no one but I had ever used. He was immersed in a newspaper. My newspaper. I took the opportunity to study him. 
 
   He appeared in his mid thirties, maybe a few years older than me. Taller than average, he had the build of a gymnast. Very muscular, but not bulky. This was important to know in case I had to defend myself. His dark brown hair was just a bit too long to qualify as short. It looked finger-combed, a bit messy. Stylists needed a lot of product and time to give male models that look. 
 
   His square jaw was darkened by stubble and his skin had the tone of someone who had just returned from a Mediterranean holiday. The fingers holding my newspaper were long, the nails neatly clipped. Everything about him stated relaxed elegance, from his quality dark clothes to his demeanour.
 
   His crossed ankles and relaxed torso showed that he had no concerns about his safety. Not like I did. I studied him intently for any cue that he might be a threat to me. I found none. I did, however, sense something familiar about him.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Oh, hello.” He looked up from my newspaper that I now would not be able to read. He had destroyed the creases. “Glad to have you back.”
 
   “Who are you?” I maintained an even tone, not willing to let him see any more vulnerability than he had already witnessed.
 
   “You have quite a cool collection of artwork here.” He got out of my chair and walked to the wall behind me. I had chosen and bought the fourteen masks that took up a quarter of the wall after extensive research and consideration. I took the time to assess him further as he passed me. I would have to be quick and smart to get the better of him physically. He was light on his feet and moved with the kind of grace that was attributed to boxers, gymnasts and athletes. And thieves.
 
   His English was flawless with no accent to place him in any particular region. I continued watching him for possible clues to his identity or purpose in my apartment while he perused my collection. 
 
   “I especially like this Inca funerary mask from Peru. Ah, Peru. I loved travelling there.”
 
   I refused to be drawn in into his reminiscing, but I was dying to know how he was able to identify that mask. It could’ve been from any South American country. The way he held his body while facing my favourite mask oozed self-confidence. I was looking at a man who very seldom tasted failure. It seemed not to have made him arrogant, but rather self-assured, if not overconfident. And he was trying to distract me from my question. So I waited. 
 
   It didn’t take too long for him to turn back to me with a half smile. “Do you really have the IQ of a high genius?”
 
   I clenched my teeth to refrain from responding. I had watched enough interviews to know that one should never reveal too much about oneself. Nor did I think it prudent to be pulled into a conversation with someone who had broken into one’s house.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked again in the same controlled tone.
 
   “What happened earlier? It looked like you had some kind of Autistic or Aspergers blackout.” 
 
   That was it. I had enough of people asking me about my state of mind. And I was bored with explaining it to complete strangers. I pushed my chair back with uncharacteristic force and placed both my hands flat on the surface of the dining table. “I am going to have a shower. The bedroom and bathroom doors are reinforced, so don’t even think to enter. When I come out, you will not be here.”
 
   “And if I am?”
 
   I straightened myself slowly to my full average height and gave him my most severe gaze. For a few seconds we were locked in a battle of fixed stares before I turned around without a further word and walked to my bedroom as if the matter was settled. I knew that it was all but settled, but I was not going to allow some common criminal who had broken into my sanctuary to dictate the direction of any conversation.
 
   My security paranoia in a very safe city at last became useful as I bolted my bedroom door. Only after I turned the third lock did I allow myself to slump against the door. How he had managed to enter my secure apartment was a mystery that I would have to solve before I went to bed. Wherever the gap in my security was, it had to be filled else I would never have another good night’s rest. He hadn’t seemed to have any harmful intent and I could only hope that he would respond to my warning gaze and leave. I shook my head as I made my way to my bathroom. The way I had read him, I knew that he was still going to be in my apartment when I finished my shower.
 
   The desired half an hour under the relaxing spray of a hot shower was cut short with the uncomfortable knowledge of a stranger on the other side of the wall waiting for me. At least I was comforted by the fact that there was no way he could penetrate the two steel-reinforced doors leading to my bathroom. I went through my routine as quickly as possible and felt much better by the time I pushed my fingers through my short, dark brown hair to give it a natural messy look. 
 
   In my bedroom, I gave myself a last inspection in the mirror and approved. My dark jeans fitted my slim legs snugly, but gave me enough room to manoeuvre in case of a physical altercation. The dark brown boots would do some serious damage if they connected to any part of the human body. I inhaled deeply and on the exhale relaxed the muscles around my eyes so that my emerald green eyes wouldn’t look so disturbed. Once I was satisfied with the image in the mirror, I unlocked the door, fully expecting the intruder to still be there. 
 
   I found him perusing the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf in the reading area. He had a first edition Kipling in his hand and was paging through it with unadulterated awe etched on his face. How could a common criminal appreciate art and literature like this? The same sense of familiarity pulled at my consciousness. I inched closer.
 
   “You have exquisite taste, Jenny.” He must have sensed my presence, because he only looked up from the book after he had spoken. And he had shortened my name. “Your art collection is small, but chosen with an obvious eye for quality and substance. Your music taste is an interesting jump between genres, but this,” he pointed to the books, “this is something I would give my big toe for.”
 
   “Why would you–” I stopped myself from inquiring why he would sacrifice a digit, knowing that it probably was one of those senseless things people said. “Why don’t you just give me your name?”
 
   He carefully replaced the book and even managed to align it the right distance from the edge of the shelf before he turned to me. “If I give you my name, will you sit down with me and have a conversation?”
 
   “Why would I want to do that? You broke into my apartment and have overstayed your welcome by a few hours.”
 
   “I would consider it a huge favour.” His smile used all those facial muscles indicating insincerity. Most likely he used it to charm his way around other hapless victims. This was the first time that I felt him to be a threat. I moved away from him to a small wooden table I had bought from a Cambodian art dealer. 
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Phoning the police.”
 
   “I’m afraid that won’t work.” 
 
   Without taking my eyes off him, I picked up the receiver of my home phone only to be met with a dead instrument in my hand. I shook it slightly towards him. “What have you done?”
 
   “Played it safe.” Surprisingly he looked apologetic. “I’ve also switched on a scrambler that won’t allow you any reception on your mobile phone.”
 
   My life had been in such controlled harmony until two days ago. Now I had to deal with a lapse not only in my carefully cultivated control, but also in my home security. All of this started with that blasted Manny and his case. Not being one to believe in coincidence, I was leaning towards the intruder’s visit having something to do with the photo and Manny’s case.
 
   “I don’t want to frighten you, Jenny.” He turned his palms outwards, but it was the true concern on his face that had me convinced. This time.
 
   Using a shortened version of my name grated on my nerves. I desperately wanted to release all the pent-up frustration of the last few days in a lecture about respecting people’s names. But this might not be the wisest move. I considered all my options and sighed. “Your name and then we talk.”
 
   “Fantastic.” He took a step closer and stretched out his hand in introduction, but immediately stopped when I stiffened. His hand floated to his side. “Sorry. My name is Colin Frey.”
 
   The little time I had already spent with this intruder had been enough for me to have established a baseline. This enabled me to know that at that very moment he was telling the truth. I replaced the dead receiver and gave my reading chair a look of disgust. I stepped to the left and sat down on one of the two wingback chairs that completed my seating arrangement in the reading area. Colin took his place again in my chair, much to my dismay. I would have to disinfect my entire apartment.
 
   “What do you want, Mister Frey?”
 
   “Colin, please.” He looked unsure how to continue.
 
   “Please just state your business so that you can leave.” 
 
   “You work for Rousseau & Rousseau. It is not quite stated what you do there, but it seems that you’re working in the fraud detection department.”
 
   “Your business, Mister Frey.” I was not going to allow him the pleasure of drawing information out of me. I studied every movement of his facial muscles and found my eyes continuously drawn to his lips.
 
   “Please call me Colin.” One corner of his mouth lifted in a self-deprecating smile and the penny dropped.
 
   “You are him!” I sat up in my chair, eyebrows raised and my heart racing. “You are the poet-man.”
 
   Colin closed his eyes, which was as much as an admission. “How did you know?”
 
   “Your lips. They are the same lips as those of Sydney Goddphin, John Milton and Isaac Watts.”
 
   “How do you know?” He shook his head. “Those photos in the newspapers. I knew they were going to come and bite me in the arse one day.”
 
   “How far back does this go?” I forgot all my previous concerns. The man in front of me was much more fascinating than any safety concerns. “I only looked back five years, but I have a feeling that you’ve been doing this much longer.”
 
   “I would prefer to not implicate myself at this very moment.” He rubbed his wrists as if he could feel handcuffs tightening. “But I must admit that in all the time the poets have been in existence, no one has once even come close to making any connection.”
 
   “How did you know that I had made the connection?” Wasn’t the EDA computer supposed to be secure?
 
   “You did a Google search.”
 
   “Surely my Google search didn’t make direct contact with you.”
 
   “Actually it did. I’m telling you too much, Jenny.” He rubbed his hand once over his face. “But I need to know that you are taking me seriously.”
 
   “Seriously about what?” I had so many questions. “Why are you here? How did you get in? My apartment is supposed to be secure and yet you managed to break in here.”
 
   “It really wasn’t that difficult. Top floor apartments are always easy to breach.”
 
   “Are you telling me that you’re doing this frequently?”
 
   Shock registered on his face. “I’m definitely telling you too much.”
 
   “Just tell me how you got into my apartment.” I had to know. Or else I wouldn’t be able to move on.
 
   “Through the ceiling in the guest bathroom. It was a tight fit, but easy enough. I could also have come through the window if it wasn’t full daylight.”
 
   “Or you could’ve knocked on my front door.”
 
   “Would you have opened it?” He smiled when I looked at him askance. “Thought so. Jenny, why did you do this search into the poets?”
 
   “You know that I work for an insurance company, so surely you had to come to some conclusion.” 
 
   He had just successfully managed to shift my attention from my unanswered question. Unknown to him, I had watched hundreds of interviews and had learned valuable lessons. Like when a fraud suspect started asking his own questions, much could be gleaned from those questions. For now I would allow him to take the lead. It might prove to be very informative.
 
   “Of course I have a hypothesis, but I would rather hear from you why these poets interested you.”
 
   I didn’t want to tell him anything that wasn’t public knowledge. I chose my words with care. “The stolen art. That was what drew my attention. I’m busy working on this case involving an artwork that was stolen during the Second World War and then retrieved. You were the one who identified it. One thing led to another until I found too many names of seventeenth century poets seeming to discover stolen artwork. I don’t believe in coincidence so I came to the conclusion that it could be the same man.”
 
   “Which artwork?”
 
   “Pardon?” I knew what he was asking, but needed time to consider my answer. Not only did he appear to be an accomplished burglar, he also had a way of manipulating the conversation that showed a higher intellect. That intrigued me.
 
   “Which artwork is part of the case that you are looking into?”
 
   “Um... I can’t tell you that, miste–”
 
   “Colin.”
 
   “Colin.” I took a deep breath. The topic needed to be changed if I was to continue keeping Manny’s confidence. “Who do you work for?”
 
   “Who says I’m working?”
 
   I lifted one eyebrow and glared at him “You’re the one who quoted my IQ. Don’t underestimate me.”
 
   “I would never make that mistake. No one has ever gotten me to talk so much about myself.”
 
   “Not that you’ve said much.” Something clicked into place. “Your name. You don’t tell people your real name.”
 
   “I’m not admitting that it’s my real name.”
 
   “Your face tells me it is.” It was interesting that someone who, for obvious reasons, would not trust anyone, chose to trust me. “Tell me, though, why do you steal these pieces back?”
 
   “I’ve never admitted to stealing anything.”
 
   “True. But we both know that you’re the one stealing back these art pieces, some of which were thought lost forever.”
 
   “Were they?” He held up his hands when I frowned. His avoidance was becoming annoying. “Okay, okay. So those pieces are valuable, but I’m not here to talk about that.”
 
   “Then tell me why you are here.” Even though I was desperately curious to know about his motives behind re-appropriating those artworks, this was a much more pressing issue.
 
   “Why are you looking into Gauguin’s Still Life, The White Bowl?”
 
   “I can’t tell you that.”
 
   “Is that the piece of artwork that the police had found on the dead girl?”
 
   “I can’t tell you that,” I repeated, but this time my voice sounded a bit breathless. How was it possible that he knew about the piece of the painting found on the girl? “And stop answering my questions with questions.”
 
   “I know it is a lot to ask of you, but I need you to trust me.”
 
   A disbelieving sound escaped my lips. “I don’t know you. All I know about you is that you’ve broken into my apartment, have stolen back a lot of art pieces and seem to know a lot about a lot. Can you give me any rational reason why I would trust you, an obvious criminal? Or why I would tell you anything at all.”
 
   “Your life is in danger.” 
 
   The stark statement hung between us. I found myself mentally writing a few bars of the third movement of Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 5 in D major. I would not allow any more shocking statements, photos or bits of information to steal my control. Fortunately, normalcy returned after a few short bars and I asked, “In danger from whom?”
 
   “You’re not the only one who cannot reveal information. There are also things that I cannot tell you. We will have to get to know each other better for that kind of trust.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen.”
 
   “What? Getting to know each other or trusting each other?” His smile was quick. A sober expression took over his face. “If you are looking into the murder of that girl who hid a piece of the Gauguin, you need to be very careful of any and all association with the EDA.”
 
   Cold fingers gripped my courage by its throat. Who was this man? How did he know about the EDA? Manny had said that only himself, Leon, the Chief and the Head of the EDA knew about Phillip’s and my involvement. 
 
   “Aha,” he said in a knowing tone. “You are working with the EDA.”
 
   “I did not say that.” I can’t believe that I fell for this amateur test. He had simply thrown that statement out into the air to see how I was going to react and react I did. I might as well have told him everything I knew.
 
   He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and letting his hands dangle. “I cannot emphasise enough how dangerous this is.”
 
   “How would you know? Does this have anything to do with the artists who got murdered?”
 
   It looked like I had shot him with a stun gun. “How do you know about that?”
 
   This was a job for Phillip with his excellent people and negotiation skills. The two of us were attacking each other with information and successfully shocking each other into admissions that should not be voiced at all. I had to delve very deep into my psychology training to find the right way to deal with this. 
 
   “Okay, stop. We are walking in circles and it’s leading nowhere. I don’t owe you any kind of trust since you are the one who entered my home uninvited. If you want me to listen to you or answer any more questions, you will have to tell me your true purpose for being here.” I did not have to try to put severity into my voice and expression. I had never been this serious about anything.
 
   “Fair enough. I suppose lying is not an option since I know that you are an expert at detecting deception.”
 
   I did not move a single muscle in my face. I did, however, want to roll my eyes and raise my upper lip in total disgust of his presence and avoidance. He was still stalling, but I knew that I could outwait him. 
 
   He breathed a tired chuckle in surrender. “Fine. I came here to find out who you are. I was curious about the person who had uncovered such a well-constructed secret. I also wanted to warn, or scare, you away from this case. But I have changed my mind.”
 
   “Have you now?” I was reading his every muscle movement. Holding on to a poker face was nigh on impossible. We always gave away clues as to what is going on inside our heads. So far Colin had been truthful. Uncomfortable, but truthful.
 
   “Yes, I think that you are exactly what I need. Before you get upset, let me explain. I don’t have access to law enforcement like you do.” His smile was wry. “For obvious reasons. A lot of bad things have been happening for a long time and someone needs to stop it. Unfortunately, a lot of those bad things are done by people in law enforcement. That is why I think you’re perfect.”
 
   “I’m an outsider.” It was like listening to Manny all over again. I wondered if the thief and the respected EDA deputy chief would find it as amusing as I that they had something in common.
 
   “Exactly. Already you know much more about this than anyone else. I believe that you are the one who could put the pieces together to stop this.” I was surprised to see that he truly believed this. “You already have connected … um … the poets to a lot of artworks. Surely you have found connections between forged works, stolen art and the murders?”
 
   I took my time to answer. “We can both agree that we know things that should not be shared. Why don’t you start by telling me everything that you can share?”
 
   “Just for the record, I’m the only one sharing at the moment. It should show you my willingness to trust you and also the ominous nature of this situation.” He waited for a reaction, but when I didn’t even blink, he just smiled and continued. “Do you know about the EDA connection with these murders?”
 
   It had become clear that Colin knew nothing of Eurocorps connection to all this. I thought about all those stolen weapons, but immediately remembered Manny’s frantic warnings to keep this confidential. I still hadn’t decided to trust this thief. 
 
   “What connection?” I asked
 
   “I haven’t figured out all the details.” The levator labii superioris muscle on the side of his nose raised his upper lip in disgust. “The connection goes very high. And that is honestly all I know. There are a lot of loose fragments of information that I have and am trying to use to come up with a viable theory. About the EDA, I don’t have anything but a long list of coincidences and a healthy dose of suspicion.”
 
   “Are you a conspiracy theorist?”
 
   He burst out in rich laughter and for a moment the stress lines on his face lifted. “I never thought of myself as one. Not until this came along.”
 
   “What makes you suspect the EDA? What are the coincidences that you’re talking about?”
 
   “How many artist deaths have you found?” He yet again countered with a question and I hesitated to answer him. Could I trust a criminal with information that is easily obtainable on the internet? What would Phillip do in a negotiation like this? “Genevieve?”
 
   “Five.” It tore me in pieces to say that one word.
 
   “I know of thirteen. I suppose that you only looked at Western Europe.”
 
   “Thirteen? All of them artists?” I decided not to ask him if he had any knowledge of murders in the last four years. That would reveal the limited scope in my research and the frustrating mystery of why I couldn’t find any more murders in the last four years.
 
   “Some of them amateurs, some professional, but all of them must have some connection other than being murdered.”
 
   “The EDA?” I reminded him. 
 
   “Oh yes, the coincidences. I first became aware of the EDA’s presence when a friend of mine disappeared.”
 
   “Your friend was an artist?” 
 
   “Yes. It was in 2006. A few weeks later his body was found floating in the Danube river about twenty kilometres outside Budapest.” His voice was controlled, but the masseter muscle tensing to cause a bulge on his lower jaw spoke of his anger. “At that time there was a large defence meeting held in Budapest with very little publicity. The EDA was present at this meeting. That in itself made me suspicious.”
 
   “But how do you connect the EDA to this? I’m sorry to say this, Colin, but your conclusion has no factual base. It is all total conjecture.” 
 
   “I told you it is only my suspicion. It’s just that at four more murders, the EDA also happened to be in the same city.” He looked at his watch and grimaced. “I have to go soon. It’s a pity. I would’ve loved to sit and talk much longer. We have much to discuss. Jenny, I can’t tell you how glad I am that I have found you.”
 
   “Glad?”
 
   “After all these years of leaving anonymous tips at numerous police stations, at last there might be someone who could put a stop to this senseless killing of great talent. None of the other investigators or agencies ever took it to be a real threat. And it was not like I could walk in and try to convince them. At least now I have you.”
 
   “You do not have me.” Each word was slowly pushed through my teeth. No one laid claim to me. It was detestable. 
 
   “Oh, I think I do. You are untainted by all that power, bureaucracy and traditional thinking. You’re also intrigued by the connections.” He moved to the edge of my reading chair and rested his hands on his knees as if ready to push himself up. “You will come up with the necessary physical evidence and connections to catch the bad guys and end this.”
 
   “Bad guys?” I had to smile at his use of that term. “Aren’t you a bad guy?”
 
   “You know that I’m not.” He spoke with total confidence in his good character. I narrowed my eyes and considered this. He interrupted my pondering with concern pulling the corners of his mouth down. “I don’t know how, but the EDA is up to their necks in this. Why else would there be so many forgeries and deaths in all the places that the EDA can be found?”
 
   “Conjecture. They are the European Defence Agency. Of course you’re going to find their presence throughout Europe.”
 
   “Maybe.” He thought for a moment. “Have you looked into the Russian guy who killed the girl? Have you looked for a Russian connection?”
 
   “A Russian connection? Is there a connection?”
 
   “Find it,” was the only answer he gave me after a staring at me for a long while. “There is also a lot more about that girl than meets the eye. You should see what you can find out about her. While you are at it, look into ships too.”
 
   “Ships?” This man was infuriating me now with all his cryptic suggestions. The Russians, the girl, ships. Why can people never just say something straight out? He had told me a lot, yet I felt like I only received the first four words of a paragraph. Not one sentence was complete. It was confusing, frustrating and deliciously challenging.
 
   He got up and turned to the guest bathroom, ignoring my question. “I really have to go. It was wonderful meeting you. It’s going to be fun working with you.”
 
   I jumped up from my chair and glared at him. “There will absolutely be no working together. Do you really think that I will work with you?”
 
   “Of course. You’re going to need me.” He started walking away from me. “Walk me out.”
 
   I was hard pressed to not go on the offence and attack him with some of my self-defence training. It would release a lot of the residual anger whirling around in me. I managed to breathe through it. “The front door is in the other direction, Colin.”
 
   “I know,” he said over his shoulder. “I’m going to leave the way I came in.”
 
   I followed him to the guest bathroom at the back of my apartment and gasped at the gaping hole in the ceiling where he had removed the cover leading to the ventilation system.
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ll put this back so neatly, you won’t even know that I’ve been here.” He effortlessly lifted himself into the man sized hole, disappeared for a moment and then peeked back. “Don’t bother securing this entrance. There are at least another six ways that I can enter your apartment.”
 
   “You could always just ring the doorbell.”
 
   “You would never open the door for me.” He gave me a genuine smile. “It’s really been a pleasure, Jenny.”
 
   His head disappeared into the darkness of the ventilation system. A moment later the cover closed the hole and it was as if there hadn’t been a thief in my home. An intruder insisting on my trust and co-operation. 
 
   “My name is Genevieve,” I said to the bathroom ceiling. A shudder rolled through me and I walked back to the living area. The only evidence that he’d been in my apartment was the untouched cup of camomile tea on the dining room table. And the ruined newspaper in the reading area. I took the cup to the kitchen and carefully looked around. There wasn’t even a stray fingerprint on the marble counters. They were as spotless as when I had left my apartment two days ago. Not that it mattered. I had an overwhelming urge to clean my whole apartment from top to bottom, scrubbing away any possible trace of Colin Frey’s presence.
 
   Episodes like I had experienced the last few days reminded me that regardless of all my knowledge and training, I was essentially still vulnerable to losing control. It humbled me. I looked through the kitchen cupboard with its neatly organised cleaning products and chose a few to start my cleaning spree. While I was putting on a fresh pair of rubber gloves, I accepted the fact that the only part in me rebelling against the whole case and all its elements was my intense and instant dislike of change.
 
   The psychologist, pattern-finder, scientist and information-seeker in me pulled at me to find the connections that I knew were out there. My fear of change was constantly at war with the cerebral parts of me. This was no exception. The excitement of finding new connections and patterns barely overrode that fear. But above all, it was my word that I had given to Phillip and Manny that would subjugate my fear. I never went back on my word. 
 
   But was I going to invite a criminal into my life? I had enough confidence in my abilities to believe that I could find the pattern and make the necessary connections without his help. I took the soft cloth that I kept especially for marble surfaces from its holder and started to polish the kitchen counter. A small smile pulled at my mouth. When I needed to have something stolen, or re-appropriated as he called it, I would ask for Colin Frey’s help. Until then, I was going to look for those six possible entry points and make sure that they were secured. 
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   I sat back in my chair and stared at the bank of monitors in front of me. It was noon and I had been at it for five hours. I felt like pulling at my hair in frustration, but settled for a deep sigh. After a restless night, I had left my sparkling apartment very early to start my search for some connection with the girl. The EDA database proved to be completely useless and no matter which approach I took, I simply couldn’t find anything to connect the girl to the poets, the EDA or even the Gauguin. Not having her name made for a very short search.
 
   There had to be something else. I hated to admit to myself that I had allowed Colin and all his cryptic clues to influence my usual manner of working things out. The balance that I had managed to find between my natural way of working and the input of my education and experience had stood me in good stead until now. Why would I change that?
 
   With a decisive change of posture, I cleared the monitors and my mind. Leaning my head back, I closed my eyes. Without anyone there to pull my thoughts into another direction, where would I look next? I went through the list. The girl had led nowhere, so that was out. I had found out everything possible about the Gauguin, including its connection to Colin. The weapons were not my concern at the moment, not while Manny and his friend continued their investigation. Again Colin had managed to sneak in here, connecting himself with his suspicions. The Russian murderer was of no real interest to me, but Colin insisted that there was a connection. Then there were the ships that Colin hinted at. And the Russian connection that only he seemed to know about. I groaned. All I had received from Colin was frustrating non-clues.
 
   My eyes flew open and I frowned. The one thing connecting all the dots I had just listed was not a thing; it was a who. Colin. And that was the thread I was going to pull until I could unravel this mystery. My fingers hovered over the computer keyboard while I decided which of the clues to follow first. It felt like only an hour later when the door to my viewing room whooshed open.
 
   “You haven’t eaten today.” Phillip walked in with a plastic bag emitting the mouth-watering smell of Chinese take-away. 
 
   “It’s not healthy food.”
 
   “And we both love it.” He smiled knowingly when I rushed to put a large sheet of paper on the desk. I might love Chinese take-out, but it left horrid grease stains. Taking care to use no other space than the large sheet, he unpacked enough little boxes to feed a party of five. “I thought I would get a big enough selection for whatever you were in the mood for.”
 
   My stomach chose that moment to growl its need for sustenance. I opened a few of the small boxes and smiled. “Ah, Chicken Lo Mein. Perfect. Thank you, Phillip.”
 
   He took his time to choose his meal, dragged a chair closer and sat down with tired sigh. “It’s been a hard day.”
 
   “What’s the time?” I broke apart the chopsticks and started eating the greasy chicken dish.
 
   “It’s three o’clock.” He looked up from his food. “How are you doing?”
 
   “I’ve discovered quite a few things.” I noticed Phillip shaking his head. “Oh, you mean how am I doing after the last few days. I’m fine. I’m focussed again, so you don’t have to worry about me.”
 
   “But I do. You’ve been here since six thirty this morning and you haven’t taken a break.”
 
   “You’re checking up on me.” I hated that I had once again lost track of time. The knowledge that Phillip was keeping an eye on me also didn’t sit well with me. I hoped that the stabbing pain in my heart region didn’t show on my face. “Don’t you trust me anymore? That whole episode won’t happen again. I promise.”
 
   “Of course I trust you. And I don’t care if you have another episode, as you call it. At least we know how to handle it. All I care about is that you look after yourself. I don’t want you to lock yourself in here again for two days.” His voice was gruff and he looked angry that he had to admit to caring about me.
 
   “Well, that won’t happen again either.” I pointed at my computer. “I set an alarm for eating and going home. I decided to skip lunch today, but the moment it is time to go home, I’m going home.”
 
   Phillip chuckled. “Only you would do that.”
 
   “What? Set an alarm? It’s a logical solution.” We ate in companionable silence for a while, until a ping from my computer sounded through the viewing room. “I hope that is my manifests.”
 
   “What manifests?”
 
   I turned to my computer and opened my email inbox. “Oh, it is an email from Manny.”
 
   “You emailed Manny?” Suddenly Phillip was sitting up in his chair, sounding troubled.
 
   “Yes,” I answered absently while I waited for the email to open. Sometimes my computer was too slow. I seriously had to consider upgrading it. “I wanted to get all the shipping manifests from Russia to Europe.”
 
   “Why?” He sounded even more troubled.
 
   “Oh. Manny seems to be using sarcasm again. Does that mean he’s angry? And he says that he can’t give them to me.” I didn’t understand this.
 
   Phillip sighed heavily. “Let me have a look at that email.” He looked at one of the wall monitors when I put the email up there. It took him longer than necessary to read through it before he sat back in his chair with closed eyes.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I think you should allow me to do all the communication from now on.”
 
   “Did I make a social faux pas?” It would be the only explanation why Phillip would suggest this intervention.
 
   “Writing to someone who barely knows you and struggles to trust you that you expect all shipping manifests in your inbox by the end of the day is not a good way to encourage friendly co-operation. And you didn’t even say hello or goodbye.”
 
   “It’s superfluous.” The moment I said it, I realised how wrong it was and lifted both my hands, palms up. “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking. I was just so busy working through all the possible links that I didn’t take the moment it needed to be more polite. I’m sorry.”
 
   “No wonder Manny got his hackles raised. I’ll take care of this.”
 
   “Thank you, Phillip.” He always protected the world from me.
 
   “So, tell me about the ships.”
 
   “That is a possible lead that I want to follow up on.”
 
   “Why? How do ships fit into this? And ships from Russia to Europe?”
 
   “Um…” My breathing became much shallower and I had to focus not to touch my throat in a pacifying gesture. “I received a tip.”
 
   “Genevieve, it is not like you to not answer a question concisely. What happened?”
 
   “The poet broke into my house.” The words just poured out of me and the relief to tell the truth was tremendous. I relayed all the details of Colin’s visit including the six hours of cleaning that followed. Throughout my rushed report of what took place, Phillip looked increasingly distressed until I felt compelled to stop. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “What’s wrong?” His voice shook with controlled emotion. “What’s wrong? A thief broke into your apartment and sat down to have a chat with you is what’s wrong. You couldn’t phone the police is what’s wrong. You allowed him to stay in your apartment is what’s wrong.”
 
   “I read him. I could see that he wasn’t there to do me physical harm.” I wondered if I had made a mistake telling Phillip. He was uncommonly upset.
 
   “Genevieve,” he said in a fractionally calmer voice, “your confidence in your abilities is well placed, but in a situation like this you should always run.”
 
   “But then I would not have learned so much. His visit might have been unsolicited and unwelcome, but it was enlightening. He said quite a few things that helped me find some new information today.”
 
   “I can’t believe I’m going to ask, but how did that thief help?”
 
   “Well, he said something that made me think he’d been stealing back art for at least eleven years, so that is how far back I’ve looked. There are most likely more, but the ones I found were reported in the media. The owners were all very grateful. So far I’ve found reports of forty-seven artefacts discovered, recovered, identified and magically resurfacing.”
 
   “Forty-seven?” Phillip’s eyebrows almost touched his receding hairline. 
 
   “Yes. Some of them had reportedly been stolen during some or another conflict and others in robberies. He seems to be stealing back artworks and delivering them to their rightful owners.”
 
   “A modern day Robin Hood.”
 
   “What a wonderful analogy.” My momentary smile was quickly replaced by a frown. “But he’s still a thief.”
 
   “True. But didn’t he also say that a few of those works were forgeries?”
 
   “Not many of the works that he recovered. Most of those seemed to be the authentic pieces.” I turned to my computer, changed a few windows until I found the right one and put it on one of the large wall monitors. “On fifteen occasions, as you’ll see here, he said the pieces were forgeries and he was right each time.”
 
   “Then he must have an incredible eye for a fake.”
 
   “I don’t think he’s a professional expert. Maybe he’s developed his discernment because he’s a criminal. Maybe he forges some artefacts himself and that’s how he can recognise this.”
 
   “You should ask him when you see him again,” Phillip said absently.
 
   “I will not see him again.” The mere thought of that criminal breaking into my apartment again and lounging in my reading chair outraged me. “I told him that he was not to return at all. Ever.”
 
   “Calm down, Genevieve. It was a careless comment.”
 
   I took a calming breath. “He also told me about thirteen deaths of artists that he knows about.”
 
   “Thirteen?” 
 
   “Yes. I followed that line for a while, but couldn’t find anything more. I think that I should tell Manny to look deeper into that.”
 
   “I will tell Manny.” It was an order.
 
   “Of course. I will just offend him.” I sighed. “Also tell him to get the ballistic information on these cases.”
 
   “He was one of the best military investigators in his day, Genevieve. Trust him to do his job.”
 
   I made a noncommittal sound. “I decided to look for more artwork with the reasoning that maybe the poets had recovered even more works. Then I started seeing another pattern. A different pattern. A lot of previously lost and stolen artworks mysteriously turned up at auctions. These works were not all lost during a period of conflict. It is a combination of heists, single burglaries, long lost pieces and so on. These were sold at art auctions held by very reputable auction houses.” I named a few of the auction houses.
 
   “I’ve recommended clients to use a few of those.” He swallowed a few times. “Genevieve, are we in trouble?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean, you are finding artworks that had been insured by companies similar to ours. Artworks that were authenticated by the same institutions we use. Artworks that are forgeries. I’m beginning to worry about the pieces that we’re insuring.”
 
   “I haven’t found anything from Rousseau & Rousseau yet, but the way it looks, there’s a high probability that something we’ve ensured might be a forgery.”
 
   “We always worked with that risk. I just hoped it would never actually happen. Tell me what else you’ve found.”
 
   “I started looking for reports on how these pieces were found, but none of those connected to Colin. They all just mysteriously appeared.”
 
   “Interesting. But is there a connection between all of this and our case? You, we, can’t afford to be wasting time on whimsical searches.”
 
   I gasped. “Whimsical? How could you say this is whimsical? Of course there is a connection.”
 
   “Okay. Then tell me more about the mysteriously rediscovered artworks that are not connected to your thief.”
 
   “He’s not mine.” I exhaled angrily through my nose and waved my hands in the air as if to remove this topic from our conversation. “What I discovered was that during interviews with a few of the owners, they said that their artworks were found by private investigators. This came up in eight different cases. None of them wanted to name the agency or investigator working for them. I found that extremely strange. Not many people are so private that they don’t want to let on who worked for them. There are people like that, but statistically it is improbable that such a large number of the people interviewed would be equally secretive about who had found the art for them.”
 
   “And you don’t think it is the poet?”
 
   “Colin? No, I didn’t even consider him to be involved in this.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “For a start, he would have been too busy stealing back his own artworks to be doing this work as well. It wasn’t even worth thinking about further.” 
 
   “I don’t follow your logic.”
 
   Often I had to explain my reasoning to others. Every time it was exhausting to simplify my logic enough to make it understandable. “I did a lot of cross-checking. While the poet was in one country, these specific art pieces were discovered in another country. And Colin exposes forgeries, he doesn’t sell them.”
 
   Phillip thought about this. “Weren’t those forgeries he named of high quality?”
 
   “Indeed, they were. They were masterpieces in their own right. Many of them passed the authentication process with flying colours.”
 
   “If they were sold as reproductions, they most likely would’ve fetched a very healthy sum on the open market.”
 
   “Most likely.”
 
   “But since they are sold as the real thing, it makes it an unforgivable crime. It seems like dumb luck that none of the pieces we’ve insured have been discovered to be forgeries so far.”
 
   “There is no such thing as dumb luck.” A look at his lowered eyebrows made me realise that my comment had annoyed him. “Sorry. To return to my previous topic, I started looking for investigators or agencies in the cities and areas where these pieces turned up, but could find none. At least not anyone that would specialise in finding missing art. Some of these people talked about the private investigator being local, yet I couldn’t find anyone or any agency registered locally. Again, it wouldn’t have been uncommon, but it stood out as a highly unlikely coincidence when it happened in each and every case.”
 
   “I have to agree with you on that.” He sounded reluctant. “I’m still hoping for a connection here, Genevieve. You seem to have strayed from the original case.”
 
   I stared at the wall monitors for a few moments while collecting my thoughts. “There is a connection. I know it.” I turned to Phillip. “Please give me more time to pursue all the clues that Colin gave me.”
 
   “How sure are you about the connections?”
 
   “When have I ever had a suspicion that turned out to be nothing?”
 
   “Hmm. Point taken. Next question. How sure are you about Colin?”
 
   It took me a moment to reply. “As much as it pains me to admit this about a thief, I believe he was being straightforward with me.”
 
   “Genevieve, you have to be sure about this. Having this thug know your address and him being very able to break in again is not safe. You should really consider phoning the police.”
 
   “He is definitely not a thug. The Russian murderer was a thug. Colin is, well, he is suave.”
 
   “Suave. As in James Bond suave? I never had you pegged as a romantic.”
 
   “Are you out to insult me today? First you call my search whimsical and now you call me a romantic. My assessment of Colin was purely professional. How could you even think any different?”
 
   Phillip did not answer me for almost a minute. He stood up and faced me. “I did not mean to offend you. There are moments that I forget what an extraordinary person you are. You know, law enforcement agencies often make use of criminals to help them solve cases. Maybe you should consider asking this Colin for his help.”
 
   “Never!” The denial exploded through my whole system. “He’s everything I abhor. There is a reason why society has laws. Anyone thinking he is above the law shows a clear lack of respect. I will not invite that kind of behaviour and mentality into my life. No way.”
 
   A small smile pulled at the corner of his mouth. “Never say never.”
 
   “He so much as suggested that we’ll be working together and I told him, in no uncertain terms, that we will not be working together.” 
 
   Just as Phillip started to say something, the cell phone in his hand started ringing. He gave the screen a quick glance and moved towards the door. “I have to take this.”
 
   My acceptance or an answer was not required, so I returned to my computer. There was a lot more research to be done. Five minutes later Phillip was back in my viewing room with his cell phone still against his ear, speaking into it. 
 
   “Yes, I’m with her now. Just hold on a moment.” He pressed the phone against the front of his tailor-made suit jacket. “It’s Manny. He wants to speak to both of us.”
 
   “Please tell me you didn’t say anything about Colin,” I whispered urgently.
 
   “I was planning on doing that. Why shouldn’t I?”
 
   “Phillip, please.” I didn’t need the added complication of Manny having his two cents worth about Colin’s visit. For all I knew, he would want me to somehow welcome Colin back into my apartment so that he could arrest him. 
 
   “Give me one good reason not to tell him.”
 
   I needed to tell Phillip my true reason, but was loathe to. I seldom had felt as conflicted as this. Colin was, after all, a criminal. Yet, the man who had seen something in me no one else had deserved an honest answer. “He challenges me. He intrigues me. And I know I can learn from him. If Manny finds out about Colin, he will take him away from me.”
 
   Some time back I had greatly offended Phillip when I had bemoaned the lack of interesting people in my life. Once he had moved past the unintentional insult, he had understood that for me most people are tediously predictable. For me most people held no mystery. Not Colin. 
 
   Phillip shook his head. “You had to go and pick the only reason why I wouldn’t tell him.”
 
   An insistent sound penetrated the confines of Phillip’s jacket. It was the voice of an irate Manny calling to us. Phillip gave a wry smile and with a nod put Manny on speaker. 
 
   “Answer me! You bloody … ”
 
   “Manny, you’re on speaker,” Phillip said, quickly interrupting any further tirade.
 
   “Oh. Why did you make me wait so long?” His voice dripped with suspicion. 
 
   “Genevieve and I had to clarify something.”
 
   “To do with the case?”
 
   “With another issue.” Technically he wasn’t lying and I wished that this kind of quick thinking came natural to me. I was simply not a good liar. Which was why I was so proud of my success with Jacques.
 
   “Oh,” Manny said again and cleared his throat. “Well then, hello, Doc.”
 
   “Hello, Manny.”
 
   “Yes. Well.” His inappropriate response made me smile. Time away had not made him any more comfortable with me. He cleared his throat again. “I received more test results from the autopsy on the girl.”
 
   “Have you identified her yet?” I knew that the girl’s identity was a key that would lead to many new avenues to pursue.
 
   “No. My people are working on it, as well as the local police, but no one has found anything yet.”
 
   “You’ve had four weeks. How can you not have found anything?”
 
   “What Genevieve wants to say,” Phillip interrupted and gave me a warning glare, “is that the girl’s identity will answer a lot of questions.”
 
   “I know that.” By the sound of his voice, I was sure his face was red, his cheeks puffed, a vein popping out on his forehead and his hands balled in tight fists. The man was fuming. “May I continue with the results?”
 
   “Please do.” I guessed he was being sarcastic again.
 
   “In the first autopsy report, the doctor said that she had had,” there was a rustle of papers, “carpal tunnel syndrome. The doc reckoned that she had done some repetitive work with her hands.”
 
   “It is a very painful condition for anyone to have. All that pressure on the median nerve,” I said.
 
   “What’s the median nerve?” Phillip looked interested.
 
   “It’s the nerve that makes the thumb-side of the hand feel and move. The area in the wrist where the nerve enters the hand is called the carpal tunnel. When there is excessive pressure, from typing, writing, painting or any other work involving the hands, it causes swelling in this area, which pinches the nerve.”
 
   “You just had to go and ask,” Manny groaned.
 
   “She was rather young for this.” I ignored him. “It usually appears in people over thirty. Did the doctor say how bad it was?”
 
   More papers rustled through the speaker of the cell phone. “I can’t see anything in the report here. I’ll have to ask him. Is it important?”
 
   “Most likely not. Knowing this is enough. But that was in the first report. What did the new results render?”
 
   “Render?” Manny said the word as if trying it for the first time. “It rendered a lot of different chemicals deeply imbedded in the folds of her skin. Deep enough to make the scientist-people believe that she was working with this stuff every day.”
 
   “What stuff? Could you please be more factual?” I turned away from another one of Phillip’s warning glances. I needed as many facts as possible if I were to prove that a connection between it all, a pattern, existed.
 
   “I can’t even pronounce half of the stuff, so I’ll just put it on the network and you can access it from your EDA computer. But the scientist-people told me that all those chemicals combined pointed to materials that artists would use, especially painters.”
 
   “I knew it.” I couldn’t keep the triumph out of my voice.
 
   “You knew what? Phillip, what did she know? What didn’t you tell me? No, why didn’t you tell me?” It sounded like Manny was ready to climb through the phone.
 
   “Manny, she didn’t know anything. Yesterday she did a lot of research and found some things that made her suspect that the girl was an artist.”
 
   “What things?”
 
   “Just a few rather unspecific things.” To my own ears I sounded like I was lying. I really didn’t want to tell Manny about the murdered artists. That would lead to questions that could not be answered without mentioning certain poets who declared artworks forgeries. With only my facial expressions I appealed to Phillip to support me in this. When he didn’t look particularly impressed, I mouthed the words, “Please trust me.”
 
   He rolled his eyes and turned his head away from me. “She just had a hunch. Since there was no evidence to back it up I didn’t even consider telling you about it.” 
 
   “Are the ships from Russia also a hunch?” Manny sounded justifiably suspicious.
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Hmph.” There was a long pregnant silence on the phone. “I’ll send you what I managed to get at such short notice. I don’t suggest you print this out. You’ll destroy an entire forest. Would it be too much to ask for a report on all you’ve unearthed so far?”
 
   “I’ll get Genevieve to send it to you as soon as possible.”
 
   “I understand that it’s late Friday afternoon, but could I have it by tomorrow?”
 
   “To do what with?” I immediately regretted my quick mouth. 
 
   “To investigate.” He broke the last word into sharply enunciated syllables. 
 
   “No problem. I’ll send it.” My grimace brought a smile to Phillip’s face.
 
   “And I will come in on Monday so that we can discuss the report and also any new discoveries you might make over the weekend.”
 
   “I’m not going to work this weekend.” I took great exception at the tone Manny used to deliver what should have been a request. “I’ve already put an immense number of hours into this case. I need a weekend to relax.”
 
   Phillips eyes stretched at my uncharacteristic need for relaxation. “Maybe you could make an exception this weekend, Genevieve. I’m sure Manny would like us to make more progress than they’ve managed. Of course you’ll be compensated for this.”
 
   “Only because you asked, I will do it.” I moved closer and addressed the cell phone. “I don’t take orders from anyone.”
 
   There was a long silence. Phillip switched the speakerphone off and left the viewing room, most likely to placate Manny. I shook my head at the complexities of social and professional relations and waited for Phillip to return. I didn’t have to wait very long.
 
   “Did you have to provoke him like that?”
 
   “I only spoke my mind, Phillip.”
 
   “Which in Manny’s world is extreme provocation even on a good day.” He sat down with a sigh. “What are you going to put in your report?”
 
   “Everything I have found so far with the exception of the poets and the murdered artists.” It was much easier to be deceptive in writing.
 
   “Don’t you think he ought to know about the artists? You were the one who pointed out that they had been murdered with Eurocorps weapons.”
 
   “And you were the one who pointed out that we had no proof that those were Eurocorps weapons.”
 
   “Genevieve.” My name held the frustrated acceptance that he was fighting a losing battle.
 
   “Give me this weekend. I will send the report to Manny tonight and work on the rest over the weekend. He’s sending me the ship information. Hopefully between that and some other ideas I have, I will be able to give him more on Monday.”
 
   “You have until Monday. When Manny arrives here on Monday you are going to tell him everything that you’ve discovered so far.” He stopped me with a lifted hand when I wanted to speak. “This is not a simple art fraud case, Genevieve. There has been the murder of this girl and, if you are correct, many more murders. We are working under the greatest confidence looking into a possible case of the abuse of power in the EDA and Eurocorps. For the love of god, there is even the theft of who knows how many weapons,” he all but shouted.
 
   “Eight hundred and thirty-seven. That they know of.”
 
   “What?” Phillip looked disoriented. His eyes widened with comprehension and if possible he looked even more serious. “Oh, yes of course. What I’m trying to get through to you is that this is different. You can’t look at it as one of our usual cases. Please, for my sake, be careful. I didn’t anticipate this case to be dangerous.”
 
   “Phillip,” I said with a frown, “it started with a murder. How could you possibly think that it was not dangerous?”
 
   “You’re right.” He looked defeated. “And if I had the smallest hope that it would do any good, I would try to take you off this case. But I know you too well. You’ve got your teeth into this and won’t let go. At least just promise me if that thief comes around this weekend, you’ll be careful. Don’t hesitate to scream and run. Give me your word.”
 
   Knowing how much stock Phillip placed in my word, I thought about this carefully before committing myself to anything. “Agreed. I give you my word that I will be careful. If anything happens that could even possibly put my life in danger, I will first phone you, then the police.”
 
   “You do that,” he said gruffly and got out of his chair. Suddenly he looked every one of his sixty-one years. “And take care of yourself this weekend. Do something other than just work on this case.”
 
   “No promises on that one.” I was glad to see my comment tease a tired smile from him. “But I promise to take regular breaks, sleep and deliver something on Monday.”
 
   Phillip only uttered a grunt and left the viewing room without a backward glance. The silence of the soundproof room surrounded me like a well-worn coat. This room and my apartment in a leafy and quiet area were the two places where I felt the safest. The noise of city traffic completely overwhelmed me and even the noise of a few colleagues chatting in the kitchen sometimes proved too much for my sound sensitivity. 
 
   I turned back to my computer, deciding whether to finish what I had started here or to pack everything up and continue at home. After a complex fifteen minute debate with myself, I settled on working at home and began collecting everything I would need to take with me. While I performed this mindless task, my mind wandered to Colin. I had warned him to never enter my apartment again. Yet, my ability to read people had been inerrant on so many occasions that I knew I was going to have to face him again sometime soon. Everything about him communicated unlimited self-confidence and pertinacity. 
 
   At least I had the half hour commute home to work on a strategy to handle him. With a man who had eluded authorities for more than a decade, I knew that I needed a plan. I wanted him to comprehend that I would never work or even associate with a criminal. Even if his motives were noble and said criminal intrigued me. 
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   “Nothing. Again you give me nothing.” I glared at the three computers on my dining room table, neatly arranged in a semi-circle. It was late Sunday afternoon and I had spent my entire weekend at my dining room table, on an uncomfortable chair, going through the shipping data Manny had sent me. Of course the scathing email delivering the data was rife with sarcasm. He had ended his email with an order to not lose focus with my quixotic look into the ships. I made a point of counting how many times he referred to me wasting my time with this. It was eight times.
 
    Neither he nor the Chief had been impressed with my report. A report that was heavily edited to not reveal or even hint at Colin’s involvement. The thought of Colin triggered a strange emotion in me and it took me a few seconds to identify it. Disappointment. I did not often experience that emotion since I had very few expectations of other people. My training had given me the exceptional skill to predict people’s behaviour and reactions, which protected me from disappointment. 
 
   The fact that Colin caused this intrigued me. Against all my expectations, the thief did not break into my apartment again. I realised that I had actually been looking forward to the challenge of sparring with him again. That specific realisation irked me and I returned my attention to the notepad. I supported a paperless office environment, but I did my best thinking when I put pencil to paper. Not until I looked, really looked, at the notepad, did I realise how many notes I had scribbled over the course of the weekend. 
 
   On the top page were the three sentences the Russian murderer had shouted. In neat blocks I had rearranged the words in six different ways. My first attempt was to translate it to Russian, a language I loved for its melodious richness. Of the six attempts, the first made the most sense, yet it made no sense at all. I traced the Russian lettering with my index finger, but nothing revealing was forthcoming.
 
   The top page was the least of the riddles I was currently facing. I lifted a couple of sheets and stopped at the third page to look at it more intently. On it were all the role players in this mystery that Manny had brought to our doors. They were all there, the murdered girl who still had no identity, the Gauguin painting, the Russian murderer, the stolen Eurocorps weapons, the suspected EDA and Eurocorps insiders, the ships and the unknown Russian connection. I had written all these in a circle around the page and had drawn blocks around each item, separating them.
 
   Now I was at a loss. I had made such negligible progress in forty-eight hours. What else could I enter into the search parameters to give me more results? Results that could solve this mystery.
 
   “It’s all that bloody thief’s fault.” I would love to blame Colin for my unproductive weekend. He was the one who had sent me on this ship witch-hunt. Yet, I was the one who followed that trail. Now I was stuck. And annoyed with myself. My mind felt bruised from forcing it to look for different approaches. I couldn’t even believe that I was contemplating it, but I realised that I might need Colin’s help.
 
   “If he ever sets foot in my place again, I will tell him how much I despise him.”
 
   “I really hope you are not talking about me, Jenny.”
 
   I shrieked. Sadly, no other word would be apt to describe my undignified reaction. I closed my eyes for a second to regain control. When I opened them to glare at Colin, I allowed all the annoyance burning in my stomach to seep into my voice. “How did you get in?”
 
   The art re-appropriator was lounging in my reading chair. How did he get in and walk past me without me noticing? His denim clad legs were stretched out in front of him, crossed at the ankles. This high comfort position was not lost on me. He felt confident and safe. It annoyed me even more. While I was studying him, he simply sighed and tilted his head to the side with an amused smile. “Superglue? Really, Jenny, you should’ve known that was not going to keep me out.”
 
   “Genevieve. My name is Genevieve. And I didn’t have anything else to seal the windows with.” I stopped abruptly when I realised I was justifying myself. “Why did you not just ring the doorbell?”
 
   His only response was one lifted eyebrow and a sideways glance. “Moving on. Why are you so frustrated?”
 
   “Because you are in my apartment. Again. Without an invitation. Again.” I got up and walked to the kitchen. Almost imperceptible footsteps alerted me to Colin following me. 
 
   He groaned. “That’s not quite what I meant by moving on.”
 
   I spun around, ready to give him a mindful, but didn’t get the chance.
 
   “Let’s not hash through our last arguments again, Jenny.” He winced at my fierce look. “Genevieve. I’ve had a few days to think this over and have made a decision. I’m totally committed to working with you and finding out who the bastards are that killed my … these artists. Wait. Before you argue again. I know that one of your main arguments is that you can’t trust me. So, as a show of my trust in you, I will give you this.”
 
   He reached into his designer charcoal jacket. Out came a folded piece of paper that he held out to me. I looked at the white paper as if it was a snake ready to strike. “What is that?”
 
   “My trust in you.” He shook it towards me. “Please take it before I change my mind. I’ve never given anyone this.”
 
   I took a moment to move past my distrust of this man and read him. The piece of paper in his hand quivered very lightly, indicating a surge of neurotransmitters and hormones. Most likely adrenalin, causing the uncontrollable quivering of his hands. Why was he stressed, nervous? There was also no trace of any deception to be read on his face. Combined, all of these unmanipulatable cues led me to only one conclusion. He was being truthful about never having trusted anyone with whatever was on that piece of paper. This made the accomplished criminal infinitely nervous.
 
   Without a word, I reached out to take the piece of paper. I realised that with this gesture I had just sealed an agreement with a criminal. I accepted his trust and in return had given some of mine. I took the paper and wondered how this piece of pulped, pressed wood was going to change my life. 
 
   “Open it.”
 
   I looked up from the piece of paper in my hand and regarded Colin.
 
   “Oh, stop reading me. Just open it or I’m taking it back.” He pulled his arms closer to his body and his eyes narrowed. He was exhibiting signs of discomfort with his decision to trust me and my hesitation to see what was on the paper. It gave me no pleasure to cause him such discomfort, but it went a long way to soothe my mind. I unfolded the sheet of paper. On it were written, in strong masculine handwriting, five addresses, one of them in Strasbourg. 
 
   “What are these?”
 
   He swallowed and then looked me straight in the eye. “My homes. All of them.”
 
   “Your homes,” I repeated while trying to find the significance of this gesture. “Oh. Wow. Oh.”
 
   “It’s not so many homes. Most of them are rather rustic.”
 
   “I doubt that. But that is not why I am surprised.” I refolded the piece of paper and unconsciously pressed it against my heart. “You’re willing to trust me, a complete stranger, with your freedom?”
 
   “That is how much I want to catch these bastards.”
 
   “I’m working with…”
 
   “… the EDA. Yes, I know that. I have a theory that you’re working with Millard. Aha, you blinked. So, you are working with him. Good. He’s an irritating arsehole, but he’s good.” 
 
   “You know Manny?” 
 
   “Let’s just say that our paths have crossed a few times.”
 
   “Translated, that means that either he arrested you or almost arrested you.” The piece of paper was still clutched to my chest. I closed my fist around it and then held it between us. “I don’t understand your trust.”
 
   “You need something that will assure you that I’m not playing games and I gave it to you.”
 
   “But why me?” Not many things confounded me, but Colin’s absolute trust had my mind reeling. People just didn’t trust me. They felt uncomfortable around me and were even scared of me. Very few liked me. But trust?
 
   “Because I know you will never use this,” he nodded at my fist, “against me. Not unless I betray your trust.”
 
   I thought about this. “That’s correct. Would you like some coffee?”
 
   Colin blinked his surprise and then awarded me with a smile that reached deep into his eyes. “I would like that very much.”
 
   We stood in companionable silence for the time it took the coffee machine to drip out two cups of coffee. By offering him a cup of coffee, I had agreed to co-operating with a criminal. I did not know when exactly I was going to regret this decision, but I knew it was going to be soon. I handed Colin one of the cups. “Milk? Sugar?”
 
   “Black is fine.” He followed me to the dining room table. “So, what have you found so far?”
 
   I hesitated for a moment. Was I really going to trust a criminal with my findings when I didn’t even trust Manny with them? Colin’s pointed look at the paper that was still in my hand made up my mind. I opened the piece of paper again, looked at the five addresses for a full minute and handed him back the page.
 
   “Now what?” His eyes narrowed with anger. 
 
   “Calm down, Colin. I memorised your addresses.” I tapped with my index finger on my temple. “Once it’s in here, it stays. I don’t want the responsibility of it on paper in my home.”
 
   “Oh. Okay.” The folded piece of paper disappeared into his jacket pocket.
 
   “Let’s sit down.” I pointed to the chair next to mine and cringed slightly when he moved closer to look at the computer screens. I leaned away from him. “What is your interest in this case?”
 
   “To stop the senseless murders of artists.”
 
   I pushed my chair away from him, crossed my arms and glared at him. “Your main motivation for being involved in this is not to stop murders.”
 
   “What do you know?” He mirrored my body language by also crossing his arms.
 
   “Every time you talk about it, I see remorse. You are feeling guilty about something. What?” 
 
   He bit down hard and swallowed a few times before he answered. “I feel responsible.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “It was only after the seventh time that I became suspicious.” He smiled sadly. “As you know, I exposed forgeries whenever I found one. It was seven times too late when I realised that soon after my reports… ”
 
   “… an artist was murdered,” I finished softly. Guilt and regret were deeply etched on his face. It had no rational basis. “You could not have known.”
 
   “Maybe not in the beginning. But once I had noticed the murders, I should’ve immediately made the connection and stopped.”
 
   “Did you stop?”
 
   “I did. Too late.”
 
   “Have there been more murders since you stopped pointing out forgeries?”
 
   Colin frowned and blinked a few times. “Yes.”
 
   “Well, there you have it.” 
 
   “Are you always this rational?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I followed his thought process by watching the different expressions moving over his face. The last was relief. “Thank you.”
 
   “No thanks needed. It’s simple logic.” I pointed at the computer screens. “Let me show you what I have so far.”
 
   I moved a bit closer to the computers, which put me closer to him. From the corner of my eye I saw him take a sip of his coffee and he moved to place the cup on the table. I stopped him with a quick hand and a voice that came out too stern. “Please use the coaster.”
 
   Colin’s hand stopped mid-air. With a slight smile he took the coaster I offered and placed his cup on it with care. “Why three computers?”
 
   “It helps.” Not even Phillip knew that it helped me to have as many things visually in front of me as possible. My auditory memory had never been my strength. It was my visual memory, my visualisation of patterns that awarded me the reputation I had acquired. I was not about to explain this to Colin. The next fifteen minutes I did, however, explain to him exactly what I had found in the last few days. I told him about the mysteriously recovered artwork and the non-existent private investigators.
 
   “Then I started checking through all the shipping info,” I said. 
 
   “You have details on shipping?” Colin sounded excited and leaned closer. Again I leaned away.
 
   “Manny sent me the shipping info for the last five years. It’s an incredible amount of data. It lists all the types of ships, the companies that own these ships, even the manifests for each voyage.”
 
   “From your earlier frustration, I assume you didn’t find anything?”
 
   “Of course I did.” The audacity to suggest otherwise drew my eyebrows together. “Just not as much as I hoped.”
 
   “Okay,” he said slowly as if careful to offend me. Again. “What did you find?”
 
   “When I entered the forty-seven miraculously discovered artworks, three of those were registered on the shipping manifests.”
 
   Colin’s eyes widened. “Which ones?”
 
   “A Degas pastel, a Gustav Klimt painting and an Amedeo Modigliani sculpture.”
 
   “Valuable stuff.” 
 
   “But that’s not the most interesting.” My voice changed pitch as I became excited again with my meagre discoveries. “The Degas was shipped on a general cargo ship from St Petersburg to Rotterdam on 17 August 2009. The ship was called Derbent and belonged to a Russian shipping company. The final destination for the Degas was to be in France. “
 
   Colin started shifting in his chair. “Yes?”
 
   “Don’t get bored. The details here are important,” I said. “The same Degas was mysteriously found by a private investigator in May of 2009. A newspaper article stated that the owner, monsieur Villines, was delighted when his private investigator tracked the Degas down in France. The journalist wrote that monsieur Villines had had tears in his eyes when he said that for months he sat with it in his villa in the south of France, overwhelmed by having it back. The article continued by saying that even though the owner was delighted at the artwork’s recovery, his dire financial situation caused by the international financial crisis called for him to sell it at an auction. The auction was held in late November.”
 
   “Wait.” Colin held up both hands and closed his eyes. I assumed he was going through the facts he had just heard. I saw the exact moment all the pieces fell into place. “How was it possible for this monsieur Villines to have his Degas returned in May when it was shipped to him three months later?”
 
   “A very good question. One that I don’t have an answer to. I found the same with the Klimt and Modigliani. The discovery dates and shipping dates don’t make sense.” I glanced at my notepad, thinking of the other connections. That was when Colin noticed my notepad. I didn’t even have a chance to stop him from taking it, he snatched it so quickly. Thief. 
 
   “What have we here? Your notes?”
 
   “I will tell you everything that’s written down. Please give it back to me.” I reached for it, but he pulled it farther away from me without taking his eyes off my notes. He turned the pages and slowly perused each page, squinting every so often.
 
   “You might have to interpret some of it. Wait. What’s this?” He placed the notepad on the table, still holding it in his possession. He pointed at the first page with my attempts to make sense of the Russian murderer’s last words. 
 
   “Manny’s going to kill me.” I closed my eyes and sighed. “If you ever tell anyone else this, I will give Manny all five of those addresses and a very detailed description of everything I know about you.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   He listened intently as I explained the girl’s murder and rantings of the Russian before he killed himself. Colin stared at the page for a long time. “You speak Russian. A woman of many talents.”
 
   My eyes widened. “You studied the page and that’s all you have to say?”
 
   “Well, it’s the only thing that makes sense.” He shrugged at the notepad. “The daffodils and the all powerful red is muddled nonsense.”
 
   “What if it isn’t? What if it’s key to understanding all of this?” I tapped on the notepad.
 
   “Maybe.” He didn’t sound convinced. He turned the page, found nothing of interest and turned to the third page. The page with all the different pieces of this puzzle listed in a circle. His eyes widened. “Explain, please. Especially the stolen Eurocorps weapons.”
 
   I gave him the short version of how the events led to the discovery of the missing Eurocorps weapons and its tenuous connection to the EDA. “And they still don’t know the exact number of weapons stolen.”
 
   Colin whistled softly. “This is even worse than I’d thought.”
 
   “I’ve told you all that I know. Tell me what exactly it is that you had suspected this was.”
 
   “I didn’t quite manage to make sense of the deaths, except that they were somehow connected. I was also convinced that the EDA was involved. I never suspected Eurocorps. I thought this was simply an official of the EDA with his finger in an art fraud pie.”
 
   “I don’t understand what you are saying. Please use normal English.”
 
   “But I was.” He tilted his head. “You’re not very good with euphemisms, are you?”
 
   “No.” For the sake of speeding up our conversation, I admitted this weakness. I didn’t like doing it.
 
   “Okay. Normal English.” There was no verbal or non-verbal censure. He simply accepted this particular oddity of mine, the same way he did not show any judgement of my episode during our first meeting. “I thought that some EDA official, someone quite high up, was involved in art fraud. I thought that he was using his power, influence and connections to ship the pieces. Somehow he-” 
 
   “How do you know it’s a man?” I interrupted him.
 
   “Gross assumption. It could be a woman, but I doubt it. This is mostly a man’s game.”
 
   “A game?”
 
   “A gentlemen’s game. Art crimes are almost exclusively non-violent. It is rather about outwitting the system, the fraud detection systems, the investigators, the security in the homes, galleries and museums where the pieces are. It’s about beating the authentication processes. And, of course, the money. But, it’s not about violence. That is why the deaths of some, let’s just call them friends, caught my attention. We all have an incredible love for the arts. Some have an equally strong love for money, but very few, if any, are in it for violence. The power comes from the outwitting.”
 
   “Interesting.” I was completely fascinated. I had never spoken to a criminal before. To have a first hand insight into the workings of their minds captivated my interest. “But look at this page. You say this alleged EDA official was shipping the art. There is no line drawn between the shipping and the dead artists. I haven’t found any connection.”
 
   “But you have lines between the girl and the weapons, the girl and the dead artists, and the forgeries and the ships.” He stopped suddenly. “Tell me about the forgeries and the ships. How are they connected?”
 
   “I searched the shipping database for any links to the mysteriously discovered artworks and got three connections I told you about. The Degas, Klimt and Modigliani.”
 
   “What other connections did you search for?”
 
   “I entered all the art listed on Interpol’s website, but didn’t get any other hits. That was when you overheard me.”
 
   “You were angry with me.” There was a smile in his voice.
 
   “You started this whole shipping search disaster. It feels to me like I have wasted this whole weekend searching through the shipping database for nothing.”
 
   “Not nothing. You got three art connections.”
 
   “Yes,” I almost shouted. “Only three. It’s nothing to be proud of. I need more search parameters. I need more connections.”
 
   Colin leaned back in his chair and rested his head against the high back. He closed his eyes and for a moment I thought he might be falling asleep. His eyes flew open. “What about the girl? Have you entered her name?”
 
   “We don’t know her name yet.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Sometimes the police are so embarrassingly incompetent. I’ll bet you a thousand pounds that I’ll have her name by tomorrow.”
 
   “I don’t bet and I have no use for pounds. In case you haven’t noticed, you’re in France. We use euros.”
 
   “Pounds, euros, it’s all the same to me,” he said dismissively. One of his homes was in England, so I supposed it really was all the same to him. I saw his mind working, most likely on a strategy to ascertain the murdered girl’s identity. “What about the Russian who killed her?”
 
   “I don’t even want to know how you know this.” The fact that he knew so much about the investigation and my involvement was jarring. “Manny told me that they had identified the Russian as a tourist who had entered Europe, but he never gave me the guy’s name. It will be here somewhere. Just a moment.”
 
   I turned to the EDA computer and started searching through the case file to see if the Russian’s name was there.
 
   “Is that an EDA computer?”
 
   “Yes,” I answered absently.
 
   “With full access?”
 
   “Not full, but enough for now.” I located the page with information on the Russian and perused through it. Then a thought struck me and I turned sharply to Colin. “You are at no time to work on, switch on, open or even touch this computer. Have I made myself clear?”
 
   “As a bell.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “You made yourself clear.” 
 
   I turned back to the computer, knowing that I had made myself clear, but that Colin most likely was not going to heed the limits. My attention was drawn away from this concern to the second paragraph on the page. “Here. It says that he had three different identities on him, but after liaising with Russia, they got his real identity.”
 
   “Russia liaised? That’s a surprise.”
 
   “Russia is not all bad.”
 
   Colin made a rude sound. “Not in my experience. If they liaised, it was only to create the image of goodwill and co-operation.”
 
   “Do you want to argue about this or hear the murderer’s name?” I was hard pushed to not start a political debate. I had a soft spot for Russia. It was a country rich with history and culture. True, it had a tumultuous past and present, but the people at heart were wonderfully generous. It was the elite few who were corrupt to the core. 
 
   “Who was he?” 
 
   “Nikolay Chulkov. He also travelled under two other identities.”
 
   “Put his name in the shipping search.”
 
   I did that and waited. Nothing. I sighed despondently.
 
   “What about his other identities. Try them.”
 
   The next identity didn’t give any result, but the third, Sergey Kruchenykh, was going to help us draw another line between the boxes on my notepad page.
 
   “I can’t believe it worked.” I felt like I had just won a Nobel prize and smiled brilliantly at Colin. “We have another connection.”
 
   He was also smiling. “Follow that link.”
 
   “Okay, here it is. He was working on the ship, Trojka, in October 2007. The ship left the port of St Petersburg and stopped in Gdansk, Poland before it continued on.”
 
   “On how many ships did he work?”
 
   “He was only on that one voyage.”
 
   “Isn’t that a bit strange?”
 
   “I certainly think so. Why would anyone work on a ship only once?”
 
   “Maybe he suffered from sea sickness and had to give up his new career.” Colin smiled and I assumed he was being witty.
 
   “Maybe,” I replied seriously. “But I think it is unlikely.”
 
   Colin sobered. “Of course. Draw a line.”
 
   “What? Oh. Yes.” I paged back until I found all the items listed and drew a line between the ‘Russian murderer’ box and the ‘ships’ box. “What’s next?”
 
   I accessed the personnel records on the EDA computer and ran the names of the permanent staff against the manifests. The people who cooperated with the EDA were not listed and it would be nigh on impossible to find those thousands of names. With Colin’s help we got as many names as possible from Eurocorps’ website and did the same. With no results. I grunted in frustration and slumped in my chair.
 
   Colin stared at the notepad in front of me for a while and then tapped on one of the boxes with a long finger. “What about the non-existing private investigators?”
 
   “Let’s see.” I entered each of the eight private investigator’s names, but none of them resulted in anything. “If there is a connection between the Russian murderer and the ships, then there must be some kind of connection between the ships and the girl.”
 
   “We need to know who she is,” Colin stated quietly. “What do you know about her?”
 
   “She was most likely an artist, a painter. The coroner put her in her early twenties, middle class, and she was in good health when she was murdered.”
 
   “We need to know who she is,” he repeated. “Once we have her identity, I’m convinced it will lead us to the ships and the Russians.”
 
   “What is your problem with the Russians?” I couldn’t tolerate his hateful tone any more.
 
   “Don’t get me started. They are a bunch of ruthless criminals.”
 
   “I have an idiom for this!” I felt enormously proud of myself. “You are the pot calling the kettle black.”
 
   Colin surprised me by laughing. “Brilliant. Of course, I would not consider myself as ruthless.”
 
   “But you would consider yourself a criminal?”
 
   “I admit to nothing.” There was still a smile in his voice, but he was serious.
 
   “Since we are talking about your crimes.”
 
   “We are not.”
 
   “I have a few questions for you,” I continued without acknowledging his denial. “How did you know those artworks were forgeries?”
 
   “Aw, Jenny. If I tell you that, I might as well hand a written statement in at the police station.” He sighed. A moment passed while I just stared at him.  He sighed again. “There are certain methods used when forging an artwork. Sometimes it was a hint of a method I know about that made me suspicious. Sometimes it was the signature of a forger that I knew. Forgers are sometimes better artists than the artists themselves. It takes incredible skill to copy a piece of art so that it not only resembles it in appearance but also in age and chemical composition. Forgers often are required to have an extensive knowledge of art as well as geography, history and chemistry.”
 
   “And you know all this?”
 
   Colin took a deep, deciding breath. “Yes. I’m considered to be one of the best.”
 
   I considered his tone of voice and studied his face to see if he was being truthful or sarcastic. I settled on the former. “Do you forge artworks?”
 
   “I think I have trusted you with enough incriminating details for one day, Jenny.” His use of this version of my name was an obvious ploy to vex me enough to discontinue any further questioning. It almost worked.
 
   “I will respect it for today. But only because I realise the risk you are taking by trusting me. Not because you are disrespecting me by not calling me by my true name.”
 
   “You just seem much more a Jenny to me than a Genevieve.” He leaned back in his chair. “A Genevieve is all stuck up and artificial. Jenny is soft, gentle and very real.”
 
   “You think of me as soft?” I didn’t even bother to hide my shock.
 
   “Of course. Doesn’t everyone else?”
 
   Nobody had ever shown enough interest in me to attribute such adjectives to me. Maybe Jenny was not such a bad name after all. The corners of my mouth pulled down at that silly thought. “I don’t know nor do I care what others think about me. Shall we continue searching for more connections tonight?”
 
   He smiled at my quick change of topic. “No. I think we’ve done quite well.”
 
   “There is one more thing I’ll do.” I opened the file with the shipping companies. “I want to see if there is any connection between the ship carrying the Degas and the ship Nikolay Chulkov worked on. Maybe I’ll even find more ships.”
 
   “You’re going to make another list?” The smile pulling at the corners of his eyes didn’t indicate any malice in his question.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m sure all your lists will come in handy soon. Already it’s helped.” He got up from his chair. “While you’re doing that, I’m going to find out who our girl is.”
 
   “How do you plan to do that? Oh wait, don’t tell me. I shouldn’t have asked.”
 
   Colin smiled. “Don’t worry. There won’t be too many criminal activities involved.”
 
   “I told you, I don’t want to know.” I also stood up and looked at him earnestly. “It’s really difficult for me to work with you.”
 
   “With me?”
 
   “Not you as a person. That’s quite easy.” Much to my surprise. I had never worked well with anyone before and I had just spent five hours without once feeling the panic from human closeness eating at me. “It’s working with a criminal that goes against everything that I believe in.”
 
   “Then maybe it’s time to change what you believe in.”
 
   I made a noncommittal sound. I hated change but knew it was essential to my own growth and development. Change made me feel terrifyingly unsafe. But it was also change that had brought me bit by bit out of the very small world I used to live in. I was the first to acknowledge that my world was still miniscule compared to Colin’s. 
 
   For me though, it was a proud achievement to have proved everyone wrong. Everyone being my parents. They had been convinced that I was going to be some computer scientist that never left the basement. Someone who never had contact with the outside world. I had proven them wrong. My world was much larger than a basement and I was in contact with the world, even if the contact was feeble at times. But maybe it was time to widen my horizons a bit.
 
   “Well, okay,” Colin said when I didn’t respond any further. “I’ll see you tomorrow then. Hopefully with the girl’s identity.”
 
   “I suppose I shouldn’t bother suggesting that you use the front door.”
 
   “You’re welcome to suggest it.”
 
   “But you’ll still use your own means of entering and exiting.” 
 
   The man was a menace. His smile brought warmth to his eyes. I couldn’t deny that he was a fascinating and attractive man, but he was still a criminal. And that was a chasm between us that would prevent me from even considering a friendship with him. This tentative working arrangement was as far as I was going to enlarge my world. I followed him to my home office and narrowed my eyes at the sight that met me. I was furious.
 
   “There’s a footprint on my windowsill.”
 
   He looked surprised. “I’m not superman. I didn’t fly in here, Jenny.”
 
   “If you’re going to continue breaking in, you’re going to have to start cleaning up after yourself.”
 
   “I thought that I did quite a good job cleaning up the superglue remnants.” He gave me another dazzling smile. “Just keep the windows locked, not glued. I’ll find my way in.”
 
   He hoisted himself effortlessly onto my windowsill and disappeared into the night before I could object any further. I immediately fetched my cleaning products and once the windowsill was yet again spotless, I placed a brilliant white towel on the marble windowsill. At least a towel was easier to clean. 
 
   A quick glance at the clock and I decided to get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow was Monday. I could look into the owners of the shipping companies at the office before the meeting with Manny. That was really not something I was looking forward to. The EDA deputy chief was an intolerant boar. At least Phillip would be there to play his usual role as a buffer and translator. I switched off the lights around the dining room and wondered how I was going to convince Phillip to not tell Manny about Colin and his involvement. I didn’t even know if I was going to tell Phillip that Colin now knew everything. I cringed to think what his reaction would be.
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   “No, you have to tell him, Genevieve.” Phillip was resolute in his position. He had been waiting for me and the moment I had stepped into the office, he had guided me into his office. I was reporting on my progress and he didn’t seem all too pleased. His lips were drawn in thin lines and he was using his stern voice. “I can’t believe I condoned this. He’s a criminal, for the love of god.”
 
   “I know that, Phillip. It was because you suggested that I should work with him that I actually considered it.”
 
   “It was a careless comment.” He was exasperated. “I distinctly remember also telling you to phone the police or me, or preferably both. Why didn’t you do that?”
 
   “He wasn’t a threat. He isn’t a threat. As a matter of fact, he was the one who suggested that I look for any connections with the Russian murderer.” At least I had been able to impress Phillip with the connections I had made over the weekend. He was particularly interested in the three artworks that I had discovered on the shipping data. 
 
    “Genevieve, we have to tell Manny.”
 
   “No, we don’t. He’ll want to arrest Colin and I think that he can really help us. He seems to be very driven to find out who’s responsible for this whole situation.” Why I defended the thief was beyond me. When he was with me, he annoyed me, tested my belief system and I desperately wanted to get rid of him. Now I was championing for him to work with me.
 
   “That is yet another reason to be concerned. Being that driven probably means that he is emotionally invested somewhere in this whole tangle. That is never a good thing. Oh, hell.” His expletive took me aback. Phillip wasn’t one for crass language. He was too cultured for that. “Last week we only had one murdered girl, one Russian murderer, a stolen artefact and stolen weapons. This week we have a full blown conspiracy.”
 
   I had shown him my notepad and it came as no surprise that he was aghast when he saw the page with all the boxes. The fact that the boxes and the lines were multiplying had brought deep furrows to his brow. His face exhibited all the classic cues of distress and it was getting worse the more we talked.
 
   “I think I should go and see if I can make any more progress with the owners of the shipping companies.”
 
   “Oh dear lord.” He shook his head. “You’d better put all this in a nice presentation before one o’clock.”
 
   “One o’clock?”
 
   “Manny will be here then.”
 
   I barely refrained from groaning out loud. I only nodded and left Phillip in his office to tend to matters he would find less stressful. From the first day I had stepped into his office, it was obvious that he loved the stress that came with his job. If there were not enough new clients, new works of art that needed authentication or the possibility of a fraudulent claim, he became listless. The smallest hint of a problem and he thrived. 
 
   This case, however, did not have that effect on him, I mused as I entered my viewing room. While this case intrigued me and the many possibilities of connections were exciting, he seemed genuinely distressed by it all. He didn’t say it this morning, but I had read regret on his face and was wondering if he regretted agreeing to help Manny with this case or whether he regretted getting me involved. I set my computer bag on the long desk and took out both my work and the EDA computer. It was time to look for more connections.
 
   A few hours later Phillip’s assistant cautiously entered the viewing room. It was an extreme rarity that Angelique even spoke to me, so I was surprised to see her in the doorway. She was a formidable woman in her early fifties with a husband of thirty years and three adult children. Not once had I seen Angelique back down for even the brashest of executives, yet she always appeared uncomfortable when she had to speak to me. 
 
   “I hope I’m not disturbing you.” She spoke as if she was addressing a caged tigress. Her non-threatening body language showed her intent to not startle me into some unpredictable behaviour. “Phillip asked me to call you to his office. He wants to speak to you before monsieur Millard comes.”
 
   “Thank you, Angelique. I will be there in five minutes.” I didn’t have the energy nor the desire to make the older lady feel more comfortable in my presence. During the last six years, we had been polite to each other, but never familiar. I preferred this. 
 
   “I’ll tell him.” She left as quietly as she had entered. It gave me the chance to quickly print out my presentation. There was no way that Manny could disapprove of my progress today. The last few hours had been productive. Very productive. 
 
   I switched off all the computers, made sure everything was straightened, put the printouts in my handbag and left the viewing room. Apparently waiting for me, Angelique jumped up from behind her large mahogany desk to open the door to Phillip’s office. 
 
   “He’s waiting for you,” she said softly. “I put your coffee on his desk.”
 
   “Thank you very much, Angelique.” I realised that our conversations had always been limited to these exchanges. This prompted me to give Angelique a warm smile which only served to confound the older woman. 
 
   “Come in, come in.” Phillip’s voice from behind his desk drew me into the room. He was looking at me with a mixture of expectation and dread. “So, did you find anything?”
 
   “Oh yes, I did.” Excitement brightened my voice. I quickly walked to one of the leather chairs facing his desk and sat down. “You will not believe this.”
 
   “Oh dear.” He did not sound excited at all. As a matter of fact, he sounded downright apprehensive. He glanced at his gold wristwatch. “We have at most twenty minutes before Manny comes. The more I know, the better I can present it to Manny.”
 
   As I reached into my handbag for the presentation, a happy tune started playing somewhere in the office. I looked up from my handbag and gave Phillip an annoyed glance. “What is that?”
 
   “A cell phone.” It was the tone he used when he thought I was being brilliantly daft. “And it’s coming from your handbag.”
 
   “Nobody ever phones me.” I put my hand back into the bag and came out with my smartphone. It was indeed where the irritating tune came from. I carefully put my handbag on the floor and held the phone as if it were a live hand grenade. 
 
   “I didn’t know you had a phone.” Phillip was clearly surprised. “Aren’t you going to answer it?”
 
   I looked at the screen and nearly threw the phone against the wall. I swiped the screen to answer. “You put your photo on my phone?”
 
   “Hello, Jenny.” Colin’s charming voice answered my outrage. 
 
   “Don’t hello me. How did you get my number? And when did you put your number on my phone? With a photo!” 
 
   “How did you like the ring tone? It’s Lady Gaga.”
 
   “I know of no such lady.” I managed to modulate my tone to a cold whisper. Phillip looked very concerned and stood up to move around his desk towards me. I shook my head to stop him. “I’m blocking this number and resealing my windows. With industrial glue.”
 
   “Wait!” he called as I started to move the instrument away from my ear. “I know who the dead girl is.”
 
   I slapped the smartphone back against my ear. “What? Who? How?”
 
   “Come downstairs and I’ll show you.”
 
   “I’m not in my apartment.”
 
   “I know that.” He chuckled. “Come on down. I’m waiting for you in front of the building.” 
 
   Before I could pepper him with more questions, he disconnected and I was standing with a silent smartphone in my hand. I brought the instrument down slowly and glared at it. “I’m going to kill that ... that common criminal.”
 
   Phillip stormed around his desk and reached for my phone, but I snatched it out of his reach. “Genevieve, what did he say? What did he want?”
 
   The better question was how he had known where I was. I was most definitely going to confront him with that as soon as I laid eyes on him. The thought of that annoying, overconfident thief waiting outside for me was, however, infinitely more appealing that meeting with Manny. Why that was, I was not about to explain to myself with my Freudian background. Instead, I picked my handbag off the floor and put the smartphone in its designated pocket. “I have to go.” 
 
   “What? You can’t go now. Manny is going to be here in ten minutes.” He reached for my arm, but I sidestepped him with a frown on my face. Phillip knew I hated to be touched. He was uncharacteristically concerned. “Genevieve, please. Where are you going?”
 
   I stopped at the entrance to his office and turned around. “Please don’t tell Manny anything, Phillip. Not a thing.”
 
   “How can you expect me to do that when you won’t even tell me where you are going or what Colin said to you?”
 
   “He found the identity of the murdered girl. I’m going to meet him now.” I thought for a moment. “Tell Manny that I’m following up on a lead and will be able to give him an exhaustive report tomorrow. Phillip, I’m sure that this girl’s identity will open a whole new line of connections for us.”
 
   “God help us all,” was Phillip’s response. I gave him a quick smile and turned to leave. As I walked past Angelique’s large desk, I heard Phillip’s voice loudly following me. “I want your number, Genevieve.”
 
   I shot Angelique a guilty smile and hurried to the elevators. Even though the elevator doors opened less than a minute later, it felt like an eternity. The trip down four floors took equally long and it was with great impatience that I walked past the security desk to the front door. Hitching my handbag over my shoulder I pushed open the heavy wooden door of the historic building and stepped into a bright sunny day. The weather in Strasbourg often pushed the mercury past tolerable and today was one of those days. I reached into my handbag for my sunglasses. Once my eyes were protected from the bright sunlight, I started looking around for Colin. 
 
   A full minute later I had scoured the street in front of the building and still couldn’t see Colin anywhere. Rousseau & Rousseau’s offices were on a relatively quiet street with buildings housing corporations that didn’t require foot traffic. There were therefore never many people passing the buildings, not even in tourist season. Today was no exception. 
 
   Across the street, a young mother was pushing her infant in a stroller and to my left was an elderly couple slowly making their way towards the shopping district. The only other person I could see was a distinguished looking gentleman, leaning heavily on his cane. His gray hair was mussed as if he’d pushed his hands through it numerous times. Despite the high temperature, he was wearing a three-piece suit that dated from a few decades ago, but still looked very sharp. Every step he took towards me looked like it caused him great discomfort.
 
   “We’d better go. I just saw Millard driving around the block looking for parking.”
 
   I gaped at the old man with Colin’s voice. It could not be. As I had done with the three photos of the poets, I only recognised him once I focussed on his mouth. “You’re good. Really good.”
 
   “Why, thank you, young lady.” The smile that lit up his face took decades off his artificially aged image and he looked much more like the thief that consistently annoyed me. He reached me and put his free arm through mine. What was it with men touching me today? I tried to pull away from this unexpected physical contact, but he held on tighter. “It will look more natural if you aid me when we rush to my car. We don’t have much time before Millard will drive down here again.”
 
   I pushed down my intense dislike for physical contact and started walking. “Where is your car?”
 
   “It’s the red Toyota down there.” He lifted his hand from my arm to point to a car about fifty meters ahead before he rested his hand lightly on my arm. The heat from his hand burned on my skin. I swallowed hard against the discomfort tightening its fingers around my throat and started imagining Mozart’s Symphony No. 9 in C major. In my mind I drew the accolade, the clefs and first notes on a clear music score sheet. A few steps later I felt my breathing deepen and the tension leaving my body. 
 
   “You have to teach me to do that thing.”
 
   “What thing?”
 
   “The thing you just did. I could actually feel you calm down and relax.” We reached the car and Colin pulled his arm from mine. He reached into his retro pants pocket and came out with a remote control for the car. A soft pop sounded and the doors were unlocked. He opened the passenger door and waited for me to get in before he slowly walked around to the driver’s side. I watched with a mixture of admiration and annoyance as he stayed in character even when there was no one else on the street. He settled in next to me and put his cane on the back seat. “I’m serious about you teaching me your relaxation technique.”
 
   “If I am going to teach you anything, Mister Frey, it will be to not break into my home, my life, my handbag and my cell phone.”
 
   “Oh, that.” He pulled out of the parking space and drove down the one-way street. “I suppose you want me to explain.”
 
   I didn’t consider it necessary to answer him and just glared at him. He turned into a main street before he quickly glanced at me and winced.
 
   “You’re pissed. Okay, it was the first time we met. You were busy writing your music and I had nothing else to do.”
 
   “So you went through my handbag?” My cell phone very seldom left its designated pocket in my handbag.
 
   “Yes. I thought it would be a good thing for me to get to know you better. When I saw your phone I realised how important it would be for us to be able to contact each other since we were going to be working together.”
 
   “How could you have made such an assumption? I hadn’t even agreed to work with you then.”
 
   “I knew you would.”
 
   “You have an inflated sense of confidence.”
 
   “Thank you, young lady,” he said with the same charming smile as earlier. 
 
   I didn’t understand why he would think of my observation as a compliment. I took a few deep breaths and mentally wrote a few more bars of Mozart. He was not going to get me to lose my hard won control.
 
   “You don’t have any contacts on your phone.” Colin glanced at me quickly before he swiftly changed lanes and accelerated to catch the green traffic light.
 
   “Please slow down.” I pulled at the seatbelt to ensure that it was tight against my body. “I’m sure there is no reason for us to be rushing there.”
 
   “I wasn’t rushing.” He sounded surprised, but did slow down a fraction. “Why aren’t there other contacts on your phone?”
 
   “Because I don’t phone anyone with it. Please don’t tailgate.”
 
   Colin’s laughter filled the car. “You are a backseat driver. Who would’ve thought.”
 
   “I’m not driving nor am I in the backseat.” I was too concerned with Colin’s abandoned manner of driving to pay attention to idioms and nuances. He must’ve sensed my genuine discomfort, because he slowed down enough to allow some distance between us and the white station wagon in front of us. I relaxed a fraction against the seat.
 
   “Did you find any more connections?”
 
   I was glad for a topic to take my attention away from his driving. “Yes. I found something very odd.”
 
   “And?” he prompted when I didn’t elaborate. 
 
   “While I was looking for connections between the three ships that shipped those artefacts and other cargo ships, I noticed a most peculiar pattern. They’re all singularly owned.” My triumphant pronouncement was met with bland silence. I closed my eyes briefly. Why did I continue to forget that I had to explain things more clearly? “Most shipping companies own more than one ship. As a matter of fact, some of them have quite an impressive number of vessels registered.”
 
   Colin was driving too fast again. He glanced at me when I stopped talking. He must have noticed the tension around my mouth because he slowed down. “At this speed, it’ll take us hours to get there.”
 
   I dismissed his complaint. “I first looked at the owner of the ship with the Klimt, then the owner of the ship with the Degas. Something didn’t fit, so I searched some more. I found another four shipping companies like these two. All six companies own only one ship.”
 
   “Are you telling me that there are six shipping companies, each owning only one ship?”
 
   “Why are you repeating what I just told you?” I waved away this redundant line of thought. “The Degas, Klimt and Modigliani were each on these kind of ships.”
 
   “All three?”
 
   “Yes,” I said with exaggerated patience. “I haven’t had enough time to find out who owns these shipping companies. Maybe they are also connected.”
 
   “Well, you can draw another line now.”
 
   “Oh. Yes, of course. Between the ships and the art.” We sat in silence for a few moments. I wondered how much information I could get on each shipping company from the EDA files. My thoughts wandered to the murdered artists. “Tell me about the girl.”
 
   “Only if you tell me why you have a smartphone, but never use it to phone people with. Why you have no contact numbers on it.” The professional make-up had aged him a few decades. The added wrinkles around his eyes and mouth made him a very handsome older man, but also made it difficult to read micro-expressions. Without that, I had mostly his tone of voice and his words to guide me. I decided that he was not going to give me anything unless I gave something first. Working with this man was infuriating and stimulating at the same time. Most definitely it was not dull. 
 
   “It is an extremely useful tool. People are so enamoured with their phones nowadays that it doesn’t look strange when I’m sitting in a café working on my phone. Most people would be checking their emails, updating those social networking things or playing some silly games.”
 
   “So what is it that you do with your smartphone when you are in a café?” Colin sounded suspicious.
 
   “I record people.” I ignored the surprised sound he made and stared resolutely through the windscreen. He had asked and I was going to answer, but he’d better not judge me. “I downloaded this wonderful application that immediately sends the footage to my computer so that I can analyse it later.”
 
   “Why would you want to analyse it?”
 
   “The more I study people, the better I become. When people interact in a public environment like a café, it is rather disconcerting to observe how intimate their behaviour can be. But that gives me hours of great footage. By analysing it, I hone my skills.”
 
   There was a long moment of silence. “You’re a fascinating woman, Jenny.”
 
   I had no response to that. I moved on. “Tell me about the girl.”
 
   We slowed down and turned into the street leading to the university. “She was an art student. Her name was Danielle Rioux. She studied here and we are going to speak to her roommate.”
 
   I balked at that. “I don’t speak to people.”
 
   “You’re speaking to me,” he said unruffled while parking the car in one of the few available spaces on the street. “If you prefer, I’ll do the talking and you can just observe.”
 
   “I think that would be prudent.” We got out of the car and I started walking towards the university, but stopped when I realised Colin wasn’t next to me. 
 
   “We’re going to her apartment first. It’s this way.” He was again leaning heavily on his cane and put his hand out for my assistance. I stared at his hand for a long moment. With a sigh I walked towards him and allowed him to put his arm through mine.
 
   “How did you find her?” I ignored the feel of his hand on my arm, focussing instead on the case.
 
   “Um,” he adjusted his bodyweight so he was leaning more on the cane, “I know someone.”
 
   “Someone?”
 
   “A computer someone.” We walked a few steps in silence. “She can find anyone anywhere.”
 
   I gave myself the luxury to groan out loud. “Did you break the law finding this girl?”
 
   “Isn’t it more important that we actually did find her and not how we found her?” He stopped in front of an old building. On the scuffed wooden door was a plaque announcing that this student house was under video surveillance. Colin turned to me. “She lived here on the third floor. Her roommate is expecting us.”
 
   A group of loud students exploded out of the door, cutting off any more objections I had. I really didn’t like this gray area of life that I had stumbled into. My life had been clear cut until five days ago; things were black and white. There were right and wrong, acceptable and unacceptable categories for situations and people. Criminals were an entity that never ventured into any positive category and most definitely did not allow for any association. Now I was about to enter a student house with a well-disguised thief. 
 
   The last student passed us with a loud whoop and Colin used his cane to stop the door from slamming shut. With difficulty appropriate to his faked age, he opened the door. “After you, young lady.”
 
   I considered him for a moment and then, exasperated, squeezed past him into the bright entrance hall. He followed me in. I moved away from him when he reached for my arm. He acknowledged my gesture with a small smile and a nod. “We can take the elevator. I’m too old for the stairs.”
 
   We waited for the elevator car to arrive. “Are you sure that Danielle was her real name?”
 
   “A very good question.” He thought about it for a while. “I’m pretty sure it was her real name. Francine would’ve found other identities if there had been any.”
 
   “Is Francine your computer someone?”
 
   Colin looked at me in surprise. Before he could respond, the elevator arrived and the doors unlocked. I opened the antiquated doors and entered the car first, thinking about Colin’s reaction. It appeared to me he was surprised that he had told me this computer person’s name. My expertise told me that it could only be interpreted as trust and that I should feel honoured to be trusted by someone as cautious as this cunning thief. I did feel something, but it was relief rather than honour. I placed that interesting insight in the back of my mind to take out later and dissect. We arrived on the third floor and I switched on my non-verbal reading skills. I was about to learn more about the girl in the photo.
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   Danielle’s roommate was an unassuming young woman, petite in size with large green eyes hidden behind studious glasses. She had opened the door on Colin’s third knock. “Professor Dryden. Please come in.”
 
   I gave Colin a fierce look that he completely ignored. Really? A false name? Now I could add making me an unwitting accessory to falsifying an identity to his many sins. He leaned even harder on his cane and, to my further outrage, spoke with a voice hoarse from age, smoking and whiskey. “Miss Paschal. Thank you so much for meeting with us. This is my esteemed colleague, Doctor Genevieve Lenard.”
 
   Miss Paschal held the door wide open and smiled at me. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Doctor Lenard. The professor said he would be bringing someone along. Please forgive the mess. I’m writing exams at the moment and don’t have much time for housekeeping.”
 
   Colin and I stepped into the tiny apartment. He made a show of assuring the student that we were not here to inspect the living space. I thought it was a good thing we weren’t. The girl would spectacularly fail an apartment inspection. The entrance hall could be no more than four square metres, but most of that space was taken up by an overflowing coat tree, a mound of shoes and a bicycle. The panic of such messiness sat in my throat like a large piece of dry bread. 
 
   Four doors led from the entrance. To the right was a bedroom with books and a laptop carelessly strewn across a large unmade bed. Straight ahead was a bathroom door and the open door next to it led to the kitchen. A bolt of horror shot through my system as I looked into that room. The health department would declare that small space a public hazard. I quickly turned my head towards the room to the left that Miss Paschal was showing us to. 
 
   “This is Danielle’s room. I haven’t touched anything, even though she still has my green coat and I’ve wanted to wear it a few times.”
 
   The image of the bright green coat spread underneath Danielle and the blood pooled around her head rushed into my mind. I hastily suppressed it and followed Colin into the room. Unlike the crammed entrance, the room was spacious. It was sparsely decorated, but clearly with a very artistic hand. The single bed was covered with a colourful duvet and on the walls hung paintings that looked like original masterpieces. I made mental notes of everything I saw.
 
   I ignored Colin’s small talk with the student. I wanted to learn more about the dead girl and right now I could read a lot by just looking at Danielle’s room. The roommate could be observed later. Looking around the room, it quickly became noticeable that there was a distinct lack of personal effects. There were no photos of family members, pets, boyfriends or even girlfriends. 
 
   I turned towards Colin and the girl, and interrupted their chit-chat about how Miss Paschal wished she had artistic talents. “Where did Danielle do her work?”
 
   The young woman blinked nervously and looked at Colin. “She studied at the university and did some of her assignments there. But she told me that her boyfriend had given her studio space at his work.”
 
   “Tell me more about her boyfriend.” Colin spoke with a gentleness the student responded to. I didn’t need to receive his quick glare to know that the girl felt uncomfortable with me. Her body language was screaming it. I shrugged mentally and paid close attention.
 
   “I don’t know much about him. Danielle is very private.” She cleared her throat. “Actually, she is a bit strange. A few times she disappeared for a week or so, but never for this long. Do you know where she is?”
 
   I narrowed my eyes. Colin seemed to have spoken to this girl before we came here, but he didn’t tell her that her roommate had been murdered. I did not want to be the one who delivered such news and waited for Colin to answer.
 
   “No, dear.” He had built a rapport with this girl at an amazing speed and I could not help but admire that. “All we know is that she is an amazing artist and our foundation would like to get in contact with her. We would love to co-operate with her. Maybe fund some of her studies.”
 
   “I don’t think she needs money. Not now. The first few months we shared the apartment, she was broke most of the time. We used to joke about living on bread and water for the duration of our studies and how we could sell it as a trendy diet. Then she met her boyfriend and everything changed. I asked her if she had won the lottery or received a scholarship, but she didn’t want to speak about it. She has enough money now to focus only on her studies and her art. A few times she even helped me out. Should I be getting worried about her not being here?”
 
   “I don’t know, dear.” There was true compassion in Colin’s voice and face. It had to come from his knowledge of where Danielle truly was. “It sounds like you are good friends. Where did she meet her boyfriend?”
 
   “I don’t remember. Let me think.” She placed her fingers on her lips for a few moments and then her eyebrows lifted with a memory. “It was after her holiday. Oh, that is quite a story.”
 
   Colin responded to the sudden brightness in her voice with a warm smile. “Tell us about it.”
 
   “She won a cruise on the Baltic Sea. I don’t remember anyone ever being so happy to win anything. She couldn’t even remember entering the competition. It was a three week cruise last summer and that is where she met this guy.”
 
   “Do you remember his name?” Colin asked softly.
 
   “Danielle never introduced us. Like I said, she is very private. I just call him Russ.”
 
   “Russ?”
 
   “Oh, he has the most delicious Russian accent. His French is really good, but combined with that accent, he sounds so sexy. And he is really good looking too.”
 
   “Do you maybe know how we can get in touch with him? Maybe he knows where Danielle is.”
 
   “Oh, no. I spoke to him only three times and it was just in passing. I’m beginning to worry about her now. If I think about it, she has been acting a bit strangely the last while.”
 
   “Really?” Colin sounded sincerely concerned.
 
   “Yes. She was spending a lot more time at her studio than at the university. When I asked her about it, she said that she was working on a project for someone and once it was done, she was going to move out of the studio. She didn’t want to tell me any more than that, but that day she looked really unhappy.”
 
   “Do you know where her studio is?”
 
   The roommate was looking increasingly distressed. “No, I don’t know that either. It seems like I really don’t know anything about Danielle. Oh god, I hope she is okay.”
 
   “Don’t worry too much, dear. Rather think about your studies and your exams. I’m sure that Danielle is somewhere safe.” Colin’s words seemed to calm the girl. He chatted to her for another five minutes about her studies. By the time he followed me out of the apartment, the student was once again consumed with exam stress. 
 
   We continued in silence until we were outside in the sun. He put his arm through mine and leaned on me. I glared at him. “How could you just lie to her like that?”
 
   “I did not want to be the one who told her that her friend was murdered.” He sounded aghast. “And from a practical point of view, we are not supposed to be here.”
 
   “Oh lordy.” I stopped midstride. “Phillip is going to be so displeased.”
 
   Colin gave a rude snort and pulled me so that we were walking towards the university again. “I don’t think Phillip will be your biggest problem.”
 
   “My problem? Good lord, I’m going to have to bear the brunt of this, aren’t I?” I did not even consider this when I offered him that blasted cup of coffee and with that my trust and co-operation. “And it’s Manny who’s going to be shouting at me.”
 
   “I’m afraid you are right.”
 
   I wrote a few more bars of Mozart’s 9th on the music sheet that necessity had placed in my mind this morning. Knowing Colin was helping me brush up on all my Mozart. “Are you just going to leave me to deal with this alone?”
 
   “For now.” His soft-spoken cryptic answer did not invite any argument. “What do you think about the cruise ship boyfriend?”
 
   “I think that now I have another box in my notepad that will need lines.”
 
   “Dollars to doughnuts the cruise ship they were on is also singularly owned.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   Colin looked at me with surprise. “You don’t? Oh, the dollars to doughnuts thing. That only means that I’m willing to bet that the cruise ship that Danielle met her boyfriend on belongs to a company with only one ship on its books.”
 
   “Oh. Well, it was a good guess, but I’ll have to do proper research to have concrete proof. Why doughnuts?”
 
   “I really don’t know,” he laughed. We crossed the street and walked into the university campus. “Where did you study?”
 
   “I’m sure you know.”
 
   “But I would like for you to tell me.”
 
   I stiffened when he didn’t deny having knowledge about my education. “I studied in Oxford, Tokyo and the Paris Descartes University.”
 
   “One of the most prestigious universities when it comes to psychology. I already know your French is flawless. Do you speak Japanese?”
 
   I started to answer, but stopped myself. “No, you must first give me information about yourself. That is how co-operation works.”
 
   “Very well.” With Colin’s artificial old-age walking, we were making slow progress through the beautiful campus. We were following the signs leading us to the library. “I spent a lot of time on campuses like this, but I was never a registered student.”
 
   “So what did you do at the universities?” 
 
   “Studied, of course. My childhood was not very academic, so I never would have qualified for university, but I wanted to learn.”
 
   He had even stolen his education. “What did you study?”
 
   “History, art, art history, world politics. I even dabbled a bit in philosophy. Here we are.” He led me up a stone staircase and into the cool interior of the library.
 
   “Who are we going to see now?”
 
   “Danielle’s professor. She told me she would be waiting for us here.” We walked into a large room and the hushed reverence of literature surrounded us. I loved libraries. Colin leaned closer to me and whispered, “Over there.”
 
   I pulled away from his closeness, followed his glance and saw a middle aged woman sitting at one of the long dark wooden tables. She looked like she had stepped out of a seventies magazine aimed at the hippies of that era. Her gray streaked hair fell below her waist, both her wrists were adorned with mismatched bracelets and her colourful dress perfected the image. When we stopped at her table, she looked up and welcoming wrinkles formed in the corners of her eyes.
 
   “You must be Professor Dryden. Please sit down.” Sympathy softened her face even more when Colin lowered himself painfully onto a chair. I wanted to hit him.
 
   “Thank you, Professor Benoit.” He awarded her with the same smile that had won the roommate over. “And thank you for making the time to meet with us. This is my colleague, Doctor Lenard.”
 
   The hippie professor beamed at us. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you. Paul couldn’t talk enough about your unparalleled knowledge when it comes to art restoration.”
 
   “Oh please, Profess–”
 
   “Please call me Jeannette,” she interrupted.
 
   “Jeannette.” Colin’s voice oozed warm friendship. I was in awe. I was witnessing a con-artist at work and couldn’t stop myself from being caught up in the skill it took. None of the book knowledge had prepared me for the artistry in deceiving someone so smoothly. 
 
   Colin was talking again. “I assume that Paul didn’t tell you about our scholarship programme? Well, we are in the fortunate position of sponsoring a select few students and Danielle, Miss Rioux, has caught our eye.”
 
   “Yes. Yes.” Concern marred the older woman’s face. “After your phone call, I started wondering why I haven’t seen her in a while. I decided to look Danielle up at administration and it seems that she has dropped out.”
 
   “Dropped out?”
 
   “Yes. The head of administration showed me an email they received from Danielle informing the university that she will no longer be attending classes here.”
 
   “When was this?”
 
   “About three weeks ago. It really is a loss. She has the makings of a great artist. You know, one of the few great ones.” Tears formed in her eyes and her lips thinned as she tried to control her emotions.
 
   Despite the heavy make-up, Colin’s distress was strong enough to be displayed clearly. He was not mourning her absence at the university, of that I was sure. It was her senseless death that pulled the corners of his mouth down. “You are right, it is a great loss.”
 
   “What was she working on?” I knew I wasn’t supposed to speak, but someone needed to break the sadness that had settled at the table. 
 
   “Oh.” The hippie professor dabbed lightly at her eyes and took a stuttering breath. “She was good in most disciplines, but it is painting that she excels at. She has the right touch for it. And she so loves Post Impressionism and Cloisonnism. The artists of that time inspires her with their adventurous attempt at doing things differently. That was the time for the isms. One day she told me that she thought she was born in the wrong time. I could easily believe it. I don’t understand why she decided to quit.”
 
   “I saw one of her works that greatly resembled Gauguin,” Colin said quietly 
 
   The professor and I both looked at him in surprise.
 
   “Oh yes, she said that Paul Gauguin was her greatest inspiration. She loves all his works, but it is his paintings especially that she can’t get enough of. Once she showed me the beginnings of a painting that she was working on privately. It was far from finished, but I was sure that it would’ve been an exact replica of Gauguin’s Two Tahitian Women. She was a master in the making,” she said again.
 
   I inhaled sharply and looked at Colin. If it wasn’t for my world-renowned expertise, I would not have caught the slight nose-flare, constricted pupils and narrowed eyes. He was as interested and excited by this new development as I was. Colin gently questioned the professor for a few more minutes, but gained nothing else. 
 
   “Thank you so much for your time, Jeannette. It is truly a pity that we’ve missed the opportunity to work with Miss Rioux.”
 
   We all stood up and the professor smiled warmly. “No, it was my pleasure to meet such an esteemed colleague of Paul’s. The next time you find yourself in Strasbourg, please come and visit again.”
 
   After a few more pleasantries, we slowly made our way to his car. 
 
   “Wow.” Colin broke the stunned silence between us. “Would you believe that? She used Gauguin as inspiration and the professor even saw the beginnings of a copy. Then she’s murdered and a piece of a Gauguin is found on her? What are the odds of this happening?”
 
   “I don’t think that we can calculate the odds here.” I noticed a slight relaxation of his orbicularis oculi muscles, taking away the stress that had been evident around his eyes during the two conversations. One corner of his mouth lifted. Understanding dawned on me. “Oh, it was a rhetorical question. Well, I have a real question for you.”
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “Who? What?”
 
   “Shoot with your question, Jenny.” There was laughter in his voice.
 
   “Oh. If you are Professor Dryden, what is your first name?”
 
   “Care to guess?” The car was a few feet away and he stopped. After fumbling in his pocket like an old man would, he came out with his wallet and found his identity card. I reached for it, but he held it back. “Guess.”
 
   “John. You are pretending to be John Dryden, the British poet who lived until 1700.” I grabbed the laminated card out of his hand, glanced at it and shook it angrily at him. “This is fraud, Colin.”
 
   “John, dear. My name is John.” With that he shuffled to the car and folded his body painfully into the driver’s seat. 
 
   It was with no small amount of agitation that I got into the car. “You can’t continue doing this, Colin. It is illegal and I will have no part in it.”
 
   “Is your id forged?”
 
   “No, of course not. And what does that have to do–”
 
   “Do you have anything else that is forged? Did I provide you with anything illegal?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well then. You have no part in anything.” He pulled into the street with a quick smile. “Not that I’m admitting to any illegal activity, of course.”
 
   I didn’t like being in this gray area. It was much easier to think of all the information we had just gleaned, so I forced my thoughts to stay on topic. I couldn’t wait to get to my computers and add cruise ships, especially those on Baltic cruises, to the search and see what came of it. And to think that of all the folders I had received from Manny, I hadn’t even considered opening the cruise ships folder. 
 
   It was hard to decide what to do first. Maybe I would cross reference all the names of the fictional private investigators with the cruise ships. I thought of all my lists and how I would just start with one list and cross reference the whole lot of them.
 
   “Genevieve!” Colin’s voice bounced around the interior of the car. He had the same tone of voice and look on his face as Phillip when he had been calling my name for some time without any reaction from me.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Where were you?”
 
   “Here. Sitting next to you.” What an inane question.
 
   “That is not what I meant. Obviously your mind had taken you to another place. That is the place I’m interested in.”
 
   “Oh. I was just thinking about everything we’ve learned today.”
 
   “Quite something, right?”
 
   “Quite.”
 
   There was a long silence. “Are you going to tell me what you were thinking specifically?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Colin laughed softly. “Did you notice the paintings on Danielle’s wall?”
 
   “Of course I did.”
 
   “Did you recognise any of them?”
 
   “No. Did you?” I was not an art expert. I had, however, learned a lot in the six years that I worked at Rousseau & Rousseau. The different eras in art rolled off my tongue as easily as all the facial muscles controlling our expressions. It was only the most costly artists, those whose paintings we insured, that I was more familiar with. I would never claim to be able to recite a chronological list of their paintings though. Something told me that Colin could.
 
   “With the exception of one, they were all Gauguins.” He quickly glanced at me. “Really good Gauguins.”
 
   “Oh dear. It seems that she was a forger.”
 
   “It would seem so.” He stopped at a red light. “Where do you want to go now?”
 
   “Back to the office.”
 
   “It’s past five already. Why don’t I drop you off at your apartment?”
 
   “It’s that late already?” I looked at my watch with amazement. I had been acutely aware of the time until Manny and Colin entered my life. That I had not noticed how much time had passed attested to how completely engrossed I was in this case. “At least Phillip won’t be in the office. He’s most likely raring to lecture me. Again.”
 
   “Does that mean you still want to return to the office?”
 
   “Yes, please. And do slow down. It’s really not necessary to race through the streets like this. I don’t mind if it takes a bit longer to reach the office.”
 
   “I’m not racing.” But he did slow down and maintained a reasonable speed and distance from the other vehicles until we reached Rousseau & Rousseau’s office building. He double-parked in front of the large building and turned to me. “I’ll contact you tomorrow to find out if you’ve drawn any more lines.”
 
   I got out of the car and leaned back in. “Please use the front door.” 
 
   “Aw, Jenny. That would be so boring.” Not even the layers of make-up could hide the merriment on his face. He was having too much fun with this, I decided and slammed the door with unnecessary force. Psychology had taught me that reacting to his actions the way I did only encouraged him to continue. I simply did not have it in me to ignore his grating behaviour. If only he hadn’t proved himself to be so useful. And resourceful.
 
   I silently bemoaned my bad luck all the way into my viewing room. Only after the door silently slid closed did I realise that Phillip hadn’t been waiting for me at the reception desk. He was, very possibly, at some or another important function, playing all those social games required for the survival of all businesses. With a sigh of pure contentment for not having to play those games, I switched on my computers and opened the folder with the cruise ships.
 
   Three hours later, all I had to show for my efforts was the beginnings of a headache. I had managed only to discover that the list of cruise ships was rather long. It also proved to be quite a challenge to cross reference anything with that folder. The format of the cruise ships files was not searchable and I had to draw on all of my computer skills to change that. Even though I loved technology and its use in streamlining actions that previously would have been laborious, I had never taken enough interest to advance my knowledge to the level of a specialist. 
 
   When the files were compatible, I looked at my watch and decided to call it a night. I would make an early start of it in the morning. I predicted that I would first have the inevitable argument with Phillip before I would be able to continue this search. Meticulously I saved all that I had done, shut down all the computers and was in my car shortly before nine o’clock. If luck held, I could enjoy a leisurely soak in the tub and be in bed long before midnight.[bookmark: _Toc374896998]
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   I was standing in front of my front door, ready to get inside and shut the world out. A sound from inside my apartment caused me to tilt my head to the right. Nothing. I was sure that I had heard something inside, but now I thought that I was just spooked by the last five days’ excitement. I aimed the first key at the top keyhole when I heard a noise again. My hand stopped midair and I listened intently. 
 
   The unbelievable audacity of that man. No matter how useful he had proven himself to be, Colin was out. Out of my apartment, out of my life and, if I could arrange it, out of the country. The noise he was now creating inside my apartment meant that I was going to spend the rest of my evening cleaning up instead of mulling over the case allowing my mind to free-associate. 
 
   Something crashed to the ground with shattering loudness and a furious frown formed between my eyes. With speed borne from habit, I had the five locks unlocked and the door open in under five seconds. The comfort of working for Phillip for the last six years had lowered my guard. The true nature of the human race had only been evident on the ten monitors in my viewing room. I had very effectively isolated myself from human interaction. 
 
   In the last few days, I had rediscovered my determination to not lose control, to not give in to the darkness that threatened to cloud over my brain in extremely stressful situations. I had fallen back into the habit of reading people, in particular Colin, and so staying fully in control of myself. The limit of my control was now being tested as I stared in horror at the scene in front of me. 
 
   My usually immaculate apartment looked as if a tornado had blasted through it. I took a few disbelieving steps into the chaos.
 
   “Well, what do we have here?” An unfamiliar voice spoke behind me and I heard the front door close with an ominous click. Already facing the destruction of my apartment, I had my mind set on analysing the situation and felt in no imminent threat of an episode coming on. Losing my patience was a distinct possibility though.
 
   I swung around and glared at a very large man looming in front of me. He was in my reading area; books were scattered at his feet. My precious books. A deep anger burned in me. His all black criminal attire, which included a facemask and gloves, infuriated me even more. “What the hell are you doing in my apartment?”
 
   Only his eyes were visible through the slits in the mask, meaning that I wouldn’t be able to read him. I could, however, still see the slight lift of his eyebrows indicating his surprise. It took me less than two seconds to memorise what I could see of his appearance and shelve it for future analysis. 
 
   “Where are your computers?” was the only answer he gave me. His voice was gravelly, but it was his German accent that made it particularly memorable. Another bit of information I shelved. 
 
   My training, including my self-defence training, dictated that calming a situation down was preferable to having to defend oneself in a physically violent manner. “There is a safe in my bedroom.”
 
   “We’ve found it. You must open it.” Another voice spoke from behind me. His English was heavily accented with Russian. For the first time I felt more than just a hint of apprehension. One man I might have been able to defend myself against, but two? One being Russian did not particularly help the shiver of panic that went through my nervous system. Immediately Colin’s question of the Russian connection to this case came to my mind. I swallowed and forced my mind away from thoughts that could only lead to panic. I needed to be productive, needed to read and analyse. That was the only way I was going to survive this. 
 
   My focus shifted to the importance of memorising what I could about these intruders. I manoeuvred myself so that my back was towards the windows and I was facing both of them. They were dressed completely in black. Movement from the kitchen drew my eye and to my utter disbelief another masked man clad in black walked towards us. He was followed by a fourth.
 
   “We haven’t found anything else.” The third man addressed the German in Spanish accented English. 
 
   “Nothing?” There was facial muscle movement behind his mask, but I could not see enough to make an accurate reading. His gravelly voice, however, was displeased.
 
   “She must be hiding it. It must be in the safe.” The clipped accusation came from the Russian. I forced myself to calm my breathing. I hoped that if I co-operated, they would not turn violent on me. The Russian’s body language indicated that he was spoiling for a physical confrontation and I knew I probably would not live through it.
 
   The Spaniard and the fourth man joined us. I noticed that the German and the Spaniard were dressed in exactly the same outfits. Their cargo-pants, black boots and long-sleeved shirts looked as if they were part of a uniform. Silver duct tape formed crude crosses on both shoulders and one sleeve. It took me a moment to realise that they were trying to conceal an insignia of some sort. My mind was racing to piece together as much as I could as fast as possible. 
 
   Then I came to a crashing realisation. There was no doubt in my mind that they all had to be military. The stealth with which they moved, the rigid confidence coming from the core of their torsos and even the way they spoke were specific to a select group of people. Even though only two of the intruders wore exactly the same outfits, it was clear that the four of them worked as a team. Of that I was sure. Their awareness of each other and confidence in each other’s movements testified to that. I had observed the same phenomenon numerous times while analysing group dynamics in my sheltered viewing room. 
 
   I watched as they formed a semi-circle in front of me without a word to each other. Their postures were not of a placating nature, but rather indicated that they were ready for action. These four men were warriors.
 
   “Open the safe,” the Russian growled at me. 
 
   I tucked my elbows in to my sides, at the same time exposing the insides of my arms in a non-threatening gesture. “Of course. You can take anything you want. Just please don’t break anything else.”
 
   The fourth masked man was a bit shorter than the rest, but he made me think of a panther. There was something feline about his movements. He looked me straight in the eye when my gaze turned to his face. The tiny muscles under his eyes contracted a millisecond before he picked up a clay bowl I had purchased while travelling in Kenya and dropped it to the floor. The sound of it shattering on my wooden floor sent a shudder through my body. The men laughed. I closed my eyes and suppressed a groan. The sacrifice of one of my favourite pieces had confirmed my suspicions. These men were bullies and such personality types revelled in doing exactly what was begged of them not to. 
 
   “Go, bitch. Open that safe. Else I break every fucking thing in this place.” The fourth man’s voice was deep and would be well suited for radio if it were not for the cold malice in it. It was the accent, however, that I filed away with all the others. His Russian accent confirmed that two of the four men in my apartment were from Russia. Another shudder went down my spine. 
 
   If they were indeed military, which I believed they were, it brought a few questions to the fore. Why would an international military team be ransacking my apartment? There was absolutely nothing of value to them here. The only reason they possibly had, was the case that Manny had brought to us. 
 
   I had no more time to analyse the four men or their agenda. The German took a step closer to me and with the flat of his hand against my back shoved me none too gently towards my bedroom. I stumbled forward and pushed down the panic that surfaced with that physical contact. So far I had kept the darkness at bay with anger, rational observation and analysis. Even though I could feel panic gathering strength to overwhelm me, I resolutely refused to give in to it. The bullies would never have the pleasure of seeing me at my most vulnerable.
 
   My mind was equal parts reeling at the chaos and hungry for more information to enable me to understand what was going on. The latter would prove to be more useful in the future, so I gathered my wits and my balance and walked to my bedroom.
 
   “What do you want with my computer? There is nothing special on it. I only use it to surf the internet.” Maybe I could find out why they were here or what they were looking for.
 
   “Shut up!” The short Russian’s voice cracked through my apartment and I flinched involuntarily. He was walking next to me and a quick glance at him was enough for me to see that every muscle in his body was coiled for attack. I was the only one he would aim his attack at. With that amount of aggression, I would not be able to defend myself. Quietly I led them to my bedroom, my sanctuary. How was I ever going to feel safe here again?
 
   A protesting fury burned inside my stomach. I had taken every precaution possible to keep myself and my space safe from intruders. The extra locks on my front door, the strong doors to my bedroom and bathroom, and the extra locks on them. Even the top-of-the-line safe was there to keep my personal documents and laptop safe. I had had it installed in a hidey hole behind a wooden panel that looked like it was a part of my antique wardrobe. No one was supposed to have found the safe. These men had taken away my sense of safety and that was something that was going to take time to recover from.
 
   I stood in front of the carved oak wardrobe and bit down hard on my teeth. They had broken the wooden panel to reveal the safe behind it. All they needed was the hidden button under the first drawer inside the wardrobe. Pushing that button would have unlocked the panel that now was in pieces. Instead they had used excessive force, which left the panel shattered and most of the wood lying at my feet.
 
   The four men had followed me into my bedroom. The airy, spacious room that had been my haven now felt crowded. Refusing to allow that feeling to overwhelm me, I opened my senses to observe the large military men looming over me. The way they positioned their bodies indicated that the German was the team leader. They were waiting on him to direct their actions. 
 
   “Open it, bitch.” The short Russian spat. He didn’t wait for any orders, nor did he give me time to react. Before I could lift my hand to punch in the twenty-four digit code, he grabbed me by the hair and slammed my face against the wardrobe. 
 
   I was stunned. Never in my life had I faced any physical threat or abuse. The sharp pain that shot through my cheekbone brought on a thankful thought that my face connected with wood rather than the unyielding hardness of my bedroom walls. I didn’t feel or hear bone breaking, which might have been the case had it been the wall the Russian had chosen for his show of force.
 
   It was interesting that I could feel so detached to the pain in my face and my scalp where he still had his hand in my hair. While I was thinking that it surprised me that my hair was actually long enough to be grabbed so tightly, I heard the two Russians quietly arguing. Intent on listening to the tone they were using, I also managed to understand them. 
 
   The short Russian who still had me by the hair, pulled me roughly away from the wardrobe. I was slammed a second time against the wardrobe when I heard the German’s gravelly order. “Enough. Let her open it.”
 
   I was suddenly free. Having had my head slammed against the wardrobe made me light-headed and I put a hand against the wood to steady myself. It only took a second to regain my equilibrium and I straightened my spine. They would not win. The darkness would not win. 
 
   My head was throbbing and my hands went up to inspect the damage. One hand massaged my scalp while the other went to my face. My cheek was painfully tender to the touch. I gently touched my eyebrow and my fingertips came away wet and sticky.
 
   “If you don’t open that safe, I will hand you over to these gentleman and leave you to them.” The German’s threat served to keep the shock of my blood on my fingers at bay. 
 
   “I’ll open it.” It would have taken a deaf person to not hear the fear in my voice. I blinked a few times and took a deep breath. I could do this. My fingers were still wet from my blood and I wiped my hand on my pants. I looked at the keypad of my safe and my mind went blank. The twenty-four digits that had automatically come to me in the past now eluded me.
 
   “Is there a problem?” the Spaniard asked.
 
   “Um, no. I just need a moment.”
 
   “You don’t have a moment. Do it now!” It was the first time the German raised his voice and I felt the power of it. I nodded my head emphatically and immediately regretted the movement. The darkness responded to the sharp pain in my head. I closed my mind to the whispered conversation behind me and called up my favourite Mozart serenade, No. 7 in D major. Three bars into the serenade, the darkness had receded and the twenty-four digits were once again accessible. 
 
   While the men were furiously communicating behind me, I entered the digits. I hadn’t wiped all the blood off my fingertips and I noticed dispassionately that there were red smudges on the keypad. The safe opened with a soft click, which silenced the conversation behind me. “It’s open. Take what you want.”
 
   The German pushed me roughly away from the wardrobe and reached into the safe. He pulled out my computer and handed it to the Spaniard who slipped it into a black backpack. Impatiently he paged through my personal documents before he tossed it to the floor. “Where is it?”
 
   “Where is what?” I hated the quiver in my voice. I didn’t want to lose control. I didn’t want to be scared. I didn’t want these men in my apartment, but I was scared and they were here. But I wasn’t going to lose it. 
 
   “The computer, bitch.” The short Russian grabbed me by my arm this time. 
 
   Later I would try to recall what exactly had happened and my almost perfect memory would fail me. All I would remember would be the frantic struggle that ensued. I would recall being blind with fury for all that had happened and my self-defence training kicking in. I would remember how I managed to connect my fist and elbows to a few body parts. And how I felt the jarring pain shooting to my head with each hit. 
 
   I hit, kicked, screamed and scratched until one of the men had me in a grip so tight I couldn’t move. It turned out to be the taller Russian holding me. He was behind me, one arm tight around my throat and the other hooked around the front of my left arm, bending it painfully backwards and gripping my right arm in a bruising fist. My arms were trapped between our bodies. He had one leg around the front of both my legs so that I had zero balance and was being held up by his arm around my neck. Not even in love making had I ever been so taken over by another body. Every inch of me was touching his body.
 
   I immediately brought the Serenade back into the forefront of my mind. Colin’s arm through mine was one thing. This kind of physical contact was infinitely more than I could bear. When the Russian spoke again it was filtered by Mozart. And very close to my ear. “Where is the other computer?”
 
   “This is the only one I have.”
 
   “Liar!” His arm around my throat tightened with intent, but the German’s voice stopped him.
 
   “Quiet!”
 
   The sudden silence in my bedroom was broken only by hard breathing. Mine was from the furious fight for survival, but I suspected theirs from anger. The three men I could see exhibited body language associated with annoyance and anger. I focused on that and my breathing calmed.
 
   “Do you hear something?” the short Russian asked.
 
   “I said, quiet!” The German was looking towards the front door. Then I also heard it. A man was calling my name in a manner familiar and loving. I had never heard that voice before. I also heard a light scratching noise.
 
   “He’s picking the locks.” The German looked at the Russian holding me. “Did you lock all of them?”
 
   “Yes.” I could feel his answer rumbling against my back. I mentally wrote a few more bars of Mozart.
 
   “We have three minutes at most. Are we sure there is nothing else to be found here?”
 
   They all consented that they had searched every inch of my apartment and had found nothing else hidden. I listened to them through the calming sounds of Mozart. Hearing what they were saying was enough. I committed every word to memory, every nuance, every inflection. I didn’t have the strength, physically or otherwise, to understand or analyse it. That would have to wait for later.
 
   “What are we going to do with her? We can’t take her now. We’ll have to leave through the windows.” The tall Russian was still holding me in a death grip. I was going to be badly bruised.
 
   “Inject her.” The German looked at the Spaniard. “Do you have it ready?” 
 
   “Yes, it’s here. Just hold her still.” 
 
   “What? What are you going to do?” What were they going to inject into my system? I didn’t want to die. I didn’t deserve to die. Not by the hands of thugs breaking into my apartment.
 
   “Now listen very carefully to me, Doctor Lenard.” The German moved to stand so close that I had to lift my head to see his eyes. “We know who you are; we obviously know where you live. You are to stop putting your nose where it doesn’t belong.”
 
   “Where is that?” My question brought angry muscle contractions to his eyes.
 
   “If you need me to spell it out for you, then you are not half as clever as I’ve been told.” His tight whisper frightened me even more than his previous threat. “Stay away from this. You are to forget about your investigation. You are to forget about our little visit. Am I clear?”
 
   I opened my mouth to answer, but screamed when a sharp needle entered the triceps of my left arm. I struggled against the Russian’s hold, but he held me firm until I felt the needle pull out.
 
   “How long?” the German was looking at the Spaniard who was putting the syringe in his backpack. He took out a tablet-looking device and stepped closer to me.
 
   “She should be out in thirty seconds.” 
 
   “Good. And she’ll be out until morning?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The short Russian released his hold on me and I found myself standing on very unsteady legs. I lowered myself to the floor and wondered if I looked as disoriented as I felt. Feeling in my lower limbs was slowly disappearing and my hands were tingling. I lifted one hand and stared at it. It was fascinating to be able to move my fingers and not feel it at all. My hand was roughly taken by the Spaniard. My fingers touched something smooth and cool before my hand was thrown down. I couldn’t lift it again.
 
   I wanted to laugh at the realisation that I was drugged. Genevieve Lenard, renowned expert in non-verbal communication was high. I frowned with concentration to memorise what I was experiencing for future analysis. This might be the only time ever that I would have the opportunity to observe myself drugged. Definitely worth remembering.
 
   My cerebral acuity was not yet as strongly affected and I put all my energy into mentally recording everything. My drugged experience as well as the muted conversation of the intruders as they were set to leave my apartment were carefully filed away. It might have been two minutes or it might have been longer, but I was very pleased with what I had observed. As a deep lethargy took over my body, I didn’t even know that I had collapsed on my bedroom floor. My only concern was that I would remember everything once I woke up.
 
   The last thing I saw, and filed away, was a giant storming into my bedroom and kneeling next to me. He was calling my name, but I couldn’t respond. Awareness slipped away from me just as he placed a gentle hand on my tender cheek and I heard him swear.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc374896999][bookmark: _Toc374899241]Chapter TEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Consciousness came to me slowly and painfully. First, I became aware of the pain in my face. My cheek was throbbing and the cut on my eyebrow stung. My eyelids were too heavy to lift. I assumed the drug had not yet fully worked its way out of my system. Fortunately, I had four more senses with which to assess my current situation. 
 
   An attempt to lift my hand so I could inspect my injuries came to nothing. Even though I was awake and could feel pain, I was not able to move. I did not know where I was, but someone close to me was moaning pitifully. It took me a few seconds to realise that I was the one moaning.
 
   “Colin,” an unknown male voice very close to me called out, “she’s waking up.”
 
   My entire body jerked. Not another attack. Please. My panicked breathing sounded loud in my ears and did nothing for the pain in my face. I forced Mozart past the panic and felt its soothing effects within seconds. Then I started doing what I did best. Read and analyse.
 
   It took me only a few moments to realise that the deep, hoarse voice next to me had sounded concerned. And he had called for Colin. I opened my eyes with Herculean effort and was more than relieved to be looking at the walls of my own bedroom. My head felt like it was split open, but I forced myself to look around. I frowned slightly as I tried to remember whether there hadn’t been more devastation in my bedroom. It seemed as if someone had cleaned up. The last I remembered I was on the bedroom floor. Now I was lying on my bed.
 
   I took a bracing breath and turned my head to the left, towards the window. Next to my bed, on one of my dining room chairs, was a man large enough to cause concern for the legs of the chair. So this was the giant whose presence had chased away those thugs. His feet were firmly planted on the floor and he was leaning forward with his elbows resting on his knees. My eyes slowly roamed over his canvas pants, his loose fitting cotton shirt, all the way up to his face. An ugly scar starting from his left temple and zig-zagging to his jaw marred his strong features. His orbicularis oculi contracted, muscles causing him to squint. He was looking at me as if I were an unknown specimen in a Petri dish. 
 
   My eyes were now wide open in a combination of surprise and interest. I was in an absurd scenario, lying half-paralysed in bed and scrutinising the giant just as he was scrutinising me. Further inspection showed me that his size was not due to overeating. He seemed to be one solid bulk of muscle. Combined with his shaved head, the ugly scar and his scarred hands, he made a very intimidating picture. Yet his upturned palms, relaxed shoulders and the concern in his eyes did not induce panic. This fear-inspiring man staring intently at me did not project a single non-verbal cue leading me to think that he was aggressive. 
 
   “Colin?” I managed to squeeze the word through my vocal chords. It came out scratchy and for some reason caused more pain in my bruised cheek. My mind was starting to function at its usual speed and numerous questions were nagging at me. Who was this hulking man? Why had he called Colin? Was the thief here? If so, where was he and why was he here?
 
   “I’m here, Jenny.” Colin’s deep voice spoke from the doorway. I heard him walk in before I managed to turn my head. He stood by the side of the bed for a moment before he lowered himself gently onto the mattress next to me. “How’re you feeling?”
 
   “Lame.”
 
   “Did you say lame or pain?” 
 
   “Both.” I only mouthed the word. Nausea was the latest addition to physical ailments pulling at me. I took four shallow breaths to keep the pain and nausea at bay. 
 
   “I’m not surprised. It looks like you had quite the battle in here, young lady.” He smiled when I rolled my eyes at him. Since talking was proving to be too big a challenge at that moment, I looked pointedly at the large man silently watching me before I looked questioningly at Colin. 
 
   “She was shooting the breeze with her eyes, dude. That’s sick.” I had no idea what the large man had just said, but I did take note of his voice. It was raspy, as if he had damaged it from overuse. That, and his unidentifiable accent, added even more to his intimidating image. He did, however, sound amused. 
 
   “Jenny, I would like for you to meet Vinnie. Vinnie, Jenny.” Colin gave Vinnie a warning look that I noticed since I was still looking at him. “Vinnie is here to help us.”
 
   “Genevieve.” I was fighting a losing battle.
 
   “Nah, you’re a Jen.” Vinnie turned his attention to Colin. “She too small to be a Genevieve. Definitely a Jen.”
 
   “I’m not small.” Not only did I have more uninvited guests, they also insisted on insulting me. The annoyance with them gave me enough strength to try and lift myself onto my elbows. “What’s the time?”
 
   “Don’t get up. Just lie there for a moment.” Colin glanced at his wristwatch. “It’s just past six.” 
 
   “In the morning?”
 
   “Yup.” Vinnie didn’t sound particularly happy with the time of the day. “You’ve been out cold the whole evening. Ol’ Colin and I housewifed a bit while you were catching your zees.”
 
   I stared at the large man sitting next to my bed. There was an uncomfortable silence and I turned to Colin. “I don’t understand a word he just said.”
 
   “Don’t mind Vinnie. He’s harmless.” He chuckled again when Vinnie snorted and I looked at him with obvious disbelief. “Vinnie here spent a few years with his family in America and he fell in love with the slang they use over there. He’s also created a few of his own special words.”
 
   “Why is he here?” I was feeling stronger by the minute and also increasingly annoyed. “No, why are you here?”
 
   “Like I said,” Colin said slowly as if talking to a child. “Vinnie is here to help us. I came as soon as I realised something was wrong. I phoned Vinnie and he managed to get here before me.”
 
   “Yes, I found you on the floor, out for the count,” Vinnie said. “The place was trashed and at first I thought you were pushing up daisies, but then I saw you oxygenating.”
 
   I looked at Colin. 
 
   “He said he found you unconscious on the floor. Your apartment was destroyed and he thought you were dead, but then he saw you breathing.” His eyes narrowed. “Who was here, Jenny?”
 
   I lifted myself higher against the pillows. A big mistake. The room started to spin and the nausea returned in full force. It took me a full minute of working on a Mozart minuet to regain some level of normalcy. I opened my eyes to see Vinnie striding quickly toward me. In his hands were a few empty music staff sheets and a pencil. He handed them to Colin and stood back, looking unsure. 
 
   “You told him?” My voice shook with fury and my eyebrow stung when I frowned. Writing Mozart as a way to cope was private. Only a handful of people knew about this and I resented anyone knowing unless I chose to tell them. I would never have told Colin, but he witnessed it. But this giant knowing? It was unacceptable.
 
   “Jenny, please don’t get angry. You’re still recovering. I’m just trying to help.” Concern and guilt strained his voice. “I should never have dragged you into this case.”
 
   “You didn’t ask me to help. Manny and Phillip asked me to work on this case.” I looked uncomfortably at Vinnie, who was leaning casually against the wall. This was not a topic for open conversation. “What you did was insert yourself into my life and into this case without giving me much of a choice. You did not drag me into this case, you cretin.”
 
   A muffled cough drew my eyes to Vinnie, but he had recovered from whatever caused his discomfort. I did, however, notice the relaxed lines around his eyes and the slight lift of the corners of his mouth. He thought this was funny. That annoyed me even more.
 
   “Jenny,” Colin held both his hands up, palms out, “before you get very angry and chase me out of your apartment again, we need to talk about this.”
 
   “What is there to talk about? You’ve once again broken into my apartment.”
 
   “I didn’t technically break in this time. Vinnie opened the door for me.”
 
   “That’s even worse! You brought another criminal,” I quickly glanced at Vinnie, “no offence, into my home.”
 
   “She knows I’m a criminal?” Vinnie’s raspy voice was low in its threat towards Colin.
 
   “She guessed, but you’ve just confirmed it.”
 
   “Oh.” A warm smile transformed his face. “You’re good, Jen-girl. Colin told me you were a whiz, but I thought he was blowing smoke.”
 
   I didn’t even try to understand or respond to what Vinnie had said. I knew that aiming my anger at Colin and his friend was being irrational, but I hadn’t had enough time yet to deal with the remnants of the panic from the night before. And I ached all over. “I need to be alone.”
 
   “No.” Colin’s immediate answer surprised me in its vehemence. “You’re not going to be alone. I would love to talk you out of working on this case, but somehow I know that won’t be possible. Since neither Phillip nor Millard seem to realise how dangerous it is for you, I’ll take your safety into my hands. No, don’t you dare argue with me, Genevieve Lenard. Until we have closed this case nice and tight, you will not be alone for one second.”
 
   “Colin, I cannot.” The idea of constant company brought the suppressed panic to the fore. “You’re not even supposed to be on this case. And now this man also knows things no one else is supposed to know. This won’t work.”
 
   “Jen, hon.” Vinnie moved away from the wall, but didn’t crowd in on me. “My aunt Theresa is my father’s youngest sister. He has three sisters and two brothers, you know. Ah, his middle sister really makes a mean chilli con carne. Anyhoo, Theresa is agoraphobic. I have seen what it is like for people who are special like that when things get too much. I used to stay with her some holidays, so I know what to do and what not to do. I promise you won’t even know I’m here.”
 
   “He?” I was relieved that the large man had spoken normal English, but I didn’t want him in my space all the time. I didn’t want him in my space at all. “You’re leaving me with him?”
 
   “Hey. I’m not that bad. I can even cook.” Vinnie didn’t look in the least offended.
 
   “It’s true, Jenny. Vinnie is a killer-cook.”
 
   “A killer-cook?”
 
   “Just a manner of speaking.” The look that Colin gave Vinnie was one of apology and guilt. By using a euphemism, Colin had just unwittingly given a secret of Vinnie’s away. “He will be here when I can’t. He will make sure that nothing like this happens again.”
 
   There was no going back on my agreement to let Colin work with me on this case. I wouldn’t dream of breaking my word, even though I had regretted it a few times before and at least a dozen times in the last five minutes. What I didn’t want was a very large man in my apartment, messing up my kitchen, my neat world. That would distract me immensely. After last night I needed to focus on making connections. I wanted to hand Manny his case back as soon as possible. That would rid me of all these new complications in my life.
 
   My thoughts of how to avoid change were interrupted by Vinnie quite loudly clearing his throat. “I think I’ll go fix us all breakfast. What chow do you fancy, Jen?”
 
   “English?” I understood each individual word, but had no idea what Vinnie tried to communicate. 
 
   “Will scrambled eggs and toast be okay for you?” Colin asked.
 
   “I don’t want breakfast.”
 
   “She’ll have scrambled eggs and toast. Thanks, Vin.”
 
   “No problemo, dude.” Vinnie was already half way to the kitchen, no doubt going to mess up any surface that the thugs last night hadn’t already spoiled. 
 
   My thoughts returned to the previous night’s events and another question turned up. “Colin, how did you know that something was wrong last night?”
 
   “I’m psychic?” he offered, but grimaced when I glowered at him. He looked decidedly uncomfortable.
 
   “Just tell me. I know I’m not going to like the answer, but you knew to come and I am glad that you are here.”
 
   Colin’s eyebrows raised at my admission. Then he closed his eyes and sighed. “I planted a bug.”
 
   “A bug? What does an insect have to do with this?”
 
   Colin let out a long groan. “It’s a colloquialism for a small electronic listening device.”
 
   “A what?” I was horrified. “You’ve been listening in on me? That’s perverse. When did you put that device in my apartment?”
 
   “The first day when you were writing music,” he pointed to the music sheets that were between us on the bed, “I kept myself busy. Please don’t get up. You’re still too pale, Jenny. Just lie back against the pillows and I’ll tell you everything.”
 
   I glared at him, but dizziness combined with the nausea left me with little choice. I settled back stiffly and waited wordlessly for him to continue. If that heinous invasion of privacy had not been the reason that Vinnie had chased off the thugs, I would never have forgiven him for it.
 
   “While you were writing music I started looking around. At that time I only knew the basics about you and was curious. And I didn’t know if you could be trusted. I wanted to find out who this woman was that figured my poets out when no one else had managed to do so. You were writing for a very long time, you know. Do you know how much you can tell about a person by the books on their shelves and the art on the walls?”
 
   I didn’t answer this question, by now familiar with his technique to derail conversations. Of course he was right and I wondered what impression he had formed about me from my books and art. But I was too angry with him to say anything. I just pursed my lips tighter and continued glaring at him.
 
   “I suppose you do know.” He sighed. “Your books and art intrigued me. It showed a highly intelligent woman with varied interests. When I first came here, I had a whole plan to send you into a different direction. But your apartment, your music selection and especially your books convinced me that you might just be the one. No one else had been willing to listen to me before and I had no solid proof that I could convince them to take a closer look. But I knew that you would.”
 
   “How could you know that from my music, books and art?”
 
   “That all showed me that you are someone who likes to get the whole picture. You don’t have just one genre of music, nor do you only have books on one religion. It was clear to me that you try to understand the whole picture and that was what I knew we needed.”
 
   “But you don’t trust me. You planted a surveillance device,” I accused him.
 
   “Of course I didn’t trust you at first. That is only one reason why I planted the bug. The other reason was that I wanted to know whatever it was that you discovered and maybe talked about.” He held up his hands when I inhaled to argue. “I know, I know. It is a violation of your privacy and so forth. In my defence, I only planted devices in your living area and study. Not even I would go as low as listening in on your bedroom activity. But I am truly not sorry I did it.”
 
   “You heard the men in my apartment.” I chose to ignore the humiliating thought of him listening to me singing Happy Birthday while I brushed my teeth.
 
   “Yes. At first I was surprised that you got home so soon. I thought that you would’ve worked much later and then just accepted that you had come home earlier and were cleaning or something.”
 
   “They were breaking things and throwing things around. How could you think I was cleaning?”
 
   “People do all sorts of strange things in private.” He shrugged. “But it was when I heard you come in and speak that I realised something was very wrong.”
 
   “And you phoned Vinnie.”
 
   “When he got inside–”
 
   “Did he break in?”
 
   “He had to pick your front door locks. You can’t be angry about that. It was that noise that chased the guys away. So, when he got inside you were unconscious on the floor, but the bastards were gone. How many were there?”
 
   “Four.” A shudder went through me and I looked longingly at the music sheets. “They hit me, Colin.”
 
   “I know, Jenny. I’m very sorry about this.” He reached out and gently put his hand on mine. Never before did someone’s unsolicited touch not make me cringe. His hand was warm on mine and his touch light. I looked at his strong hand, his long fingers covering both my hands where they were clutched on my lap. Having this thief in my space at this moment made me feel safer. Even though I was still incensed.
 
   “Don’t think that I’m easily going to forgive you for planting a listening device in my living area.” I lifted my eyes to his and knew that there was not much annoyance expressed on my face. I was going to forgive the thief.
 
   “I’ll remember that.” He smiled and removed his hand. “Why don’t you have a shower? When you’re done we can have breakfast and you can tell us exactly what happened.”
 
   “Us?”
 
   “I’ve told Vinnie everything, so don’t bother fighting about this.”
 
   “Colin!” How many more horrors was he going to impart on me before breakfast? “You gave your word that you wouldn’t tell anyone.”
 
   “Vinnie isn’t just anyone, Jenny. And this is really an exceptional situation.”
 
   “I don’t care who he is to you. You shouldn’t have told him.”
 
   Colin was unrepentant. “There are very few people in this world worth trusting, Jenny. Vinnie is one of those people. We’ve walked a very long road together and I trust him with my life.”
 
   “Just because you trust him, doesn’t mean that he should know anything about this case. You know the kind of sensitive information we’re working with.”
 
   “And he will take that to his grave.” There was only implacable belief in his voice and face. “Please think about this in the shower. If you reason with yourself, I’m convinced that you will see the sense in having Vinnie around for protection.”
 
   I shook my head and swung my legs off the bed. A shower was so far the only acceptable suggestion Colin had made today. Most of the dizziness and nausea were gone and I was convinced a shower would take care of the rest. I ignored Colin’s pleas to consider everything he had said and walked slowly to the bathroom. As much as I hated to admit it, Colin did have a point. I locked the door behind me, then stepped out of my clothes and into the shower.
 
   A week ago I had had enough sense to realise that I was going to need Colin’s help. I had asked for it and he had proved himself helpful. Until last week I had thought travelling alone to foreign countries had been an unequalled achievement for me. It had taken months of planning, self-motivation and Mozart before I could even buy a plane ticket. Every leg of the trip had been a panic-laced experience, the completion of each an incalculably proud moment for me.
 
   But this? Yesterday I had been so proud of my open-mindedness to be co-operating with Colin. I had entered a new journey, one of travelling through a world of gray zones. The difference between this and my previous odysseys was that I hadn’t had time to plan. It constantly felt like I was catching up, not planning ahead. I was a planner.
 
   Just as I had caught up and accepted the reality of travelling through gray zones, I was thrown into another gray area. One that required me to entrust a giant of a criminal with my physical well-being. I tilted my head back to let the stream of water flow over my face and wash away the last grogginess of the drugs.
 
   Did I trust Colin? The answer came to me almost instantaneously. Yes. Did I trust him enough to take his word that Vinnie, the giant, was trustworthy? I shampooed my hair while sorting through every bit of physical, intellectual and psychological information to reach clarity in my mind. I had reached a turning point and I needed to decide in which direction to go. I wanted to make the right decision, but I wanted to make it before I went out to face the two men waiting for me.
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   I walked into the living area with strong strides. I knew what I wanted to do and I had decided what needed to be said. All those carefully thought out demands deserted me the moment I looked around. 
 
                 “You cleaned.” The shock was clear in my voice. I glanced towards the kitchen in time to see both men whirl around with surprise on their faces. I returned to the inspection of my living space. I walked to the tall bookshelves to confirm what I found hard to believe. I distinctly remembered my books lying scattered on the floor. Said books were back on the shelves, not in the exact order that they had been in, but very close. They were almost perfectly aligned, but I would rearrange them. The effort, though, did not go unappreciated.
 
   Further inspection showed me that everything that had carelessly been thrown on the floor had been picked up and placed in a logical place. Even the broken African bowl shards had been cleaned off the floor. I was grateful for that, but knew that hours of cleaning and rearranging were ahead of me.
 
   “I didn’t hear you.” Vinnie spoke from the kitchen and I turned to them. The giant was wearing an apron and didn’t look happy. “Why didn’t I hear you? I always hear everybody.”
 
   “Are you feeling better?” Colin picked up two plates piled high with food. He left the kitchen and deposited the plates on the dining room table. I frowned at the table when I saw the placemats protecting the polished surface. When I left my bedroom, I had been ready to battle the two of them. But the thoughtfulness the two criminals had shown me with their domesticated efforts robbed me of my fight. I was touched.
 
   “I’m feeling much better, thank you.”
 
   Colin moved around the table and stopped in front of me. He leaned a bit forward to inspect my face closely. “You look better. Better colour and your eyes are not so glassy any more.”
 
   Feeling uncomfortable under such scrutiny, I moved away and gave a dreaded look towards the kitchen. The time had come for me to face the horror of having strangers work in my kitchen. I looked again. “Oh my god. It’s clean.”
 
   Vinnie smiled at me from the stove where he was making more scrambled eggs. “My auntie Helen was a neat freak. When I was seven, I stayed with her for two years. A lovely woman, but by gad, she had a thing about a clean kitchen. I suppose that stayed with me.”
 
   I walked into my open-plan kitchen with lifted eyebrows. I had seen last night how those thugs had spilled most of the contents of my fridge on the kitchen counters, on the floor and against the tiled walls. There was no evidence of that now. Never having had any knick-knacks on my kitchen counters to start with, they were now as uncluttered and clean as when I had left my apartment the day before. Except for the kettle. The angle wasn’t quite right. I quickly remedied that and when I turned, both men were watching me.
 
   “I, um, thank you.” 
 
   “Aw, Jen-girl,” Vinnie crooned, “don’t look so sad. It was my pleasure to help such a pretty lady as you. Now, let me just take these plates to the table and we can eat. Colin, bring the coffee, dude.” 
 
   We settled at the table and I smiled. If anyone had told me a week ago that I was going to have breakfast with two criminals, I would have taken great exception to that. Yet, here I was, sitting at my table and feeling strangely comfortable in the presence of these two rather intimidating men. I gave them a few minutes to start their breakfast before I spoke. “I’ve made a decision.”
 
   Both men looked up from their plates. Vinnie had curiosity written on his face, but Colin looked wary. After getting to know me a bit in the last week, maybe he thought my declaration might not be good news. 
 
   “Since both of you so ungraciously pushed yourselves into my apartment and into my life, you have forfeited any rights you even think you might have to tell me what to do. In the last week I’ve had my fill of arrogant men and their opinions about me. I’m not helpless nor am I mentally incapacitated. No, let me finish.” I held up my hand firmly when Colin looked like he wanted to go on defence. I really needed to say what I had planned. “I have high functioning autism spectrum disorder that sometimes gets the best of me. The last week has been very trying and has caused some of my control to slip. It won’t happen again.”
 
   “But it might?” Colin interrupted me quietly.
 
   “Yes, it might, but let’s work on the assumption that it won’t happen again.” I really was not planning to rewrite every single one of Mozart’s compositions. Or having another episode. “Here is what I decided. You are here. You cannot unlearn what you know about this case. We cannot turn back time, so we’ll have to find a way to work this thing out together. But, and this is a big but, you will not tell me what to do. You will not treat me like a delicate little blossom. You will not take over my life. Colin, you are right. It makes sense for Vinnie to be my bodyguard. Vinnie, if it is acceptable to you, you can move in, but you will adhere to my house rules.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” If I wasn’t so determined to take back control by making them see how serious I was, I might have appreciated Vinnie’s expression more. The large man looked like a ten year old getting a tongue-lashing from his mother.
 
   “You can stay in the spare bedroom. For the duration of your stay, you will keep the door closed at all times, so that I can’t see into the room. You will clean up after yourself. You will speak normal English to me so that I can understand you. You can drive me to and from work, but you will not go in with me. You will not go anywhere with us when Colin is with me. One of you at a time is enough. When I am in my study or bedroom and the door is closed, you are not to disturb me. Understood?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” Vinnie swallowed. “If there is an emergency–”
 
   “You’re more than welcome to disturb me, but only in a true emergency.” I wavered. “Maybe we should define what a true emergency is. I don’t want you to disturb me for something inane.”
 
   Colin looked thoroughly amused. “I’m sure that won’t be necessary. Vinnie here will only disturb you with life and death emergencies. Right, big guy?”
 
   “Right.” 
 
   This felt surreal. I had made my decisions based on the facts as I had them. Colin had trusted me with not one, but all five of his home addresses. I knew that he knew that I would not think twice about handing that information over to the authorities, if he betrayed me. Or if Vinnie betrayed me. With that much power in my hand, I could not convince myself that he would have brought Vinnie into my life and into this case if he didn’t have full confidence in his friend. 
 
   I did not have that kind of confidence in either of them, but I had unshakable confidence in my ability to read people. It was this ability that had helped me make this decision. Not that it was an easy decision. I trusted Colin and decided to trust his judgement concerning his friend. 
 
   “Colin.” I turned my gaze on the thief. His amusement about the conditions I had placed on Vinnie disappeared the instant I turned my attention to him. Apprehension was written all over his face now. I felt immensely empowered by intimidating two criminals. “You will stop treating me like I’m going to fracture into tiny little pieces. You will not, under any circumstances, tell anyone else about this case or bring anyone else into it.”
 
   “It might happen that we’ll need more help, Jenny.”
 
   “No one else, Colin. Take it or leave it.”
 
   His lips thinned while we glared at each other. I knew the exact moment I had won the stare-down. He blinked and exhaled angrily. “I’ll take it. For now.”
 
   I was going to argue the point further, but decided against it. “Since Vinnie will be with me, there is no more need for any listening devices. You will remove them from my apartment. All of them.”
 
   “Agreed. Anything else?”
 
   “Yes. If you placed those devices, does that mean that you know how to find others? Ones that aren’t yours?”
 
   “I’ve already checked your apartment for other bugs,” Vinnie said past a mouthful of toast.
 
   “We did that right after we determined that you would be okay,” Colin explained. “The way those guys disappeared made me think that they were professionals, so we searched your apartment.”
 
   “Did you find anything?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you sure?” The thought had come to me in the shower and it really disturbed me that people meaning me harm could be listening in on my life. Colin listening in on my life was an unacceptable invasion of my privacy, but somehow I didn’t mind it as much. What had my life come to that I was actually asking about surveillance devices in my apartment?
 
   “As sure as death and taxes.” 
 
   I stared at Vinnie until he seemed to understand my look.
 
   “I meant that I’m one hundred percent sure.”
 
   “Thank you.” Maybe I should buy a slang dictionary. But I didn’t think it would be a sufficient aid, not with Vinnie’s language. We continued eating in silence for a few minutes. “Could you now please tell me why you didn’t phone an ambulance? How were you able to ascertain that I was going to be okay?”
 
   Neither man had the decency to look guilty. Colin spoke. “I overheard the men talk when they were leaving. They seemed to have an argument about the injection they had given you. They were arguing about your weight and that the dosage might have been too much. That is when the Spaniard said that Midazolam was not lethal in that dosage. You might just sleep an extra two hours. They were, however, hoping that it would affect your memory. I know about the drug and knew that they had no reason to be lying, so you were going to be okay. How’s your memory?”
 
   I narrowed my eyes and focussed on my recollection of the previous night’s events. “It seems to be fine. I remember everything, I just feel groggy. What is Midazolam?”
 
   “It’s a fast acting drug, potent in its sedation. It’s quite common, but should have worked out of your system much sooner than it has. It could be the muscle relaxing qualities that made you sleep so soundly.”
 
   It was an extremely restful sleep, despite the slight headache. I didn’t want to know how Colin came to know so much about Midazolam. We were not done with the previous topic though. “What was the other reason?”
 
   “For not phoning an ambulance? Surely you can guess. If the emergency services were in your apartment and had seen the way it looked, the police would’ve gotten involved.”
 
   “And how were you and Vinnie going to explain your presence here, right?”
 
   “Right.” There was a long silence while it seemed they were waiting for me to respond.
 
   “Well, you made a very logical decision.” I couldn’t fault them for those reasons.
 
   “Tell us what happened,” Colin said.
 
   “How much detail do you want?” I often bored people with the detail in my observations. Knowing how much was expected, I could censor myself.
 
   “Everything,” Vinnie said before he put an impossibly heaped fork of scrambled eggs in his mouth.
 
   I told them in the finest detail everything from my suspicions that Colin was making a mess to opening the door and later being shoved by the German. “He was the leader of the group. They were deferring to him the whole time. The two Russians had very aggressive body language, even more so than the other two.”
 
   “Wait,” Vinnie interrupted. “How do you know all these things? You can tell that the German was the leader by his body language?”
 
   “No, by the way the others were positioning their bodies and waiting on him for their cues.”
 
   “But how do you know all this?” 
 
   “I read people.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Vinnie leaned forward.
 
   “It means that our faces, our bodies, give away all our secrets. I know what every muscle movement in your body is saying. These are limbic responses.” I saw the blank look in Vinnie’s eyes. “It is the most basic part of our brains, and it controls the most basic of our responses.”
 
   Without any indication what I was about to do, I picked up the basket with baguette slices and threw it at Vinnie. His reaction was as expected. First, his eyebrows lifted and his eyes enlarged with shock a millisecond before he reached out and caught the basket. One slice hopped out of the basket and rolled away from the table. For the purpose of this illustration, I didn’t mind the breadcrumbs or the bread on the floor. I was going to clean my entire apartment tonight in any case.
 
   “Hey! What was that for?”
 
   “To show you a limbic response. We have no control over these responses. Even someone like me with expert knowledge can’t control it. Sure, there are certain responses that I can attempt to control, but if you were to throw that basket at me without me reading any cues of what was about to happen, I would most likely have done the same. No, actually I think I might have ducked.”
 
   “You’re an expert in this?”
 
   “I’m rated as the third most proficient in this field.” I noticed the surprise in his eyes. “Third in the world.”
 
   “I told you she was smart.” The pride in Colin’s voice didn’t make sense to me. Why would he be proud of me? I was nobody to him. 
 
   “So you can read me? Colin?” Vinnie’s whole demeanour screamed of his discomfort and he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. I smiled at his attempt to reach a neutral position. His stiff arms placed on the table only served to reveal his discomfort.
 
   “Yes, but let’s get back to the topic.” I didn’t want all that focus on me. I told them the rest. “I read these men and learned quite a lot. Like I said, the German was the leader. The shorter Russian was a very aggressive man and the taller one didn’t speak much. The Spaniard was the one who injected me.”
 
   “Bastard.” Vinnie just about spat the word out. 
 
   I smiled at him and continued. “Their accents and their teamwork made me wonder who they could be working for.”
 
   “You said that two of them wore the exact same outfit?” Colin asked.
 
   “Yes. I’m convinced it was a uniform of some kind. The other two had similar outfits, but not like the uniforms. The two with the uniforms had covered up the insignias on their sleeves with duct tape. When I was fighting with them, I managed to pull the tape from one of their sleeves. I managed to get a good look at it.” Then, as if to myself, I said, “I will have to search on the internet for that logo. I have never seen anything like it before.”
 
   “Could these idiots have been from Eurocorps?” Vinnie had eaten all his food and was looking around for more. He turned, shrugged at the baguette slice on the floor, picked it up and placed it on his plate after half-heartedly blowing at it. How uncivilised. 
 
   “I doubt it. Russia isn’t part of Eurocorps, so how could they be on the same team? Only the Spaniard and the German could be in Eurocorps. Hey,” Colin sat up with a sudden realisation. “Maybe their logo is one of Eurocorps’ units.” 
 
   “That is very possible, but I don’t know the units. I’ll have to ask Manny about this. There is also the question of why they were here.” I only managed half the portion of scrambled eggs on my plate and pushed it away. I reached for my coffee mug. “They said that they were looking for my computer, but I can’t believe that it was only that. Why would they tear up my entire apartment for a computer? What do they think is on it?”
 
   “It’s an intimidation technique.” Vinnie sounded completely convinced about this. He looked longingly at my half-empty plate. “May I finish this?”
 
   I felt unsure about this level of familiarity. Nobody had ever eaten off my plate. “Um. Sure.”
 
   His eyes lit up and he pulled the plate closer. “Thanks, Jen-girl.”
 
   “Why do you say it was an intimidation technique?” I asked him.
 
   “I...” He coughed and tried again for neutral body language. “It has been done many times and is apparently very successful.” 
 
   “You’ve used it before.” 
 
   It looked like Vinnie was going to have some sort of facial seizure. I took pity on him. “Vinnie, I’m exceptionally good at reading people. There isn’t much that you can hide from me. If you prefer, I will keep all my observations to myself.”
 
   Colin was quiet throughout this and I suddenly wondered why he never appeared uncomfortable with my intellect or observations. It was quiet around the table while Vinnie took a long sip of coffee, obviously weighing his options.
 
   “This is very strange for me,” he admitted.
 
   “Welcome to the last week of my life. I have a thief as a partner and a giant as a body guard.” I sounded as despondent as I felt. Why they thought it funny, I didn’t know, but both the men chuckled. 
 
   “I suppose that makes us even then.” Vinnie smiled warmly at me. “I think this is going to be a lot of fun, Jen-girl. I’ll keep you safe and you can teach me a few things about reading people.”
 
   “Does this mean that I can speak freely?”
 
   Vinnie nodded, but Colin was the one who answered. “It’s settled then. Jenny, have you given any thought about how these men knew about you? Did they let on that they knew about me?”
 
   “I thought about this and honestly have no idea how they knew about my involvement. Only a handful of people know about the case being worked on and that I’m working on it. But then again, you tracked me down, so it couldn’t have been so difficult.” I really didn’t like that idea. As much as I loved the age of technology and information at one’s fingertips, it gave the bad guys too much to work with.
 
   “Getting your address is easy enough. What concerns me is that they were asking about your computer. What do they think is on there?”
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t like to speculate.” 
 
   “I would like to speculate,” Vinnie said and promptly continued. “I think that one of these crooks in the EDA or Eurocorps discovered that there was an investigation going on and wanted to find out what you’ve discovered so far.”
 
   “The men who were here last night are most definitely not Manny’s insiders,” I declared. “With everything that we have uncovered so far, I have to agree with Manny that his insiders are people in top positions. These guys were soldiers, not top management, not officers.”
 
   “Which only means that they were sent here by the insiders to find out what you know.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know.” I really didn’t feel comfortable with this kind of wild speculation. I would rather stay with facts, observations and everything that I so carefully memorised last night. A memory surfaced. “Oh my god! I totally forgot about this.”
 
   “About what?” Colin sat up straighter and moved a bit closer to me.
 
   “Last night while I was trying to remember the code to my safe, I overheard the Russians arguing. They said something that stuck with me. And later, just before the guys left, they repeated the same thing. They said someone was not going to be pleased with the lack of success they had in my apartment. The name they used for this someone sounded like Peerosh.”
 
   “Like what?” Vinnie’s whole face crinkled in concentration.
 
   “Peerosh,” I repeated. “It stuck with me because I could hear the fear in their voices when they spoke about this man.”
 
   “You’re sure it was a man?” Colin asked. The air was now tense around the table.
 
   “Yes. The one Russian told the other that Peerosh was going to have one of his screaming fits when they told him what took place here. And when they left, I heard the Spaniard say that Peerosh would want an immediate report and asked the German what they were going to tell him. Both times they used masculine personal pronouns.”
 
   “Was that all they said?”
 
   I closed my eyes to recall those terrifying moments. My eyes shot open. “The German was angry at the two who were speaking Russian. He said that he would be the one to deal with Peerosh. Then the Spaniard said they should all just relax. Peerosh had big plans for the flower house.”
 
   “The flower house?” Vinnie asked. “That’s just weird. I wonder what kind of plans they were talking about.”
 
   “None of it made sense to me, but I am very certain of what I heard.”
 
   “Peerosh?” Colin whispered to himself. He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. He repeated the word a few times before he sat up and looked at Vinnie. “You remember when we were in Budapest a few years ago?”
 
   “That time when we–”
 
   “Yes, that time.” Colin interrupted him. “You loved the red pepper paste.”
 
   “Piros magyar etterem.” Vinnie turned to me with a dreamy expression. “Oh, Jen-girl. It’s the most wonderful thing to cook with. Traditionally the Hungarians put it in soups or use it in preparing meat dishes. They even use it as a condiment. You have to try it.”
 
   Colin waved Vinnie’s enthusiastic recommendations away. “Piros is the Hungarian word for red, written differently, but pronounced peerosh. Jenny, remember I told you about my friend being killed in Budapest in 2006? Maybe there is a connection. Maybe the insider’s nickname is Piros.”
 
   “Those are a lot of maybes.” I didn’t like maybes. 
 
   “Check the EDA database for that word.” He spelled it for me. “Maybe something will come of it.”
 
   “Another maybe.” A niggling feeling kept pulling at my subconscious. The moment Vinnie had started with his explanation something registered. I just had to access it. “Oh my god! Red is Piros.”
 
   “Yes?” Colin drew out the word, asking for elaboration.
 
   “Red. Piros. Red.” How could they not see it? I wished I had my computers, especially my notepad. “Colin, do you remember the top page of my notepad?”
 
   He frowned. “That’s the page with the Russian murderer’s rantings.”
 
   “Yes. Nikolay Chulkov shouted that the red will end all twenty-seven daffodils. No one will escape the red.” I was so excited, my face flushed. “What if he wasn’t saying ‘the red’, but Red. As in the name, Red. The name, Piros? This guy was Russian. There are no definite or indefinite articles in Russian. So when he translated it to French, he might have used articles when he shouldn’t have.”
 
   “But who would be named Red?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “Piros,” I corrected. “These thugs were speaking English, but they used a Hungarian word.”
 
   “If that’s the correct word,” Colin interjected.
 
   His logic stole some of my excitement. “True. But, if that’s the case, then we have a strong connection between the murder of Danielle, the other artists, the thugs who broke into my place and this Piros.”
 
   “How are you going to verify it?” Colin asked.
 
   “I don’t know yet.” I glanced at my watch and winced. “I have to go. It’s already past eight and I have a lot of work to do today.”
 
   “What are you going to look into today?” Colin asked.
 
   “Yesterday I couldn’t check the cruise ships properly, so I’ll do that today. And of course I’ll have a look at this Piros person.”
 
   Vinnie got up and started clearing the table. “Let me just get this and we can go.”
 
   “Oh. Yes, of course.” How could I have forgotten that I now had a driver and personal bodyguard? 
 
   “Jenny, please be careful.”
 
   I turned to Colin to dismiss his worries, but stopped myself on the inhale. Concern was etched on every possible space on his face. I didn’t know how to feel about this, nor was I equipped to deal with such sincere concern. When I spoke my voice sounded strained. “I will. You too.”
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   This case was the most exciting thing that I had ever faced. Apart from my innate dislike for change being greatly put to the test, the intellectual challenge was fast proving to outweigh all my fears. I had been in my viewing room for the last three hours looking into cargo and cruise ships. My expanded search had rendered thirteen cargo ships and seven cruise ships owned by a shipping company with only one ship in its fleet. This pattern was outrageously suspicious. So engrossed was I in following the latest connection that I didn’t even hear Phillip enter the room until he spoke. 
 
   “Where’s your car?”
 
   I started and turned to him, thinking of a lie. I couldn’t come up with anything but the truth. “I didn’t come in my car today.”
 
   “Then how did you get here?” I should’ve expected Phillip to be suspicious of a change in my routine. He leaned in closer. I knew the exact moment that he noticed my injuries. “Good God! Genevieve, what happened?”
 
   I closed my eyes. Typical blocking behaviour when someone did not want to face something unpleasant or was trying to create a distance from something. I definitely did not want to discuss this with Phillip.
 
   “Genevieve.” He sounded calmer, but also angrier. “Look at me.”
 
   I realised that I was sitting, like a cowardly child, with my eyes closed. I slowly opened one eye. My uninjured eye. Phillip was leaning in close enough for me to feel the puffs of his breathing on my face. I opened my other eye. The depth of the concern he exhibited was disconcerting. I steeled myself against it and leaned away from him. “I’m okay. I have a bad headache, but I’m okay.”
 
   “Did that criminal do this to you?” His eyes were focussed on the cut above my eyebrow. We had decided this morning that the cut didn’t need professional attention and I had put two butterfly plasters on it to pull the skin together. 
 
   “Colin?” My voice was two pitches higher. What a ridiculous accusation. Colin might have been many things, but violent he was not. “He would never do this. As a matter of fact, he’s the one who stopped it.” 
 
   Phillip dragged a chair closer and sat down heavily opposite me. “Genevieve, you can’t continue like this. I won’t allow it.”
 
   “I’m on this case, my work, because you, as my boss, ordered me to do it.”
 
   “I know.” He dragged his hand over his face and took a deep breath. “Tell me what happened.”
 
   “I would prefer not to.”
 
   “As your boss,” he looked me straight in the eye, “and as your friend I’d prefer that you do.”
 
   “I’m not going to tell you everything, not yet.”
 
   His gaze focussed on my lifted chin. He called it my obstinate look. “Tell me what you can.”
 
   I sighed with relief. I didn’t know if I wanted Phillip to know of Vinnie’s involvement. How long I could keep this from the man I always told everything, was yet to be determined. So I told him all the parts of the previous evening, carefully censoring out Vinnie’s involvement.
 
   “And Colin found you drugged in your apartment and didn’t phone an ambulance?” He was outraged. My head was throbbing and I didn’t have the energy to placate him.
 
   “It wasn’t necessary and I don’t want to fight about this.”
 
   “Oh, Genevieve.” Phillip sounded tired. “You are going to be the death of me yet.”
 
   “I don’t plan to kill you, Phillip.” My logical comment made him laugh. I wasn’t trying to be funny.
 
   “Your co-operation in this case and with Colin might.” He waved the topic away with a weak gesture. “Don’t even think about convincing me otherwise. We are telling Manny about the attack.”
 
   “I agree. I would also like to ask him about the insignia that I saw on the one man’s sleeve.” 
 
   “Is this all you can tell me?”
 
   “The most important parts, yes.” 
 
   “How did Colin know something was wrong?”
 
   “I would rather not discuss anything else, Phillip.” Knowing Phillip, he might just phone the police, the military and Interpol if he knew that Colin had placed a listening device in my apartment. Fortunately, Phillip accepted my answer. Had he pushed, I would’ve told him. I was glad he didn’t push.
 
   “I will phone Manny and find out when we can meet. He is out of town today, so hopefully it will be tomorrow.” He sat back in his chair. “Where did you disappear to yesterday?”
 
   “Oh, yes.” So much had happened since my rude exit from Phillip’s office, I had almost forgotten. I told him everything about Danielle, her boyfriend and the cruise they had met on. I put the presentation that I had prepared for yesterday’s meeting on the screens and did a bit of show and tell. Most of it he already knew.
 
   “Did you find anything on the ship manifests that Manny sent you?”
 
   “Yes. Three of the recovered artworks were on cargo ships owned by companies that only own one ship.”
 
   “That is more than just a coincidence.”
 
   “There is no such thing as coincidences.” I told him the rest of what I had discovered about the ships. “Now I’m looking into the cruise ship connection. I started to cross-check all my lists with the cruise ships. Maybe there is a connection with the dead artists, the private investigators, the miraculously rediscovered artworks and the other shipping companies. I will let you know when I find any more connections.”
 
   “Your report so far will most definitely please Manny. This is much more than I expected. If you find a connection with the cruise ships ... well, that would just add another complication to an already complicated case.”
 
   I agreed with him. This was a case with so many different elements it made me think of a pendulum clock. All these separate gears, springs and weights were somehow connected. Then there was the power source, either a weight on a cord that turns the pulley or a mainspring. Without that power source, none of the parts would be of any use. They wouldn’t move, wouldn’t make the clock work. What, or who, the power source was in this case, I had no idea. I also didn’t know whether it was just one source. This bothered me greatly. I had to have been quiet for a long time, because Phillip started looking concerned and asked, “What?”
 
   “I’m missing something, Phillip. A vital part. The part that moves, manipulates all the others.”
 
   “Explain?”
 
   I gave him my pendulum clock analogy and felt very proud of using it. “All these elements are separate. There must be a central element that connects all these artists, artworks, ships and so forth. The power source that makes it all connect and work. This is eluding me.”
 
   “And frustrating you.” Phillip knew me well.
 
   “Greatly. That is why I keep digging to find more connections. Somewhere these connections will have to cross paths and that will lead me to the person holding this all together.”
 
   “The person controlling all this.”
 
   “Assuming it is one person,” I said. We were quiet again for a short while, lost in our own thoughts. I broke the silence, following the direction my thoughts were going in. “Is there something happening between Russia and the EDA or Eurocorps at the moment that we know about?”
 
   Phillip took his time to think about this. “Manny is the best person to ask, but I would say that the most obvious contention between Europe and Russia in the last decade or so has been natural gas. There are also the ongoing disagreements about the construction of the highways being built. The North-South and East-West highways.”
 
   “Ah, yes. The eternal struggle for power. If humans aren’t fighting for power over territory, it is for resources, accessibility or some other reason. But in the end it all leads to a desire for power.” As much as we like to think we have evolved, we haven’t. These struggles are as old as time. A question was burning in me. “I know that you trust Manny, but I just need to know. Are you very sure that he didn’t by accident tell someone about my involvement?”
 
   “One hundred percent.” His answer came without any doubt. “It must be from someone else who has access. That is why we need to tell Manny about this attack.”
 
   “I’m not arguing about this. I also think that he needs to know that the people he thinks he can trust might not be trustworthy.”
 
   “What has the world come to?”
 
   “The world has always been like this. It’s human nature.”
 
   “That is a very bleak look on life, Genevieve.”
 
   “I don’t think it is. It’s just realistic. There has always been war. Whether the reasons were economic, religious, territorial or racial, it’s been there. And will be there. The same way with people’s desire for power. It has always led and will always lead to espionage, betrayal and other forms of treason. Usually, it is the people who are at the bottom level of the pyramid who are the most sincere, the kindest and the closest to goodness we can find.”
 
   “Can’t argue with you there.” He sighed. “You’re going to have to apologise to Manny.”
 
   “Why?” Immediately I was on defence. I had done nothing wrong. Or had I?
 
   “For walking out on the meeting yesterday.”
 
   “Oh yes, that.”
 
   “He was very unhappy.”
 
   “More than usual?” My question solicited a bark of laughter from Phillip.
 
   “Much more. As a matter of fact, he was furious. He felt that you were dismissing him and this case as something of lesser interest. As per your request I didn’t tell him about Colin, but he knows that I’m hiding something. Don’t underestimate Manny’s insight and intellect, Genevieve. He only looks disorganised and scatterbrained, but he has a sharper mind that most people I know.”
 
   “I knew that the first time we met.”
 
   Phillip looked very serious. “You know that at some point you will have to tell Manny about Colin.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Why don’t you want to?” he asked gently.
 
   “I don’t want Manny to take him away from me.” 
 
   “This is the second time you’ve said this. Do you realise that you sound like a little girl who found a puppy and wants to keep it?”
 
   “I would prefer a comparison to a scientist who discovered a new species of butterfly.” Phillip was right. Colin was not a puppy or a butterfly that I could keep. My throat was dry and my voice scratchy. “It’s just that he makes me feel.”
 
   “Feel what?” Phillip asked carefully.
 
   “Much more than ever before.” I looked down at my hands and admitted softly. “I’ve not once flinched when he touched me.”
 
   “He touches you?”
 
   “Twice he got my attention by touching my arm.” It took me a moment to realise why Phillip suddenly looked relieved. I was indignant. “You think I’m a virgin? I’ll have you know that when I put my mind to it, I find a man’s touch quite pleasurable.”
 
   “Stop right there. Please.” This was the first time in six years that I had managed to make Phillip uncomfortable.
 
   “Too much information? I’m sorry. My comfort around Colin is quite disconcerting for me. I suppose it’s made me defensive.” I had so many new emotions to analyse.
 
   “Why do you feel so comfortable with him?”
 
   “I trust him.” My statement came out as a whisper. Phillip drew in a sharp breath, but I stopped him with a lifted hand. “I know. It even surprised me. But it is the way it is. I don’t want to fight with you about Colin. As a matter of fact, I would really appreciate your support.”
 
   “Oh Genevieve, you’ve always had my support.”
 
   “And your worry.” I got a wry smile from him. 
 
   “And my trust. I know that you would never in a million years associate yourself with someone that you didn’t feel safe with. I have always trusted your judgement and will do so in this case as well. But only as far as Colin’s character goes. I need you to trust me as well.”
 
   “I do.” 
 
   “Then trust me to handle Manny. Trust me to tell him that you went against his and my wishes and got outside help involved. I will convince him that you would never do anything to jeopardise the case. That you acted in the interest of solving this as quickly, accurately and cleanly as possible.”
 
   “You think you could convince him of all that?” Disbelief weighed heavily on my voice. “I read him, Phillip, and I saw that he is extremely cynical.”
 
   “We’ve been friends for longer than you’ve been alive. I’ll bring him around.”
 
   I knew that Phillip was a top class negotiator and could make people see his point in an effortless few sentences. Yet it took a conscious effort from me to nod my head in agreement. Immediately Phillip’s demeanour lifted and he awarded me with a relaxed smile.
 
   “Fantastic. If you could email me this report,” he pointed to the monitors where the report was still on display, “I will forward it to Manny. He can read through it and I’ll try to set up a meeting for tomorrow.”
 
   I was not looking forward to meeting with Manny. Even though he was an interesting subject to read, I found the thought of being the focus of his displeasure hugely unappetising. 
 
   The last few minutes with Phillip brought to my mind once again why I so much enjoy being in his presence. Never had he discounted my opinions and had always been open to discussing, debating, negotiating and settling issues with me. It was that trust in me that helped me make an instant decision. “I have a bodyguard.”
 
   “You have a what?” It must have been his cultured upbringing that prevented him from shouting at me. 
 
   “A bodyguard and driver, to be precise. He’s a friend of Colin’s and will keep me safe.”
 
   “And you’re okay with this?”
 
   “Well, not really. I have someone with me all the time and I’m not used to it. It does, however, make me feel safer. It’s also quite amazing how much extra thinking time I have now that I don’t have to drive.”
 
   “This bodyguard doesn’t speak to you?”
 
   “He does, but I just ignore him most of the time.” 
 
   Phillip snorted inelegantly, but recovered quickly. “When did this happen?”
 
   “Colin organised it last night after the attack. We had a huge argument about it at first.”
 
   “I’m sure you did.” I didn’t know why Phillip was smiling. 
 
   “He did give me a very valid argument and I conceded. Even though I still don’t particularly like the idea.”
 
   “Who is this bodyguard?”
 
   “A friend of Colin’s.” Phillip did not look happy with my hedging. “Before you get angry with me, I read him and made very sure about him before I agreed to it. I’m as sure as I can be that he can be trusted.”
 
   My boss and friend did not look convinced. “If he’s Colin’s friend, it might be a good assumption that he’s also a criminal.”
 
   “He can be trusted, Phillip. Colin has a vested interest in this case and wouldn’t have brought someone who can not be relied upon.” I was defending Colin and Vinnie now? What had my uncomplicated life come to?
 
   “So I’m not the only one concerned for your safety?”
 
   “Oh no. Colin was quite vocal and very unpleasant about that. I didn’t have much choice in it actually.” As I talked, I realised that Phillip’s question was sarcastic and I frowned at him. “Are you being nasty to me?”
 
   He sighed. “No, I’m just worried. I’ve regretted agreeing to help Manny almost from the first day. This was only supposed to be a paper investigation, not anything closely resembling what it has turned into.”
 
   “Let’s not waste time on regrets. It’s unproductive.” I was getting bored with this thread of the conversation. “I still have a lot of the shipping manifests to go through. The sooner I get back to it, the quicker I might find some connections that will help us finish this.”
 
   Phillip stood with a smile. “That is me being dismissed. I will handle Manny. You just make sure that you have that criminal and your bodyguard under control.”
 
   “What about Manny’s friend at Eurocorps. Have you met him?”
 
   “Not yet. I would like to meet him.” He straightened his already erect posture even more. “I would also like for you to meet him.”
 
   “To read him.”
 
   “Yes. I trust Manny to know whether someone is clean, but I would like to make sure.”
 
   “Maybe he could join us tomorrow when we meet with Manny?” 
 
   Phillip laughed. “For someone so adept at reading facial expressions, you’re not very good at hiding them. Your distaste at the thought of this meeting is written in capital letters on your face.”
 
   I didn’t have a response except to roll my eyes, which made him chuckle again.
 
   “I’ll speak to Manny and see if Leon can join us tomorrow. You have to be at that meeting, Genevieve. Don’t run out again.”
 
   I shook my head, which brought on a sharp pain, reminding me that I had recently been attacked. “I’ll be there. I want to speak to Manny and also meet his friend.”
 
   “You really shouldn’t be here.” Concern narrowed his eyes. “Go home, Genevieve. Rest.”
 
   “I can’t. There is too much to do.”
 
   “At least work from home. Take the computers. And tell Colin to keep an eye on you so that you won’t overwork yourself.” His eyes widened with a sudden memory. “Your cell phone. I want your number.”
 
   “I never use the phone, Phillip.” At least not until Colin had decided it was acceptable to steal into my life.
 
   “I’m not going to budge on this. I want your number.”
 
   With not a small amount of resentment I wrote down my number on a post-it note and handed it to Phillip. 
 
   “Go home. If I come back in ten minutes, I want to see this room empty.” His face and tone of voice brooked no space for argument. In all honesty, I didn’t want to argue.
 
   “Okay. I’ll go home. Please email me or phone me at home if you find anything new. I really don’t want to use my cell phone.”
 
   Phillip just shook his head and moved to the door. “I’ll let you know what time our meeting is with Manny and Leon tomorrow. Take it easy, Genevieve.”
 
   I watched him leave my viewing room and turned to the monitors. His visit had interrupted my momentum. The ache around my eye and Phillip’s order made it easier for me to get ready to work from home. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea. I saved and closed the documents I had been working on, packed my work computer and the EDA computer and walked to the elevators. 
 
   Vinnie would be waiting for me in the car in front of the building. When he had dropped me off, he promised not to move from that spot and I knew that he was not going to break his word. I reached the front door and on a bracing inhale opened it. Vinnie was leaning against my car, tapping away on his smartphone. As if sensing me, he looked up and his whole face lit up with a smile. 
 
   “Howdy, Jen-girl.” He pushed away from the car. “What’s up? We’re going home?”
 
   “I’m going to work from home.” I moved around him to the passenger door, scared that he might hug me. His familiarity and openness was disconcerting.
 
   “Okey-dokey.” He folded his gigantic body into my little city car and turned the ignition. “Tomorrow we’re taking my car. This little toy is far too uncomfortable for me to spend a day in.”
 
   I made a non-committal sound and settled back into the seat. While Vinnie chattered away about the people he noticed on the street in front of the office building, I allowed my mind to wander. I loved this time of the year in Europe. The beginning of the summer holidays saw the end of serious traffic congestion, shops crowded with bargain-hunting students and parks filled with them carousing. The city would start to empty itself now as people headed off to seaside resorts. This left me free to go for long runs through the many beautiful parks in Strasbourg without feeling as if I was wading through throngs of people. 
 
   I continued to ignore Vinnie’s monologue. We were driving on one of my favourite medieval streets, trees separating the street from the river on the left, historic buildings on the right with happy flowerboxes adorning petite balconies. We crossed the bridge leading to my apartment and I sighed with visual contentment. The view of the riverside, especially spectacular all lit up at night, pleased my sense of the aesthetic.
 
   My street was a few intersections ahead and my mind floated back to the case. I didn’t plan on wasting time at home. As soon as I got there I wanted to get back into looking for patterns and connections with the cruise ships. I had already noticed two interesting things and wanted to follow up on them. I just hoped that the destruction in my apartment that still needed to be cleaned up was not going to be too distracting. 
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   “Dinner will be ready in twenty minutes.” Vinnie’s voice interrupted my concentration and I glared at him. He lifted his hands defensively. “Just saying. You’ve been at those computers for the last four hours and barely moved. It’s time you took a break.”
 
   “Go away, Vinnie.” It was the eleventh time I had shooed him away in the last four hours. He had been pestering me to take breaks, drink tea, lie down or stretch my muscles after the first half an hour I opened the computers on the dining room table. He was the worst nagging bodyguard anyone ever had the fortune to have.
 
   He just gave me a warm smile and walked back to the kitchen. Something mouth-watering was cooking on the stove. It smelled better than any Italian restaurant I had ever been to. He might just live up to the reputation he and Colin tried to convince me of. I was surprised how non-intrusive I was finding his presence. Having the body of a giant wrestler, he moved with surprising grace. So quietly that I often lost track of where he was in my apartment. 
 
   While I was engrossed in my research, he cleaned up all the broken bits and pieces that had escaped his first clean-up and tried to organise my space. I appreciated his efforts, but was hard pushed not to jump up every time he touched something and put it down at a wrong angle. Eventually we had agreed that he would just clean up and I would position everything later. Now I wanted to focus on finding more information, because I had reached a dead end.
 
   This was beyond frustrating. I was going to have to ask for Colin’s help. Again. I had found this pattern and I need another set of eyes and, to my greatest disgust, expected Colin’s eyes as an insider to take me past my own law-abiding limitations.
 
   “Hello, Jenny.” Colin’s deep voice startled me out of my thoughts.
 
   “How did you get in?”
 
   His lifted left eyebrow was the only answer I got.
 
   “I have a front door.”
 
   “It’s not as much fun.” There was a smile in his voice and I heard Vinnie chuckle in the kitchen. I closed my eyes and took a calming breath. I was not going to let these two men anger me. Colin pulled a chair closer and sat down. As usual he was close enough for me to feel his body heat, but not too close to crowd me. “What’s new?”
 
   “Tell me about art auctions at sea.” I walked closer and sat down next to him, facing my computers.
 
   He looked at me for a few seconds before he answered. “What makes you think I know about art auctions at sea?”
 
   “The question you just asked me.” Really. Did people truly not realise how much they revealed when they avoided questions? “And the probability that you have run across this in your past criminal activities.”
 
   “Why don’t you just call a spade a spade?”
 
   I was well acquainted with this particular expression. “Are you denying that you have a past in crime?”
 
   “She’s got you there, dude.” Vinnie appeared next to me with arms full of crockery. “Where are we going to eat?”
 
   “I’ll move the computers to the other side of the table and you can set up on this side.” My computers were arranged in the centre of my long dining room table and were taking up too much space. 
 
   “If you could do that now, please. The food is almost done.”
 
   “Nice duds, Vin.” Colin stood up and gave me room to rearrange my workspace. 
 
   “Thanks, dude.” Vinnie looked down at the floral apron that he had managed to dig out of a linen cupboard. I vaguely remembered receiving it as a holiday gift from someone. Since I seldom cooked anything that could splatter, I had placed it in the linen cupboard and promptly forgotten about it. The angry flowers on the hard material made me thankful that I had never fully opened that gift. Somehow Vinnie’s size made the flowers look less intimidating.
 
   It took less than five minutes to set the table and be seated with steaming plates of delicious looking fettuccini. The first few mouthfuls were followed by compliments from Colin and me, and beaming smiles from Vinnie. It didn’t take long for Colin to get back on topic. “Art auctions at sea is a tricky business. You see, it is a no man’s land. The admiralty law is in power, but there are a lot of gray areas. No specific country’s laws apply while you are at sea. Mostly, if a forged artwork is sold at sea, or someone is conned at sea, the individual does not have much power. In the last five years there have been many scandals involving art auctions at sea. But still they are mostly swept under the rug. Um, kept quiet.” 
 
   “So if a stolen artefact is sold at an art auction at sea, we might never know about it?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “How big is the market for such auctions?”
 
   “Oh, Jen-girl.” Vinnie dabbed daintily at his mouth with a stark white napkin. “Art sold on the black market is in humungous demand. Colin here is the expert, but even a redneck like me knows about this.”
 
   “Your neck isn’t red. Are you referring to the subculture in America of unskilled, uneducated, inbred communities? You can’t possibly come from such a community, Vinnie. You exhibit none of the typical traits. I know. I read up on that socio-economic group once.”
 
   There was a stunned silence around the table. Vinnie glanced at Colin before both of them burst out laughing. I looked at them in confusion. 
 
   “My bad, Jen-girl.” Vinnie was still chuckling. “I mean, my mistake. What I meant was that someone as unsophisticated as I also knows about the high demand for stolen art.”
 
   “Oh. Okay.”
 
   “Jenny,” Colin sobered, but the lines around his eyes were still relaxed from the laughter. “We didn’t laugh at you. Your black and white rationality is just so refreshing that it made us laugh. Until I met you, I didn’t realise just how many things we say that mean something completely different.”
 
   “Is that why people laugh at things I say?”
 
   “Possibly.” Colin wanted to say something else, but Vinnie was faster.
 
   “Jen-girl, I would never laugh at you for any other reason. You are the most interesting, intelligent, wonderful woman I’ve ever met. Apart from my mother, of course.”
 
   At that moment I realised that they were feeling guilty for laughing at something I had said. Usually people laughed from shock at something I said and then they would turn away in discomfort. These two men were trying to apologise and make me feel more comfortable with myself. I didn’t know how I felt about it, so I moved back to safer territory.
 
   “I found thirty-three ships singularly owned,” I said. “Twenty-three cargo ships and ten cruise ships. All of these ships are smaller in size. The cruise ships interested me more, so I researched them on the internet. They cater mostly to the affluent. Their cruises offer excessive luxury and are shockingly priced.”
 
   “There certainly are enough billionaires in Russia to afford these cruises,” Vinnie groused. 
 
   “But that isn’t the best part.” I was restless with excitement. “All of these companies are owned by the same two entities.”
 
   “No way.” Vinnie leaned back in his chair.
 
   “Who?” Colin asked.
 
   “Kozlevich ZAO owns a ninety-nine percent share of all thirty-three companies. The other one percent belongs to a private holder.”
 
   “That’s strange. Did you find out who this private holder is?”
 
   “Unfortunately not.” It had been a frustrating and fruitless search. “I also don’t know who owns Kozlevich ZAO.”
 
   “What does the ZAO stand for?” Colin asked.
 
   “It is a Russian closed joint-stock company. The shares in Kozlevich are held by a limited number of shareholders.” My brow contracted in a scowl. “I found limited information about the cruise ships Kozlevich owns. Of the ten cruise ships, all of them advertised their art auctions as a coveted activity. These cruise ships are noticeably similar in size, design, routes, offers and marketing.”
 
   “Quite the researcher, aintcha?” Vinnie looked at me with something akin to awe.
 
   “Were any specific paintings listed?” Colin asked.
 
   “I was just going to start looking into it.”
 
   “This is one of the easiest ways of moving black market art. Have you thought of what happens to the money gained from the auctions? Who holds the coffers?”
 
   “Not yet,” I admitted reluctantly.
 
   Vinnie pushed his chair back. “Would you like anything else to eat or can I clear the table?”
 
   I looked down with surprise at my empty plate and realised that I had just emptied a very large serving of fettuccini. “Vinnie, this was delicious. Thank you so much.”
 
   “My pleasure.” He took my plate and stacked Colin’s on it. “You two can bicker about the case on full stomachs now. I will clean up and find something to do while you two save the art world.”
 
   “Thanks, Vin,” Colin said. “You make a very pretty housewife. Do you want to darn my socks?” 
 
   “Fuck off, dude.” Strangely, there was no malice when Vinnie growled at Colin before stomping into the kitchen. I had never witnessed this kind of interplay between males. It had been intensively discussed during my studies and I even knew a few euphemisms related to male bonding rituals. I just didn’t know how to use them appropriately in conversation and I surely didn’t want to be laughed at again. So once again, I returned to a safe topic.
 
   “Shall we check for more connections?” I was already moving to my computers and wasn’t surprised to find Colin sitting down next to me moments later. 
 
   “Let’s make that list of artworks sold at these auctions.” Colin’s suggestion was sensible and I returned to all the websites I had been to. When I reached for a pen to write down the art pieces, Colin was ready with my personal laptop. I took a shaky breath before I started naming first the paintings and then the sculptures I had found. Having another person work on my laptop was a first for me. 
 
   After an hour, I glanced at his progress and was satisfied that he had listed everything very neatly. I might be able to cope with yet another new development in my life. It took us another two hours before we were satisfied that we had exhausted all possible avenues of finding artworks that had been on offer or had been sold at these auctions. We had gone through promotional brochures, forums, shipping manifests and a few art collector websites that Colin directed me to. 
 
   Five hundred and thirty-nine works of art were listed. I was impressed. Any reputable auction house would be delighted to auction off so many valuable pieces. Very few of the artworks were from unknown artists. I stared at the computers, seeing nothing. There was a connection calling to me, but I just couldn’t catch it. I inhaled deeply and reached for a Mozart sonata in my mind. It only took seven bars of mentally written music. “Oh my god!”
 
   I ignored Colin’s impatient questions next to me, grabbed my personal laptop away from him and started hitting the keys. Once I set the search parameters, I leaned back in my chair and waited. Colin was still making unhappy noises next to me, but I couldn’t let him distract me now. I knew something was going to click in my brain. It didn’t take long.
 
   “Look at this!” I leaned closer to the computer screens and suddenly realised that Colin was sitting so close to me that our shoulders were touching. I subtly moved a bit to my right to make more space for him to look at the computer monitors.
 
   “What am I looking at, Jenny?”
 
   “This.” I pointed at the screen with my index finger. “Another connection.”
 
   “Woman, if you don’t tell me right now what I’m looking at, I’m going to pour honey all over the inside of your fridge.”
 
   I swung towards him in horror. “You would never do something so malicious to me.”
 
   “Refuse to tell me what you’ve found and you’ll see just how malicious I can get.”
 
   I started speaking very quickly. “Most of what I read about the art auctions at sea seemed to be very innocent. A few of the forums made me think that the people who attended had no idea that the art sold there might be illegal.”
 
   “Are we sure that all the artworks were illegal?”
 
   “Of course not. I’ve just taken the five hundred and thirty-nine artworks from these auctions that we have listed and searched for connections with the list of miraculously recovered artworks.” My voice was rising with excitement and I pointed at the screen again. “Look. Of the forty-seven miraculously recovered artworks, I have found twenty-nine that were sold at these auctions. Twenty-nine, Colin. Twenty-nine!”
 
   Colin smiled. “We have more lines that we can draw between the boxes.”
 
   I pulled my notepad closer. “First we have to draw another box for the art auctions. This connects to the recovered artworks, which by default connects to the non-existent private investigators. It also connects to the cruise ships, which then connects to Danielle, her boyfriend and Nikolay Chulkov.”
 
   Vinnie’s deep voice started singing from the sitting area. I looked over and saw him lounging in one of my sofas, reading a newspaper. He was singing some song about the hip bone connected to the thigh bone and I frowned at him in irritation. Colin’s chuckle next to me indicated that Vinnie might be making an attempt at humour, so I refrained from asking him to desist his off-key singing.
 
   I looked at my computer screen. A colourful promotional brochure advertised an art auction on a once-in-a-lifetime cruise. People were so gullible. There were not many products in life that could not be bought again. I changed the window to look at another brochure. More of the same promises and breathtaking photos. I changed the window again.
 
   Colin’s body stiffened next to me so suddenly that I anticipated an attack. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Go back to the ...” He grunted in frustration. “Oh, just let me do it.”
 
   I watched bemused and a bit annoyed as he moved into my personal space and started tapping away on the two computers. Leaning away to give him more space, or rather to give myself more space, I kept a close watch on the computer screens. It would be interesting to see what had caught his attention.
 
   “There!” Colin stared wide-eyed at my work-laptop screen. “I knew it.”
 
   I realised how disagreeable it was to be left out of someone’s line of thought. “Colin, please tell me.”
 
   “I’m willing to bet my freedom that these bastards are using charity organisations to wash their dirty money.” Anger put a strange strain on his voice. How come a thief was getting angry at someone laundering money? My attention was brought back to the screens with him tapping lightly on one. “In these promotional brochures they state that three percent of the money changing hands will be donated to the Foundation for Development of Sustainable Education. What does this mean?”
 
   “What does what mean?”
 
   “Development for Sustainable Education? It seems like one of those silly names chosen to cover a multitude of sins.” He shook his head and changed the screen to show another brochure. On this one, he had to zoom in on the bottom left hand corner to read the fine print. “The same here, although they don’t state the percentage.”
 
   “How on earth did you notice that small writing?” I was in awe.
 
   “I have a very practiced eye, Jenny.” His smile was pure evil. “It’s useful in my job.”
 
   For the first time in my life I actually snorted. His job? The man did not have a job. Or did he? My thoughts were leading me to niggling suspicions about Colin and his so called life of crime. The more time I was spending with him, the more convinced I became that he was not the criminal he had led me to believe. 
 
   “Jenny, come back to earth.” Colin touched my wrist lightly to get my attention. “What are you thinking?”
 
   “That you ...” I stopped myself just in time. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “Okay.” He drew out the word with wariness in his voice and around his eyes. “Shall we see how many more charity connections we can find?”
 
   I readily agreed and we divided the search areas. For the next half an hour we worked in silence, he on my work computer and I on the EDA computer. My eyes were growing wider in astonishment.
 
   “What have you got so far?” he asked.
 
   “I went through all the marketing for these cruises that I could find. At some point each one of the ten cruise ships advertised their three percent donation to this Foundation. What did you find?”
 
   “I did an internet search on the Foundation. It has quite an extensive website with loads of programmes listed.”
 
   “Where are they based?”
 
   “Patience, Jenny.” He smiled. “The charity was founded in Hungary nineteen years ago. At first it was purely a charity focussing on helping the disadvantaged by distributing food and other aid.”
 
   “That was just after communism ended.” 
 
   “Yup. When Hungary joined the European Union in 2004, the Foundation immediately applied for EU funding and has expanded its work into the southern parts of Russia. There seem to be quite a few cross border programmes with Russia as one of the partners.”
 
   “See? Russia is not all bad.” 
 
   “We’ll just have to agree to disagree on this point. More about this foundation.” He pointed at the computer screen. At least this time he didn’t touch it. I was going to have to clean all my computer monitors tonight. Colin liked to touch everything. “Since it is such an old charity organisation, they have a number of high profile individuals involved. You can look through all their programmes later, but the handful I’ve checked seems to be huge and complex. I’ve noticed that there are quite a few individuals donating large sums to this foundation too.”
 
   “We need to check into all the Foundation’s finances. I’ll get Phillip to ask Manny to do that.” Colin was looking at the gallery of photos from the Foundation’s website. There were photos of gala evenings with beautiful people in beautiful clothes, photos of keys to small houses being given to families, streets being renovated and more along that line. Most photos had descriptions of the events being shown, complete with the names of everyone in the pictures. My attention was caught by one of the photos. The muscles in my back tensed.
 
   “Wait, go back.”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “The previous gala photo.” 
 
   Colin clicked back two photos and looked at me. “Something I should zoom in on?”
 
   “I’m looking at the names of the guests photographed.”
 
   The script wasn’t big enough to read from where we were sitting. Colin moved in closer and started reading out loud. “Selina Kowalska, supermodel; Leon Hofmann, Deputy Chief of Staff, Eurocorps; Sarah Crichton, Head of the EDA; Tomasz Kubanóv, philanthropist; Manfred Millard, Deputy Chief Executive for Strategy, EDA; Janus Kutor, actor.”
 
   I gasped at the mention of Leon and Manny’s names being read out loud.
 
   “Jenny, they’re all here. Manny, the head of the EDA, and this person from Eurocorps. There are simply too many people involved in this thing for it to be a coincidence.”
 
   “I don’t believe in coincidences,” I said absently. My brain was on overdrive. “Leon Hofmann is Manny’s Eurocorps connection.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Colin started to rise from his chair, but sat back down.
 
   I repeated myself, much slower this time. 
 
   “Yet you don’t think Manny is involved?”
 
   Even though I knew the answer, I still took time to think about it for the umpteenth time. “I’m as sure of him as I am of you.”
 
   My answer brought an annoyed frown to Colin’s brow. “What does that mean?”
 
   “I read you, Colin. Both you and Vinnie. If I were not convinced that you two intended no harm, I would never have allowed either of you in my life.” The rustle of newspaper being moved pulled my eyes to the living area. Vinnie was watching me with stunning intensity. “The same goes for Manny. I don’t know this Leon person, but I’m convinced that Manny is a good man. I might not like him, but I know that his interest in this case is pure.”
 
   A look passed between the two men and I was convinced that it had something to do with Manny and Colin. At a later time I really wanted to find out what past those two shared. For now, my concern was this photo on my computer screen. “I’m meeting with Manny tomorrow and will ask him about this.”
 
   “Forgive me if I don’t trust him at all.” Vinnie sounded truly put out about this.
 
   “Why don’t you trust him, Vinnie?” 
 
   “Here it says that it was the annual Foundation ball two years ago. Give me a moment,” Colin interrupted. He gave Vinnie a warning glance, who responded by picking up the newspaper, pretending interest. Colin turned his attention back to the computer and opened another window to start a Google search. I decided to let the topic drop. For now. Vinnie, Colin and Manny’s past could wait.
 
   “From what I can see here,” Colin said, “this gala is quite the event every year. It’s reported in most of the important newspapers. All the major players in the EU community are invited. It used to be held in Budapest until seven years ago. Since then it’s been moved here.”
 
   “Where here?” I asked. I moved closer to look at the screen.
 
   “Here, as in Strasbourg. The last seven years the annual gala event has taken place in La Maison Russie. The address is in a very old, very rich area. Oh, my.” He looked surprised. “Not only do they usually have some popular musician entertain the guests, but they also have auctions. Art auctions.”
 
    “No shit.” The newspaper lay forgotten on Vinnie’s lap. “Doesn’t La Maison Russie mean the Russian House?”
 
   “Yup. Interesting, isn’t it?” Colin answered.
 
   “Go back to the photo.” Something was bothering me. Colin changed screens and waited for further instructions. My mind was racing, trying to get to whatever was nudging my memory. “Read the names again. Only the ones that are not EU related.”
 
   “Selina Kowalska, supermodel; Tomasz Kubanóv, philanthropist; Janus Kutor, actor.” Colin zoomed in on the photo. The supermodel was stunning in her beauty, and the actor was a good looking middle-aged man. Kubanóv’s face was mostly hidden by the supermodel’s hairdo. 
 
   “I don’t see anything strange.” My frustrated sigh was drowned by a hard, insistent knock at my front door. The instant change in both men was disconcerting. Vinnie’s face changed to a hardness that in all honesty scared me a little. I was glad he was on my side. Colin’s whole body became quiet, reminding me of a large cat watching its prey.
 
   “Expecting someone, Jenny?” Even his voice was quiet.
 
   “No.” I glanced at my watch and saw that it was just past eleven. We had been working most of the afternoon and night.
 
   “Take her into the back, dude. I’ll get the door.” Vinnie was already walking to the front door.
 
   I was about to offer to see if I knew the visitor, but Colin touched my elbow, lifting me out of my chair. His touch was light, but firm. The fact that I didn’t mind being touched by him consumed my thoughts so much that I was surprised to find myself in my bedroom with Colin, who firmly closed and locked the door.
 
   This new experience truly fascinated me and I was about to question Colin about it when loud voices reached us through the bedroom door. I groaned out loud when I recognized the visitor’s voice and reached for the first lock. This was not going to be fun. 
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   The sight that greeted me in the front of my apartment would have been comical, had it not been Phillip and Vinnie facing each other off. And they were literally facing each other off. Vinnie’s body served as a human wall, preventing Phillip from entering my apartment. I had to stand to the side to see my boss and was surprised to witness a different side of the normally controlled corporate leader.
 
   Phillip had pulled himself up to his full height, which meant that his nose reached Vinnie’s throat. My giant bodyguard had lowered his head and was standing nose to nose with my boss and friend who I have trusted more and for longer than anyone else.
 
   “Let me in.”
 
   “Nah, old timer. You can just turn around and go back to listening to opera and smoking your pipe.”
 
   Phillip’s eyes widened in surprise. Even I was taken aback that Vinnie would know about Phillip’s private habits. Had he spied on my boss? 
 
   “Where is she?” Phillip didn’t take his eyes off Vinnie, else he would’ve seen me.
 
   “She’s where she is.” There was ice in Vinnie’s voice.
 
   “I’m here, Phillip.” I stepped forward and glared at Vinnie. “Let him in.”
 
   Vinnie didn’t move. He looked at Phillip for another threatening five seconds before he turned his eyes to me. “Are you sure about this, Jen-girl? He doesn’t seem very friendly.”
 
   “He’s only responding to your animosity. This is my home and you will not treat my friends like this.” Looking up at Vinnie at this close proximity emphasised his head and a half height advantage over me. I lowered my voice and ordered Vinnie with as much authority as I could muster, “Let him in and be nice.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” Vinnie stepped aside with a textbook insincere smile aimed at Phillip. “Please come in.”
 
   Phillip did not look intimidated in the least. As a matter of fact, he looked taller than usual and much more forceful. This case was bringing out different sides to all of us. He ignored Vinnie as if he was the help and walked straight to me. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Are you sure?” He glanced back where Vinnie was closing the door.
 
   I was tempted to roll my eyes. “I’m fine, Phillip. Vinnie is my bodyguard.”
 
   “This is your bodyguard?” Phillip’s voice raised and his eyes widened in shock.
 
   This time I did roll my eyes. “Vinnie, meet Phillip. Phillip, Vinnie.”
 
   The two men glared at each other. It was a fascinating study in male behaviour. Here were two alpha male personalities weighing the other’s threat to the territory. Were they primates, they might have started beating their chests. Apparently Vinnie decided that Phillip had passed some kind of test, moved closer and held out his hand. “Pleased to meet you.”
 
   “I don’t know about that.” Even though Phillip took Vinnie’s hand in a quick shake, his rudeness took me aback. His corporate behaviour had always been smooth. Now he seemed much more on edge. “Are you a criminal?”
 
   Vinnie’s entire expression froze. His neck muscles stiffened, his eye focus was fixed on Phillip and his jaw muscles tightened. He addressed me without taking his eyes off my boss. “Are your friends always this rude, Jen-girl?”
 
   “Enough. Both of you. If you can’t be civil to each other, you can both leave.” Really. I had had enough of this posturing and male intimidation. I turned away from the two men and started walking to my bedroom. Then I realised that Colin was most likely still in there, no doubt avoiding making his identity known to Phillip. The spare bedroom was invaded by Vinnie and my study had also been taken over by my two criminal protectors. Nowhere in my apartment was safe for me to go. 
 
   My indecision on where to go slowed my steps until I came to a standstill next to the dining room table. When Phillip spoke, his voice was a few feet behind me. “Genevieve, can we please talk?”
 
   I turned around. Vinnie was still standing at the door, looking ready to physically remove Phillip from my apartment. The latter took a step closer, the forcefulness on his face replaced by concern. All this male silliness was because of concern. The behaviour of this gender was at times utterly ridiculous. I sighed.
 
   “Let’s sit in the living area. Vinnie, would you give us some privacy, please?”
 
   “I’ll make tea.” Vinnie walked past us to the kitchen and I knew that he was going to listen in on this conversation. There wasn’t going to be any privacy. I ushered Phillip towards the front door and into the living space to the right. As I settled into the sofa Vinnie had earlier occupied, Phillip’s body became suddenly tense. He was looking around my apartment.
 
   “You didn’t tell me that they brought so much destruction.”
 
   I looked at the scratched furniture, my books that still needed to be properly arranged and the empty spaces where ornaments used to be. They were now somewhere in a garbage container. “My apartment was pretty well destroyed by the time they left. Vinnie and Colin cleaned up.”
 
   Phillip threw a doubting look towards the kitchen. “He cleans?”
 
   “Surprisingly well.”
 
   He moved quietly to the sofa and sat down next to me, leaving enough space for my comfort. “Genevieve, this is turning out all wrong. I’m really worried.”
 
   “We’ve been over this.” And I was bored having the same conversations all the time. “Can’t we just avoid this conversation and work on what is really important?”
 
   “No.” His tone held a finality that made me sigh. We were going to have this conversation. Vinnie chose that moment to bring a tray with tea and cookies. He placed it on the coffee table and gave me a searching look.
 
   “Thanks, Vinnie.” I made sure that my smile reached my eyes. He was annoying me senselessly, but his concern was sincere. “I’m okay for now.”
 
   “You’ll shout if you need me.”
 
   “It won’t be necessary.” The orbicularis oculi muscles around Vinnie’s eyes contracted to harden the expression in his eyes. I sighed for the eighth time. There was only one way to get rid of him. “Fine, I’ll shout if I need you.”
 
   He gave Phillip a last unfriendly look and walked to the back of my apartment, towards my bedroom. I didn’t even want to think about him and Colin together in my sanctuary. Instead I got up and after choosing my favourite Ella Fitzgerald CD, placed it in the player and turned the music louder than I usually would. 
 
   “I thought you trusted him,” Phillip said when I sat down. 
 
   “You mean the loud music?” When he nodded, I smiled. I poured us each a cup of tea and handed Phillip his before I took mine and settled into a more comfortable position. “I trust them both, but that doesn’t give them the right to listen in on my conversations.”
 
   “What do you mean them?”
 
   Oh damn. I didn’t even try to lie. “Colin is in my bedroom.”
 
   “They’re both here?” Phillip’s voice rose above the music and he inhaled deeply when I frowned at him. “I want to meet him.”
 
   “I don’t think he wants to meet you. If he did, he would’ve been out here with Vinnie.”
 
   “Genevieve, there are some things you don’t know.”
 
   “There are a lot of things I don’t know.” For instance, how to build a computer virus. I also didn’t know all the species of animals on this planet of ours. Nor did I know who the most influential people in the fashion industry were. Until recently I hadn’t known about Kwaito, a music genre specific to South Africa.
 
   “That’s not what I mean.” His sharp answer brought me back to the present conversation. “There are some things that you don’t know about Colin.”
 
   “I should think so. I’ve only known him for a short time.” The exasperated look in Phillip’s eyes gave me pause, so I took a moment to absorb what he had said. “Do you mean that he might be pretending to be something he’s not?”
 
   Phillip glanced towards my bedroom door and dropped his voice a few decibels. “I have discovered some things about him.”
 
   I stopped him with my hand, palm towards him, in the air. “I know that Colin has had a life of crime, Phillip. There is much about his ... um ... work that I find disconcerting, but he is a man I trust. He’s proven himself to me.”
 
   “He is keeping things from you. He is–”
 
   “No. I’m not going to argue any further with you about his involvement. Or Vinnie’s for that matter. They are helping me and I trust them. Let me rather tell you what we’ve discovered.”
 
   After a few moments of Phillip searching my face for something, he conceded. “What have you found?” 
 
   I told him about the cruise ships, each belonging to a company and the odd ownership thereof. All the while he listened intently, sipping his tea. My tea was getting cold. I also told him of the auctions on these ships and the legal gray area auctions at sea enjoyed, but it was the EU charity that really caught his attention.
 
   “I’ve never heard of the Foundation for Development of Sustainable Education.”
 
   “Well, it’s been around for almost twenty years.”
 
   “And you say that the Foundation is connected to ten cruise ships.”
 
   “That we have found so far.”
 
   “I wonder if Manny knows about this.”
 
   “He most definitely knows about the Foundation.” I watched Phillip’s eyebrows shoot up and explained. “He’s on a photo on their website. He attended a gala function and is on the photo with his friend, Leon Hofmann, the head of the EDA and also Tomasz Kubanóv.”
 
   “The Russian philanthropist?”
 
   “You know him?” I asked.
 
   “I only know of him. He’s Russia’s Oprah Winfrey, Angelina Jolie, Bono.”
 
   “I don’t know who they are.”
 
   “Of course you don’t.” Phillip smiled and was silent for a long time. “We’ll ask Manny about this tomorrow when we meet. I sent him your report and we can discuss it tomorrow, together with all this new information.”
 
   I placed my untouched cup of tea on the coffee table and turned to Phillip. “Why did you come tonight?”
 
   My question must have interrupted his thoughts, because he looked confused for a second. “Oh. Oh yes! How could I have forgotten?”
 
   “Forgotten what?” I asked when he didn’t continue, but was digging into the inner breast pocket of his suit jacket. 
 
   “This.” He handed me a photo. “Danielle’s roommate, Anna... Anna...”
 
   “Anna Pascal?” In my mind’s eye I could see the exam-stressed student in her messy apartment, worried about her roommate.
 
   “Yes, her. Well, she came into the office this afternoon and brought this photo. She said that she had forgotten that Danielle had given it to her. It’s a photo of her and her boyfriend on the cruise where they met.”
 
   I looked at the photo and saw a happy and very much alive Danielle smiling up at a good looking man. He was tall, in his early thirties with Mediterranean features. His facial expression immediately caught my eye. He was looking down at Danielle, his orbicularis oculi tightened, exhibiting intent. What his intention was would be pure speculation, but sexual it was not. None of his other non-verbal cues communicated sexual interest. The rest of his body confirmed the intent showed by his constricted pupils. 
 
   His right hand on his hip, left arm draped over Danielle, and feet firmly planted were signs of a strong, territorial display. Nothing in his body displayed comfort or infatuation, whereas Danielle was clearly smitten. She was leaning into him, her arms thrown around his torso and her neck totally exposed while looking up at him. Where everything in her expression was soft, he was as hard as marble. I felt righteous indignation rise in me for the abuse of such innocent trust. 
 
   “What do you see?” Phillip’s voice reached me through the fog of the thousand words this picture was telling me.
 
   “A girl who trusted a calculating, hard man. Do we know who he is?”
 
   “Not yet. I scanned and emailed the photo to Manny. Hopefully one of their databases will identify this man.”
 
    “If he’s the one who caused her death, I hope he spends the rest of his life in prison.” I looked up from the photo and stifled a yawn. This caused immediate worry lines to crease Phillip’s brow and he stood up.
 
   “You’re tired. Really, Genevieve, you need to take better care of yourself.” After a few more warnings from him to eat enough, rest and not go into the office too early, Phillip left. I made sure all the locks on the front door were in place and then turned the music down.
 
   “You can come out.”
 
   Immediately Colin and Vinnie exited my bedroom and made their way to the kitchen where I was putting the cups and saucers in the dishwasher. 
 
   “Loud music? Really, Jenny.” Colin sounded annoyed. I stood up from the dishwasher and was surprised to see real anger pulling at his facial muscles. He was standing in front of me, hands on his hips with his thumbs facing back. A clear communication that there were issues he was not pleased with. “You told me that you trusted me.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   He moved closer, more confrontational, glaring down at me. “Then why the music?”
 
   I sighed. “Colin, you don’t intimidate me with your dominant display of vexation.”
 
   “My domi–” His indignant response was interrupted by Vinnie’s laughter.
 
   “Oh, that’s rich. Dude, she nailed you.” Vinnie’s entire body was shaking with mirth. The corners of my mouth lifted in response. Not that I found anything funny. It was simply a pleasure to not be totally immersed by seriousness. Colin didn’t seem to appreciate this moment as much. His brow was lowered and deep lines formed a frown of displeasure. Should I apologise?
 
   “I didn’t mean to offend you, Colin.” This only deepened his frown, so I tried another tactic. I was truly not good at this. The only thing I was really good at was honesty. “I knew that Phillip was going to argue with me about Vinnie’s presence and I didn’t want you to overhear something that would cause another show of male behaviour. As fascinating as I find men behaving like primates, beating their chests, I don’t know how to referee that and didn’t want it in my apartment.”
 
   Different sounds of annoyance were uttered by both men and I threw my hands in the air. “That’s it. I don’t know how to communicate with you when you are like this. I’m going to bed.”
 
   I started walking towards my bedroom, but the men were blocking my exit out of the kitchen area. They didn’t move and I stopped in front of them with an angry huff and a lifted eyebrow. We stared at each other for a few long heartbeats. My brain was working overtime, trying to figure out how to deal with this. How on earth did people have relationships when no one was willing to listen to the other person’s honesty?
 
   “Can we sit down and talk about this?” Colin broke the standoff with his quiet question.
 
   “Are you going to listen to me or get angry at everything I say?”
 
   He inhaled to answer me, thought better of it and pressed his lips together. A second later he stepped aside. “Let’s sit down. I’ll listen as long as you also listen.”
 
   “I always listen.”
 
   “And always argue back.”
 
   Vinnie found this funny and chuckled quietly as he followed us to the living area. We all settled in the sofas and I quickly gave them the highlights of Phillip’s visit. When I mentioned the photo, both men leaned forward.
 
   “Let me see the photo.” Colin held out his hand. I picked it up from the coffee table next to me and handed it to him. He studied it for a while before he handed it to Vinnie. We discussed what was visible on the photo, but came to no conclusions. It would be up to Manny and his people to identify this man.
 
   “Dude, you could ask Francine,” Vinnie suggested. “You know how good she is with finding things, info, people.”
 
   “Let Jenny first speak to Manny tomorrow. If he isn’t able to get the man’s name, then we can contact Francine.”
 
   “Right on, dude.” Vinnie leaned back in the chair, happy with Colin’s solution. A pensive silence descended on us and Phillip’s words of warning came back to me. After a while I felt Colin’s eyes on me and looked at him.
 
   “What’s bothering you, Jenny? What are you not telling us?”
 
   I studied his face for any telltale signs of deception, malice or animosity. I found none of that. What I did take note of was how he waited out my scrutiny with a quiet calm. Either I was completely mistaken and he was an arrogant, overconfident psychopath. Or he was comfortable with himself and with me, allowing me to read him until I reached a conclusion. Which I did.
 
   “He told me that you’re not telling me everything, that there are things that I don’t know about you.”
 
   “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   “My favourite colour is blue,” he said with a smile. I didn’t understand why he would tell me this, but surmised it might have some social significance, so I smiled politely. This had him chuckling softly. “Never mind. Jenny, any time you have a question about or for me, just ask. I’ll be as honest as possible.”
 
   “You can only be honest or not.”
 
   Vinnie snorted and Colin groaned. “Okay, then I will be totally honest, but will only tell you what I can.”
 
   There was not a single sign of deception to be seen. No one was that good at lying. “Thank you.” 
 
   “Same goes for me, Jen-girl,” Vinnie said. There was a smile in his voice. “Although this whole honesty thing is totally new for me.” 
 
   I took a few moments to think this over and then decided that there were a few answers I wanted. “Can I ask you something now?”
 
   Colin looked at me askance, obviously suspicious. “Okay.”
 
   “Are you working for the EDA?”
 
   His lips twitched with humour. “Most definitely not.”
 
   “Eurocorps?”
 
   “Jenny, you’re the one accusing me of being a criminal from the moment we met. How can you think that I’m working for one of these guys?”
 
   “You’re not answering my question.” Which was an answer in itself. 
 
   Colin sighed. “I’m not working for Eurocorps.”
 
   “What is your connection to Manny?”
 
   “What makes you think there is a connection?”
 
   I ignored Vinnie’s soft gasp and focussed on the numerous cues Colin was exhibiting, telling me exactly how uncomfortable he was. “Answering my question with a question is an attempt at diversion far beneath your intellect, Colin.”
 
   “Manfred Millard is a person that I am not fond of, Jenny. This is one of those cases where I want to be honest with you, but I can’t tell you everything.”
 
   “But you have a connection?”
 
   “Yes.” That one word carried a wealth of information. His lips drawing sideways to produce a sneering dimple in his cheek showed me that there was no love lost between the two men. Whatever the event was that connected Manny and Colin it did not produce happy memories. Hissing the word through his teeth only reiterated my reading of his face.
 
   “I would really like to know.”
 
   “Maybe one day I will tell you.”
 
   “Okay.” My silent acceptance surprised him. Then he smiled at me with relief and gratefulness. Apparently, this was a sensitive topic for the man portraying himself as unaffected by the world. He was not. I settled back into the sofa and allowed my mind to wander over the day’s discoveries. I couldn’t find any new links that we might have overlooked, so I turned my attention to the two men sitting with me in contemplative silence.
 
    I took a mental step back and looked at the three of us lounging on my sofas. Vinnie was taking up most of the space of the sofa facing the bookshelf, while Colin and I were on opposite ends of the sofa facing the balcony. The body language all around communicated high comfort, trust and goodwill. 
 
   It astounded me that I had two people in my apartment exhibiting such cues while in my presence. Never, to my knowledge, had I had that effect on anyone before. Was this what friendship was like? People comfortable in each other’s presence. Was I comfortable in their presence? 
 
   Before I could analyse this question, Colin spoke. “It just doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “What, dude?” Vinnie rearranged himself to sit a bit more upright.
 
   “The forgeries.” He was sitting with his eyes closed and spoke as if to himself. “There must be someone facilitating the forgeries being sold at the auctions at sea.”
 
   “Please explain,” I said.
 
   “What doesn’t make sense is that there are so many varied artworks. So far we have almost fifty artworks that were miraculously recovered by private investigators who do not exist. At least not that we know of. Of those fifty works we have paintings in all kinds of mediums – statues, bronzes, different eras, different everything.” He opened his eyes and looked at me. “There is not one single forger able to reach so wide in this range. Not one.”
 
   “And you know all of them?”
 
   “All the ones able to forge works at this level.” 
 
   Vinnie’s gasp drew my eye. He was clearly surprised that Colin would tell me this and therefore almost implicating him via the association or knowledge. I looked back at Colin. “How do you know them?”
 
   “That is not important now. What is important is that I believe there are quite a few forgers working on this. That is the only way I can explain this varied portfolio of works.”
 
   “Dude, do you actually think that would happen? You know how stiff the competition is out there. I can’t imagine a group of forgers forming a union and co-operating.” Vinnie paused a second and tilted his head. “Unless the money is good.”
 
   “The money is never good enough. Not for something like this.” 
 
   “Something like what?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t know yet. It just doesn’t make sense.” 
 
   I couldn’t see us uncovering any revealing clues tonight, so I pushed myself out of the sofa. “I’m going to bed.”
 
   “Rest up and we’ll speak about our discoveries tomorrow evening.”
 
   “Nighty-night, Jen-girl. Don’t worry about a thing. I’ll clean up after Colin here as soon as he gets his messy ass home.”
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   “She’s what?” Manny’s outraged voice greeted me as I entered the empty pub. I sighed and walked deeper into the badly lit room. Even though these places were usually rife with interesting subjects to study for non-verbal communication, I very seldom ventured into pubs. There were simply too many places I couldn’t bear to touch. Too many unnamed and unthinkable germs.
 
   I slowed my steps and looked around. At least this place didn’t look too shabby. Booths lined the back and side walls, and worn wooden tables and chairs filled the remaining space. The bar ran the along the entire wall to my right. Unsurprisingly, the pub was devoid of customers at this early hour in the morning. A young man was scrubbing the tiled floor leading to the back with suspicious enthusiasm. A slight sniff informed my olfactory senses that a lot of cleaning products were used this morning. It marginally eased my germ phobia.
 
   The knowledge of what I was about to walk into made me stop next to a stained table. Generally, I preferred to avoid confrontations at all costs. Since Manny had exploded into my life, every day had been filled with confrontation. I swallowed hard and tried to gather the calm needed to face the men waiting for me. Phillip had phoned me earlier and told me that Leon wanted to meet with us, but not at anyone’s office. He was very wary of somebody seeing us enter his office or him entering our building. It made sense.
 
   Rock music blared through the speakers overhead and I sighed. An hour in this place and I was going to have a headache. Another reason I didn’t frequent these types of establishments. I supposed that it was a good place to have a covert meeting. No one could eavesdrop on a conversation without looking obvious doing it. Not that there was anyone here to eavesdrop. Only one booth against the back wall was occupied. I could only see the top of Phillip’s head. I assumed Manny was slumped in the seat across from him. I could still hear Manny complaining about something.
 
   Vinnie had driven me to the pub, grumbling about it being like a bad spy movie. It took the threat of introducing him to Leon and all the other law enforcement people I knew to make him wait outside for me. I frowned at myself. Standing here was only avoiding the inevitable. I pulled my shoulders back and walked to the booth against the back wall.
 
   “Good morning.” I placed my computer bag with both the EDA and my work computer on the bench next to Phillip. Manny was indeed slumped on the opposite bench. I glared at the plastic covered seats before I carefully lowered myself onto it. Phillip looked his crisp professional self. In contrast Manny looked like a pile of dirty laundry. As usual.
 
   “Haven’t you just been the busy bee,” grumbled Manny.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” I took out my work computer with my latest report on it and wondered what bees had to do with me. I opened the computer and switched it on. If I focussed on work, I could maybe avoid thinking of the sticky substance under my shoe.
 
   “I’ve been updating Manny on some of your findings, Genevieve.” Phillip smiled at me. “Good morning.”
 
   I returned his smile, but my facial muscles lost their friendliness when I looked at Manny. He was oozing animosity. 
 
   “Why does Phillip not want to tell me all the details about your attack, Miss Lenard?”
 
   “Doctor Lenard or Genevieve,” I said pointedly and waited for Manny to acknowledge. The frumpy man wanted to bring me down a peg or two, but I was not going to let him reduce me to a ‘Miss’. We stared at each other for a good minute. It gave me time to do a more accurate reading of the agent’s face and I came to a startling realisation. 
 
   “You’re worried about me.” The words rushed out of my mouth unchecked. 
 
   He ignored my declaration and ordered, “Tell me everything about your attack and your attackers.”
 
   I looked at Phillip only to see amusement. I shrugged mentally and told Manny everything except for Colin and Vinnie’s involvement. I stated that friends helped me. Of course he noticed something was amiss. “You are being just as cagey about the story as Phillip. What are you not telling me?”
 
   “Something that I don’t want you to know.” 
 
   He sneered at my obvious answer and went straight to the heart of it. “Who are these friends of yours who came to your rescue?”
 
   I swallowed nervously and looked at Phillip for help. He wasn’t in a haste to be my buffer. I wondered why.
 
   “No, missy, Phillip is not going to help you out here today. It’s just you and me, and I want to know who these people are. Is one of them the outsider that Phillip just told me about?”
 
   I sucked in both my lips and bit down on them. I did not want to talk. The whole truth about Colin and Vinnie was pushing against my teeth, desperate to be uttered. I simultaneously fought my urge to confess while searching for the right way to answer. I hoped I was handling this correctly.
 
   “Can you please just accept that my friends are completely trustworthy and that I would never dream of jeopardising the case?” My carefully phrased answer did nothing to change Manny’s unhappy expression. I rushed on, hoping to distract him. “How much has Phillip told you? Do you know about the dead artists?”
 
   “What dead artists?” He was quiet for a second and I could see the moment his curiosity overcame his concerns. “Don’t think that I don’t know what you’re doing. We will talk about this sooner or later.”
 
   My first word of a lengthy explanation was interrupted by a tall gentleman stopping at our booth. I immediately recognised Manny’s friend from the photo of the Foundation’s gala event. Major General Leon Hofmann. He was taller than the impression I had from the photo, but had the same close-cropped gray hair, light brown eyes and thin lips. What was different was the worried expression pulling at his face. Introductions were made all around and Leon sat down next to Manny. A waiter took our coffee orders and we settled. 
 
   “Genevieve, explain about the dead artists.” Manny’s order did not sit well with me. Nor did the new guest’s presence. I hadn’t had time to read and to come to my own conclusions about the Eurocorps man. At this moment I only had Manny’s trusted friendship with Phillip to go by. That was by no means enough for me. 
 
   Leon must have sensed my hesitance. “I appreciate your reluctance to trust a stranger, Doctor Lenard. But I was the one after all who asked Manny to find someone trustworthy to help us figure this whole thing out. It was on my insistence that he asked Phillip. You can therefore rest assured that my only interest is in figuring out who took those weapons, where they are and what they are being used for.”
 
   His respectful manner, in such severe contrast to Manny’s annoying attitude, went a long way to convince me. But it was his short monologue that gave me some time to start forming a baseline from which I could read him. What I read was deep concern, bordering on desperation. There were no alarms being set off by his non-verbal and verbal cues. 
 
   My decision made about Leon’s sincerity, I told them about Danielle, her art, the miraculously recovered artworks, the cruises, the ships, the companies owning those ships and the art auctions. I stopped only for a few seconds to allow the waiter to place our coffees on the table. Both men listened with an intensity uncommon to me. Manny even more so. There wasn’t much that he missed. Three times he interrupted me to ask a question for clarification. 
 
   My throat was scratchy from talking so much by the time I was ready to confront Manny about the charity foundation. After a quick sip of lukewarm coffee, I pulled my work computer closer and brought up the photo of the gala event. I turned the computer so that the screen was facing Manny and Leon. “What is your connection to the Foundation for Development of Sustainable Education?”
 
   He gave me a searching look before he turned his attention to the computer screen. “This shindig? This was what? Two, three years ago?”
 
   “Two years,” I answered. 
 
   “This was some charity evening that I had no choice in attending. Chief Dutoit virtually ordered me to be there. This is neither my interest nor my department, but it was good for PR. Or so the Chief said. I suppose there is a reason you are showing me this?”
 
   “Ten cruise ships have connections to the Foundation. All of those ships have hosted art auctions with suspected forgeries. It is widely publicised that the auctions donate three percent of all money changing hands to the Foundation.”
 
   Manny looked back at the photo. I wondered what was going on in his mind. “Isn’t it also strange how many important figures are in this photo?”
 
   “Who are these actors and this philanthropist?” I pointed to the man who was hidden by the supermodel’s expensive hairdo.
 
   “The stars are just there for the celebrity pull,” Manny said. “But Tomasz Kubanóv? He’s something else. I met him for the first time that night. He’s some Russian bigwig. He’s also the one who founded this charity.”
 
    “He is?” I did not expect this. “Why did I not see this information anywhere? I did extensive research on the Foundation.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Manny said in his sarcastic voice. “Maybe he’s one of those private, behind-the-scenes guys.”
 
   “You don’t like him. Why not?”
 
   “He was too smooth for my liking.”
 
   “What do you mean by smooth?” 
 
   “He was a real charmer. Never forceful, making everyone feel comfortable and good about themselves. Hell, I even liked the guy while he was chatting to us. It was only after he had moved away that I realised how he was playing everyone like a violin. I’m sure that he could bend anyone to his will just with a smile.”
 
   I doubted that, but was too surprised by the detailed impression Manny had shared to express my opinion. Instead I turned to Leon who was leaning over to look at the computer screen. “Does he have a connection to you, Leon?”
 
   “Apart from that evening and another charity function last year, I had never spoken to or had any other contact with this man.” He was shaking his head throughout his sentence. “Why are you so curious about him?”
 
   “Genevieve will never, ever say it is a gut feeling, but I suspect that is what is driving her.” Phillip spoke for the first time since we started and I was not pleased with his observation.
 
   “It is not a gut feeling.” I knew I sounded defensive and didn’t care. 
 
    Manny narrowed his eyes. “What are you thinking, Doc?”
 
   “I don’t know. If Mister Kubanóv founded the Foundation and the Foundation has these strong ties to the ships, maybe he is behind all this.”
 
   “It’s bothering Genevieve that she can’t figure out who’s behind the murders.” Phillip scowled. “And behind her attack.”
 
   “I’d be happy to blame a Russian, especially this smooth Russian,” Manny grumbled.
 
   “What is everyone’s problem with Russia?” My question was fast and unchecked. 
 
   “Who else doesn’t trust Russia?” 
 
   Answering Manny would require bringing Colin into the conversation. I reached for a creative way to avoid that. Deception was uncommonly hard work. “There are corrupt individuals everywhere. Just because a few Russians are abusing their power doesn’t mean the whole country is bad.” 
 
   “There are unfortunately more than just a few abusing their power,” Leon interjected softly and I sighed. An argument about Russia’s positive points was forming in my head and I felt a diatribe coming on.
 
   “Let’s not digress.” Phillip mercifully intervened. “What’s our next step?”
 
   “I’ll get the Foundation’s financials and I’ll also look into this Kubanóv character,” Manny said. “I, for one, would like to see if that three percent made it to the Foundation’s bank account.”
 
   He massaged his neck and puffed a slow breath out. Was his distress about the added elements to the case or about something else? 
 
   I narrowed my eyes and plunged. “What’s the problem, Manny?”
 
   Immediately a sneering dimple appeared in his left cheek. I deeply disliked this man. “What do you think is the problem, Miss Face-reader?”
 
   “Are you being sarcastic again?” My question caused Leon to cover his chuckle with a cough and Phillip to inhale sharply. Manny just glared his disdain at me. “I take that as a yes. That means that you are angry, but I doubt that you are angry with me. I’m just an easy target. What is really causing you such concern?”
 
   Manny started to speak, but I interrupted him. “And it’s Doctor Face-reader to you.” 
 
   There was a moment of stunned silence before all three men laughed. This case must have changed me into a comedienne. The laughter died down, but it seemed to have broken the tension around the table. Manny had the decency to look contrite.
 
   “I apologise, Doc. Since Monday I’ve been getting a lot of flack from the Chief. He’s giving me hell about this case, demanding reports, telling me that I’m wasting time and resources on something that is of no concern to the EDA.”
 
   “Could you please explain the exact position of the Chief in the EDA’s organisation?” I asked.
 
   “Right at the top of the EDA’s organigram is the Steering Board, chaired by the Head.” Manny lowered his voice. “I trust her. The man giving me such a hard time is directly under the Head. Frederique Dutoit is the Chief Executive. Under him is myself as the Deputy Chief Executive of Strategy and another deputy.”
 
   “But why is the Chief on your case? Aren’t you sending him any reports?” Leon sounded very concerned.
 
   “I’ve been able to avoid him for the best part of this week, but he’s ordered me in for a full report on Friday.”
 
   “What are you going to tell him?” Leon asked.
 
   In classic blocking behaviour, he closed his eyes in order to distance himself from the unpleasantness awaiting him. On a sigh, he opened his eyes, stress lines visible all over his face. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Has anyone else shown an interest in this case?” Leon looked intently at Manny.
 
   “No. Why?”
 
   “Well, I’ve had a few unpleasant conversations with Brigadier General Nick Crenshaw about the missing weapons. Apart from the Commanding General, he’s the only one who knows about the true extent of the loss of our weapons. It’s been kept under strict confidentiality. Since Brigadier General Crenshaw was in charge of the weapons, he’s been excluded from the investigation. Merely asking about it is breaking protocol.”
 
   “Do you think he’s involved?”
 
   “A month ago, I would never have suspected him, but now I don’t know. I’m suspecting just about everyone.”
 
   “I know the feeling.” Manny sounded tired. “Apart from the Head, I don’t trust anyone. Hell, sometimes I don’t even know if I should trust the Head.”
 
   I decided to visit Eurocorps’ website again to familiarise myself with this Brigadier General Crenshaw. By now I had formed a good baseline to read Leon and could clearly see his discomfort at having to suspect everyone.
 
   “I have the Head asking for discretion,” Manny continued, “but it is Chief Dutoit who’s been chewing my ass for the lack of progress. Not that we haven’t made any progress. I’ve just not informed him about it. I don’t know if I should. And this is not making it any easier.” He tossed the photo of Danielle’s boyfriend on the table as if it were a live snake.
 
   Leon leaned in. “What’s this? Who’s this?”
 
   “This is Piotr Chulkov, the murdered girl’s boyfriend.” Apparently Manny hadn’t wasted any time identifying Danielle’s boyfriend.
 
   “Chulkov.” I scanned my memory of all the discoveries in the case for the appearance of that surname. “I’ve heard that name before.”
 
   “He’s the brother of the thug who killed Danielle,” Manny answered just as I remembered who also had that surname.
 
   “This man killed his brother’s girlfriend and then himself?” I was aghast. “Why?”
 
   “That is the million dollar question,” Manny said as if to himself. “His name did, however, set off a few red lights. That is why it was so easy to ID him. Piotr has been on several international law enforcement agencies’ radars.”
 
   “For what?” Phillip sat up in his chair, looking very concerned.
 
   “Every crime you can imagine. It is his connection to a private Russian army that caught my attention though.”
 
   “Private Russian army?” Phillip sounded like a parrot, repeating everything Manny revealed. I was riveted. I didn’t think it possible for this case to have become more complex and thus more interesting, but it just had.
 
   “Communism had barely ended when numerous secret military organisations popped up everywhere. Most dissolved within the first year. They were mostly started by discontented communists with strong military influence, hoping to maintain the strength of communism.” Manny’s top lip lifted as if he smelled something bad. “Unfortunately there were quite a few very rich people who managed to form their own personal armies.”
 
   “To what end?” Why would anyone want their own army? I might need one to keep the influx of criminals from my front door. And windows.
 
   “To protect their illegal activities.” Manny’s strong dislike for everything Russian was evident in his harsh tone. “The arms dealers, drug dealers, mafia bosses and human traffickers all have their own protection. Some are amateurish, but most are former military, trained and skilled.”
 
   Immediately I thought of the four men in my apartment. Only two of them were Russian though. Could there be a connection? It was just too much of a coincidence that the men who attacked me were scared of Red when the Russian murderer promised, ‘Red will end all twenty-seven.’ And what was the significance of the ‘twenty-seven daffodils’?
 
   “What is it, Genevieve?” As usual Phillip managed to see that my mind was working on something.
 
   “I was thinking about the men who attacked me.” I wasn’t yet ready to share my theories on Piros.
 
   “Men attacked her?” Leon’s outraged question was aimed at Manny. “Is that where the bruises came from?”
 
   I thought that I had hidden them well with my make-up, but the way they were now staring at my face proved my skills were not quite up to par. “Yes, she was attacked in her apartment. And she hasn’t told me everything.”
 
   “I’ve told you all the important parts.” I was sure he would disagree with me if he were ever to find out about Colin and Vinnie. “I also told you about the insignia on two of the men’s uniforms.”
 
   “They wore uniforms?” This was the first time since Leon entered the room that he seemed less than composed.
 
   “You’d better tell him the whole story.” Manny emphasised the two last words, but I ignored it. I told Leon about the attack, aware of Manny’s scrutiny. He was no doubt hoping to catch me in a lie or inconsistency. Since my memory is faultless, I told Leon exactly what I had told Manny. Including the part about the insignias. 
 
   “Do any of these private armies have logos or insignias?” I asked.
 
   “Some of them view themselves as legitimate armies and therefore have everything an army would have.”
 
   “Including insignias.”
 
   “Including insignias. Can you remember what it looked like?” Leon asked.
 
   “If I was any good at drawing, I would’ve drawn it for you.” This was not a skill I had managed to excel in. “But if you show me pictures of insignias, I’ll be able to point out the one without any doubt.”
 
   “I’ll email you the gallery that we have.” Leon looked at Manny. “She’s still using the EDA computer, right?”
 
   “Yes, and it’s totally secure.” Manny would surely contemplate throwing me in prison if he knew that Colin had seen and worked on the EDA computer.
 
   “Leon, you said these armies have everything a legitimate army would have. Would that include weapons?” I had all three men’s undivided attention. Manny and Leon shared a look heavy with concern.
 
   “Genevieve.” Defeat weighed heavily on Leon’s voice. “I pray to God that you are not suggesting what I think you are suggesting.”
 
   “I’m suggesting that your stolen weapons might have gone to one of these Russian pseudo-armies. There are too many connections now to not consider it a possibility. I don’t know if Manny told you, but there are five unsolved murders in the last five years in Europe with SIG 226 nine millimetre pistols.”
 
   “That’s nothing strange. SIG 226’s are very common weapons.”
 
   “In my search, I’ve discovered that there might be thirteen suspicious deaths of artists.”
 
   “I told Manny about this on Monday.” Phillip turned to Manny. “Have you found any ballistic evidence?”
 
   Leon leaned forward with a sigh. “I’ve requested the ballistic reports from the five cases you gave Manny and we’re currently looking into all open cases in the EU where the calibre weapons from our list of stolen weapons were used. Unfortunately, I can’t give you any indication how long it might take before we get results.”
 
   “What complicates this process even more is the SIG’s popularity,” Manny said. He exhibited no enthusiasm for this line of investigation.
 
   “Do you at least agree that it is strange that all five murder victims were artists?” I saw the moment all the separate incidences started connecting in Leon’s mind. His pupils constricted in high focus and his jaw muscles tightened. A negative conclusion must have been reached in his head. He closed his eyes for a moment, blocking out those thoughts. “This is a nightmare. An abhorrent nightmare.” 
 
   “Please bear in mind that even though too many things connect to be coincidence, we still don’t have solid physical proof.” I needed to find irrefutable paper trails to support all this. “That is why the financials for the Foundation and any information on Kubanóv would be a good start to prove any connection.”
 
   “I’ll get on that ASAP.” Manny sighed. A subtle change in Leon’s body language drew my attention. His torso shifted ever so slightly to the door and I was sure that had I looked under the table, his feet would have been pointing in that direction as well.
 
   “You have to go,” I stated.
 
   “Unfortunately, you’re right. I do have to go.” Leon got up. We all promised to stay in touch. Not a minute later I was alone with Manny and Phillip.
 
   “There’s more about Piotr Chulkov.” Manny took a sheet of paper out of a thick folder in front of him and laid it on the table. It was an organigram. With a lot of empty spaces.
 
   “What’s this?” Phillip asked the obvious question.
 
   “The RNT, the Russian Ninja Turtles.” Manny held up his hand when I inhaled to question such a ridiculous name. “This is the name that Interpol gave this group when they first started their activities.”
 
   “What activities?”
 
   “Patience, Doc. Give me time to inhale while I talk.” 
 
   I pressed my lips together and nodded. 
 
   “Their name comes from the stealth with which they move, their black outfits and the characteristic flat, rounded backpacks they carry when they’re on a mission.” 
 
   “The Spaniard who attacked me had a backpack like the one you’re describing.” 
 
   Both men stared at me, but it was Manny who spoke with genuine worry in his voice. “These guys are cold blooded, Genevieve. They are not to be trifled with. They operate all over the globe. They’ve eliminated well protected individuals. There have also been sightings of them during riots, suggesting that they were the instigators. They are mostly known for their violent solutions to a person posing a problem, be it political, corporate or personal.”
 
   “And Piotr Chulkov is involved with the Russian Ninja Turtles?” I could barely say this silly name given to a group of mercenaries. 
 
   Manny pointed to a box in the middle of the organisational chart. “It’s been guessed that this is where he fits in this organisation. He is thought of as a recruiter. Apparently, he is quite good at charming people into joining with them or working for them.”
 
   “Who are they?” I asked.
 
   “Five years ago a man went to Interpol and claimed that he had been part of the RNT.” Manny opened the folder and took out a photo. A Caucasian man was sitting in a hotel room and he looked like he had been in a terrible car accident.
 
   “What happened to him?”
 
   “The RNT,” Manny said. “According to him, there had never been another person who had left the RNT alive. He was beaten to an inch of his life. And then he was shot. Five times. Nobody knows how he survived, but Interpol was very happy he did. Most of what we know about the RNT, we learned from him. He was terrified of what the RNT would do to him and his family if they discovered that he was still alive. His name isn’t even recorded on this report. After he was debriefed to exhaustion, Interpol gave him a new identity and sent him to another country. They have not been able to find him for two years now.”
 
   “He’s dead?” Phillip asked.
 
   “Maybe. Or he decided to take his safety into his own hands and changed identities again to completely disappear.”
 
   “It seems to be so easy to do that.” I was thinking of Colin and his poets. Never would I have thought that becoming another person could be possible and yet it was apparently very easy. I realised my mistake when Phillip frowned at me and Manny looked at me with renewed suspicion. I frantically searched my mind for an escape. “All I mean is that Nikolay had other identities as well.”
 
   “You really are a terrible liar, Doc.” 
 
   “What else do you know about the RNT?” Phillip jumped in and brought us back on topic.
 
   Manny narrowed his eyes at me in warning before he relented. “He told them about the RNT’s training facility, but didn’t know where it was. Apparently, they were all blindfolded before they were taken there by plane, two helicopter rides and finally an eight hour trip in the back of a darkened truck. He said that by the time he and the other two recruits had arrived at the compound, they were totally disoriented. All he could say was that it was in the northern hemisphere, since it was still autumn when they arrived. Interpol’s guys were able to ascertain from this man’s descriptions that he had been in Hungary.”
 
   “Yet another tie that binds Hungary to this case,” I said. “Where did they find him?”
 
   “They didn’t. He found them. There wasn’t much he was able to remember from his beating. When he came to he was in a hospital in Zagreb. How he got to Croatia, he couldn’t remember. He spent three months in a Catholic hospital before he was released.”
 
   “Why was he beaten up?”
 
   “The RNT did a job somewhere and a lot of innocent people got killed. He said that it was the last straw for him. He mentioned to one of his team members, his best friend, that he was thinking about getting out. His memory was still intact for the few hours after he had told his mate, but then he said he couldn’t remember much. According to him, the loyalty that these guys had towards the RNT bordered on that of a cult. They would do anything to protect the secrecy of this organisation.”
 
   “So why didn’t they kill him?” Phillip asked.
 
   “They thought they had. He had five bullets removed from his body. Each one had narrowly missed vital organs. He was told by the hospital that a farmer had found him on the outskirts of the city. He had lost so much blood, that no one thought he was going to make it. But that’s not the important part. Lying in the hospital had given him time to think. The betrayal of his best friend and the death of all those innocents were weighing heavily on him. That’s when he decided to contact Interpol.
 
   “According to him, the compound trained private armies mostly for rich and important Russians. These are elite armies and only three armies a year have the chance of a six-week training session. For some, it is a refresher course; for others it is full training. All of the soldiers come from a military or law enforcement background. But he said that the six-week training the RNT received every year was the most brutal of them all. They were in the employ of the people who ran the compound. Their jobs were not to protect somebody. No, they were sent to eliminate a politician’s opposition or to start a revolt in a country that was developing too well.”
 
   “They were being used to manipulate the political arena?” This was amazing. It reminded me of a master chess player thinking seven moves ahead.
 
   “Yes,” Manny answered. “These were countries like Georgia, Armenia, Moldova.”
 
   “All countries of the old USSR.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Wow.”
 
   “This ex-RNT soldier said after his first job that he regretted ever joining them. I had to read this twice last night before I believed my eyes.” Manny paused. People usually did this for dramatic effect or what they were about to say was of extreme importance. “His first assignment was an assassination. Of an artist. This guy is a sniper, he kills for a living, but killing an innocent artist didn’t sit right with him. Especially not after he had seen the beautiful works that this young girl produced. From his descriptions, she was painting Monets.”
 
   “Most likely a forger, killed after her skill was exploited.” I thought about what Manny had just told us. “Hold on. I deduced that these RNT guys are selected very carefully. How could they not have seen his sentimental side?”
 
   “Aha.” Manny leaned forward. “This is also interesting. Apparently they all had to go through a comprehensive psychological evaluation before they were accepted. The recruiter never told them what their work would be. Only that they would be working in one of the most elite, secret armies of the world. On further questioning, Interpol realised that the psych eval was almost exactly the same as the one they use for their recruits.”
 
   “Almost exactly is an oxymoron,” I said. “Either it is almost or it is exactly.”
 
   “Genevieve,” Phillip said in a low voice. 
 
   “You want numbers, Doc? Interpol estimated it to be roughly ninety percent the same as theirs. And the Interpol evaluation was custom designed.”
 
   “Which means that the trainer had access to Interpol. Who is their trainer?” I asked.
 
   “Interpol is investigating him.” For the first time since he started telling us about the RNT, Manny was not forthcoming. Before I could give it too much thought, he rambled forth. “Given their history, I would like to know what their true purpose was in your apartment, why they attacked you.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Phillip asked.
 
   “From what this guy told Interpol,” Manny pointed at the folder, “they never warned anyone. They just killed.”
 
   “And you want to know why they didn’t kill me?” My chest tightened. I mentally wrote two bars of Mozart to calm down.
 
   “Yes, and I’ll add some more questions.” Manny rubbed the back of his neck. This pacifying behaviour showed his growing concern and the need to calm himself. “Why is it that so many weapons could disappear over such an extended period of time without raising any alarms? Why is it that no one has made any connections in almost twenty years? Or that the RNT have not been prosecuted? Leon told me that Eurocorps had in the past looked into them quite a few times, yet no arrests, no incarceration. Why is that?”
 
   “There has to be some connection to higher officials. Someone who could cover up any suspicion reported on RNT activities.” I hated myself for sounding just like Colin. He was so going to revel in being right. 
 
   “This is sadly the conclusion that I have come to. I suspect that the RNT or whomever they’re working for has some kind of hold on one or more officials. How far it reaches I don’t know. I also don’t know whether they’re blackmailing, threatening or intimidating these suckers.” Manny might look like an absentminded pile of laundry, but once again he had just proven his mental acuity. I watched his mind working and wasn’t surprised when he spoke again.
 
   “And you,” he pointed accusingly at me, “you’re holding out too much on me. I want to know who this person is who is helping you. Finding Danielle’s identity could not have been easy. Not without breaking a law or two. I will not have my name, my reputation tainted by some illegal activity. Who is helping you?”
 
   I stared at Manny in horror. For the second time today, the truth was desperately fighting to pass my lips. 
 
   “Don’t say a word, Genevieve.” Phillip’s order came fast and strong. He turned to Manny. “I know who she’s working with and it’s under control. Can’t you just accept the progress that we’ve made and that we are finding enough evidence to put an end to this?”
 
   The two men stared at each other for a full minute before Manny relented. “For now, Phillip. I will back off, but only for now.”
 
   I slowly exhaled a breath I didn’t even know I had been holding. Manny grumbled for another five minutes about honesty and openness in this case. As usual, Phillip calmed him with promises that from now on we would have daily meetings to report back with whatever discoveries we made. I started packing up my computer. It seemed like our meeting was finished, and a longing to be in my viewing room, isolated from the rest of the world, overwhelmed me. 
 
   Abruptly I stood up and announced, “I’m going to work.”
 
   Without waiting for a reaction, I picked up my bags and headed to the door. No sooner had I opened the door to a sunlit street, than Vinnie appeared at my side.
 
   “Where to, Jen-girl?”
 
   “The office, please.” 
 
   We walked to his SUV and got in without saying another word. I really liked that about Vinnie. He knew when not to talk. And if he did and I wasn’t listening, he never took offence. It made it easier to tolerate having him around all the time. We left the seedier side of town behind, slowly making our way through the quaint streets of the historic part of town. The trees lined most of the streets and the ornate streetlamps added a unique charm to the pedestrian-friendly sidewalks. 
 
   Vinnie turned into the street housing Rousseau & Rousseau. It was time to get my head back into this case. I had a lot of loose pieces that needed connecting and had no idea where to start. It was beginning to feel like I was running in circles. It was not a comfortable feeling and I hoped that I was going to change that today.
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   I was still running in circles. I looked at the three computer screens in front of me and wanted to use some of the words I had heard Vinnie utter when he had burned his hand on the stove yesterday. It had been an extremely frustrating few days since I had met Leon. Daily meetings with Manny had done nothing to further our co-operation. He had seemed more angered by my lack of new connections and information than I was. Aggravating man.
 
   After four days of fourteen-hour searches, countless data files being perused and combed through, I had nothing. To top everything, Colin had disappeared. He had left a message with Vinnie that he was looking into something and would check in as soon as he could. That was also four days ago. I hadn’t heard anything from him since. I was getting increasingly annoyed with agents and criminals alike.
 
   “Your coffee, m’lady.” Vinnie placed a steaming mug of coffee on the coaster next to my right hand. “You should really take a break, Jen-girl. It’s Sunday morning, for goodness sake. You should be enjoying a lazy breakfast.”
 
   I glared at the huge man hovering over me. He reminded me of a documentary I watched about fowl. Not even the mother hens clucked around their chicks as much as he did around me. I didn’t tell him that he reminded me of a chicken though. With a sigh I sat back and reached for the coffee. “Where is Colin?”
 
   Vinnie pulled out a chair and sat down facing me. He was wearing his usual canvas pants and loose T-shirt. I had wondered if he had any other clothes in his wardrobe, but after a week of him living in my apartment, I had come to the conclusion that this was his uniform. His pants and shirts were always neatly pressed, just like a uniform, and he took great care with his appearance. He was also quite fastidious about keeping the kitchen neat. This giant of a man was a surprising perfectionist.
 
   “He said that he would come as soon as he can, Jen-girl.”
 
   “Where is he?” This time I infused much more demand in my voice. This brought humour lines to soften Vinnie’s features. 
 
   “Busy.”
 
   “Is he working on this case?” If I had not been so annoyed by his amusement and watching him so closely I would not have caught the micro-expression of discomfort. “Vinnie! Is Colin out and not working on this case?”
 
   “I did not say that.”
 
   “You didn’t need to. It’s written all over your face. What is he doing?”
 
   “Jen-girl,” he pleaded, “I can’t tell you. Colin will come back soon. Most likely today.”
 
   I let out a feminine groan of annoyance, a sound very unlike me. This broke the last of the tenuous hold I had on my patience. I could feel my gaze intensifying and by the alarmed look on Vinnie’s face, he had noticed the depth of my ire. At the exact moment I was ready to blast him with four days of built up frustration, a strange ringing came from my handbag on the chair next to me.
 
   “Your phone is ringing.” 
 
   “Nobody should be phoning me.” I opened my handbag with more force than necessary. I found my phone in its pocket. A glance at the screen did not help me to identify the caller. I slid my finger across the touch screen to answer the call. “What?”
 
   “Is that how you answer your phone, Doctor Face-reader?” The surprise in Manny’s voice drove my annoyance level higher.
 
   “Where did you get my number? Nobody is supposed to have my number.”
 
   “Phillip gave it to me. You never answer your home phone, so I made him give me this number.”
 
   I was going to kill Phillip for this. “It’s Sunday morning, Manny. What do you want?”
 
   “I was hoping that you maybe discovered something new. I just got off the phone with the Chief. And he gave me hell. We need to make some headway, missy.”
 
   “Doctor,” I said through my teeth. “Maybe if I had the financials from the Foundation, I would have been able to give you something new. Where are those financials? You keep promising them to me.”
 
   “And I keep telling you that I’ve requested them. As soon as I get the figures, they will be available to you.” He took an audible breath, I supposed to calm himself. He sounded as annoyed as I felt. “Are we done with this hostile greeting?”
 
   Shame pushed colour into my cheeks. Hoping that Vinnie didn’t see me blushing was too much to hope for. He was staring at me, listening intently to my side of the conversation. I turned my torso away from Vinnie and sighed. “I’m sorry, Manny. I’m just extremely frustrated that I’ve not made any new progress.”
 
   The silence that left the open line softly buzzing made me wonder if I had shocked Manny with my apology. It made me feel a bit better that I might have surprised the perpetually dishevelled agent. “I understand your frustration. After the Chief’s phone call this morning, I threw my cereal bowl against the wall. Now I have to clean the mess up.”
 
   I laughed softly at the image of a pyjama-clad Manny cleaning up soggy cornflakes from the walls and floor. There were rare moments like this that I almost liked him. “Why is the Chief pushing this so much?”
 
   “Good question. It isn’t as if I’m taking time off other projects or neglecting anything important. If anything, this is extremely important and should be given more time and attention. I really don’t like being torn another one.”
 
   “Another what?”
 
   There was a moment of silence. “Nothing. Never mind. Did you look at the email Leon sent you?”
 
   “I did. And as I said in my email that I cc’ed you on, none of those insignias look even close to the one I saw on the uniform.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Him questioning my ability to clearly recall the design and colour of an insignia rankled me. Instead of being rude, I chose to remain silent. After a while he got the message. “Okay, that’s settled then. Please just tell me that you did discover something new.”
 
   “Nothing new. Just more confirmation. Everything I know, I emailed you in the last report.” At least writing that report had made me feel productive. I was fast nearing a point of desperate frustration.
 
   “This is how most investigations go. You get a lead, hit a wall, get a lead, hit another wall. Sometimes you happen upon that one thing that brings everything together and answers all the questions.” The line was quiet for a long time while both of us were lost in our thoughts. Manny sounded tired when he spoke again. “Have you looked at the file on the weapons theft?”
 
   “I have, but not in depth. I looked superficially for something that might represent a pattern, but got a bit lost in this shipping thing. I’ll look into it soon.”
 
   “Do that, and let me know if you find something.” We exchanged awkward good-byes and ended the phone call. I leaned back in my chair and wished for some kind of inspiration to start a new search that might lead to more clarity of how everything fit together.
 
   “Telephone skills are not one of your strengths, Jen-girl.” Vinnie’s voice broke into my thoughts and I abruptly turned to him. I had completely forgotten about his presence. He had an uncanny ability to blend into his environment. Numerous times I had completely forgotten about him being in my apartment while he sat a few feet away from me reading his newspaper. It would appear that I was comfortable in his presence. “Jen-girl? Come back to me.”
 
   “Hmm?” Once again I had disappeared into my head, trying to understand all these new dynamics in my life. “Oh, the phone. No, I don’t like speaking on the phone.”
 
   “Why not?” He looked genuinely interested.
 
   “Body language accounts for an overwhelming percentage of our communication. If I only have a small percentage to analyse, I don’t understand people and can’t tell when people are lying.”
 
   Vinnie gave a surprised laugh. “You really believe people lie so much?”
 
   “Of course. It is part of social interaction. Saying what is truly on your mind, giving your honest opinion and answering questions truthfully is an overwhelmingly bad thing to do in a social setting. Being polite and diplomatic relies heavily on your skills to twist the truth so it doesn’t upset anyone.”
 
   “Wow. And you never lie?”
 
   “Not never. I lied last week.” I had to stop talking because Vinnie was laughing so hard. He must have seen the look on my face, because he stopped.
 
   “I’m sorry, Jen-girl. I really didn’t mean to offend or hurt you. I’ve just never met anyone like you. And that is a compliment.”
 
   My smile thanking Vinnie for his strange compliment froze as a familiar figure walked towards us from the direction of the study. Colin. He had broken in again. Our eyes met and both sets widened in an involuntary micro expression. This indicated a positive emotional response to a pleasant surprise. It immediately made me irrationally angry that I was as happy to see him as he me. Combined with his refusal to use the front door had my blood pressure soaring. “Where have you been?” 
 
   “Hi, Jenny. Miss me?” He gave me an arrogant smile and nodded to Vinnie. “What’s up?”
 
   I didn’t give Vinnie a chance to return the greeting. My voice was hostile at the realisation that I actually did miss the criminal. “Four days. You just up and go for four days doing god knows what. I know that you haven’t been working on this case. How am I supposed to trust your commitment to this when you go off without giving me the courtesy of telling me?” 
 
   Colin’s eyes narrowed and the corners of his mouth moved slightly down. I was making him angry. “Jenny, stop.”
 
   “Dude, I didn’t tell her anything. I swear.” Vinnie sounded worried.
 
   “I know, Vin.” He gave Vinnie a half smile. “She read you.”
 
   “She is here.” I slapped my hand on the dining room table. To my disgust, tears were gathering in my eyes. I hadn’t cried in front of people in eighteen years. I bit down hard on my teeth, resenting everyone who had caused me to have uncontrolled emotions in the last week.
 
    All signs of anger on Colin’s face were immediately replaced with concern. Slowly, as if not to startle me, he pulled a chair closer and sat down between Vinnie and me. How could he look so calm when my emotions were bouncing around in me like this? Emotions had always been a nuisance to me. I knew that they were messengers, telling me what was happening in my psyche, but having them often interfered with rationality. And now was a time to regain my grip on rational thought. My breathing had become too rapid and I started focussing on calming myself and closing my mind to pesky emotions. 
 
   I called up one of Mozart’s earlier works and concentrated on the blank sheet of mental music paper. It took writing nine bars until I felt normalcy settle in me. I opened my eyes to find Colin sitting real close. He leaned a bit closer and gently placed a warm hand on my clenched fists. “I’m sorry I left like that, Jenny. I never meant to upset you.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have been so upset just now.”
 
   “What caused it?” he asked with a concerned frown.
 
   “The realisation that I missed you.” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. A sense of vulnerability and terror washed over me. I squeezed my eyes closed and frantically started writing a few more bars of Mozart. In over two decades I had not given anyone this much power to hurt me as I had just done. Admitting that I had felt the loss of Colin’s company placed me in a position that I had sworn to myself I would never occupy again. I didn’t want to need people. 
 
   “Jenny, look at me.”
 
   It took me three more bars before I opened my eyes and looked in a face completely devoid of malice. I studied him intently for a full minute before I allowed myself to believe that he looked genuinely concerned. To his, and Vinnie’s, credit, neither had uttered as much as a snicker at my uncensored admission.
 
   “I’m okay.” I answered the question I saw in his eyes.
 
   “Good.” He leaned in even closer to completely invade my space and whispered, “I also missed you.”
 
   Relief stole my breath. I knew that it showed clearly on my face. There was no way that I was able to control that intense an emotion from showing. Colin gave my hands a light squeeze before he released them and sat back. “If I promise to never leave you like that again, will you tell me where you are on the case?”
 
   I dismissed his promise with a wave of my hand, thankful to move away from emotions, and proceeded to tell him the miniscule progress we had made in the last four days. The few bars of Mozart that I had written had also served to calm my frustration with the case. As I told Colin about my conversation with Manny, something was pushing in the back of my head, seeking attention. Maybe if I wrote a few more bars, I could allow it entrance and examination. I suspected it was the key to moving forward.
 
   “Have you checked names of the dead artists against the shipping manifests, guest lists, etcetera?” Colin’s quiet question blasted through my brain like lightning. That was the thought that had been seeking entrance.
 
   “I was waiting for you.” I turned back to the computer and immediately opened that file. “I found five artists that were murdered and you knew of thirteen. You never gave me their names. Without more data the search would have been futile.”
 
   One by one Colin recited names. A few he had to spell, their foreignness uncomfortable on the ear and tongue. Two of the names I already had on my list. It was with those two and four others that I heard sadness change Colin’s voice. He had known these people. I turned to him and held his eyes for a short moment. “I’m sorry about this, Colin.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   I entered all the names into the software to search against the ships’ manifests and pressed enter. “This is going to take some time. Vinnie made coffee. Would you like some?”
 
   Vinnie was already halfway to the kitchen when Colin answered, “That would be great. Thanks, Vin.”
 
   “He has completely taken over my apartment.” 
 
   “Is that a problem?” Colin glanced at the kitchen before studying me.
 
   “No,” I answered after taking time to find how I truly felt. “He’s neat and non-intrusive.”
 
   “Rare qualities in a man.” The soft wrinkles forming in the corners of his eyes clued me in that he was joking. I was actually about to agree with him, but answered him instead with a small smile. We held each other’s eyes until he shifted his body. A series of minute facial muscle movements warned me that he was going to say something he considered of great importance.
 
   A succession of pings crudely broke the moment. I didn’t take my eyes off Colin and saw how he changed his mind. His focus shifted from something internal to the computer. “What was that?”
 
   “Connections.” I turned to the computer and looked at the lines of information that the software programme had delivered. I didn’t know if Colin understood what all the little white letters on the blue background meant, but found myself too stunned to ask. It was hard to believe what I was looking at. This might just be that one thing that Manny and I were talking about. That one thing that would connect all the different elements we had uncovered so far. 
 
   My mind was working full speed. In order to assist it, I turned my internal Mozart to top volume and leaned into the cerebral activity. Nothing else existed at that moment. Not Vinnie placing Colin’s coffee on a coaster next to him. Not Colin softly calling to me. What mattered most were the pieces of the puzzle moving to their places on their own volition. At the crescendo in the middle of the second movement, a thought popped into my head and I acted on it.
 
   I entered another search order into the software and waited, all the while letting Mozart lead the way. I didn’t hear anything from the two men. Whether it was because I had completely blocked them out or they were silently waiting for me, I didn’t know. Nor did I care. I was rocking back and forth to the music in my head and looking expectantly at the computer screen.
 
   Another ping and a second window with search information popped open. I maximised the window, simply to see this golden find fill as much space as possible. “Oh my god.” 
 
   “Jenny?” Colin’s warm hand lightly touched my forearm and slowly brought me back into my skin and into the room. “What have you found?”
 
   I stared at him through the haze of excitement. “An address.”
 
   The shock of my statement was evident in the widening of his eyes and his slack jaw. After a silent few heartbeats, both Vinnie and Colin’s eyes moved to the computer screens. The slight narrowing of their eyes and the consequent frowns meant they didn’t understand what they were looking at. “Jenny, tell us what we’re looking at.”
 
   I inhaled very deeply. I was going to explain. That required simple vocabulary, sentences and focus. I changed windows to the results of the first search and pointed out a few lines in between all the script. “Every single one of those artists was on one of those cruise ships at some point in the last eight years.”
 
   “Motherfucker.” It was the first time that Vinnie used such strong language in front of me. It was usually reserved for the kitchen while I was working. He must have been as shocked as I was. 
 
   Colin’s profane expletive followed immediately, his head moving from side to side in shocked denial. I changed windows to the result of the second search and tapped lightly on the screen. “I was wondering about romances like Danielle had with her Russian boyfriend. Of all the artists, only two ever shared their rooms. Danielle was one. The other was Karin Vittone. She shared a room with a Mark Smith. His address is on the manifest.”
 
   “Where does the fucker live?” The menace in Vinnie’s voice reminded me that he was more than just a non-intrusive houseguest. 
 
   “Here. In Strasbourg.”
 
   “Judas fucking Priest.” Colin leaned back in his chair. “I’ll go visit the bastard.”
 
   “Both of you are jumping to conclusions that he is a guilty party.”
 
   “How can we not?” Colin asked. “Just look at everything we’ve found so far. The fact that Mark Smith shared a room with one of the dead artists makes him at the very least a person of interest, but most likely a suspect. I’ll go check out his house tomorrow evening.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘check out his house’?” A cold feeling crept through me.
 
   “He means break into the fuc ... the suspect’s house, Jen-girl.” Vinnie spat out his disgust at this person. Obviously, innocent until proven guilty was not something he lived by.
 
   “You can’t break into his house. It’s illegal.” The comical look on both the men’s faces brought reality crashing around me. “Of course. You are a criminal who breaks into places and steals things.”
 
   “Jenny.” 
 
   “Oh, don’t use your warning tone of voice on me. Do you want all the reasons why this is a bad idea?”
 
   “Will you make me a list?” The relaxation around his eyes stopped me cold.
 
   “Are you making fun of my lists?” My voice gradually rose until the last word came out as a squeak.
 
   “A little.” He grew serious. “Your lists, however, are what have gotten us this far, so I’m very happy with your lists. But,” he stopped me as I reached for the notepad to start on all the reasons why he shouldn’t break into Mark Smith’s house, “I am going to look at this house, list or no.”
 
   “Let him do this, Jen-girl.” 
 
   I glared at Vinnie for interfering and then closed my eyes. A few bars of Mozart and I was calmer. I supposed I didn’t have a choice in this matter. “What are you going to do?”
 
   “I’ll go tonight and just look around. Check out the neighbourhood, the security and a general look around. Tomorrow evening I will break into his house and look around inside. I want to see who he really is.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “A man is much more than just a name.”
 
   “Not that I think Mark Smith is his real name,” Vinnie interrupted.
 
   “Neither do I. We’ll have to see if it’s his real address.” Colin shook his head. “Some people are such incompetent criminals. Anyway. We all reveal a lot about who we are by how we live. Our homes give away a lot of inside information on our lives, likes, habits and the like.”
 
   Suddenly I was very curious to see Colin’s home. And Vinnie’s. I already knew what my apartment said about me. I wasn’t hard to decode. Then I thought again about Colin’s plans for the next two nights. “I don’t like it.”
 
   “I’ll be careful, Jenny.”
 
   “If you get caught, don’t come back here.” I couldn’t stop the petulance tainting my voice. Vinnie chuckled and Colin’s smile reached deep into his eyes. 
 
   “I won’t get caught. I’m too good for that.” He turned to Vinnie. “Did you get the phones?”
 
   “Oh, yes.” Vinnie got up from the table and grabbed a large paper shopping bag from next to the coffee table. I hadn’t even noticed him putting it there. He handed it to Colin. “There are three in there. Bought in different stores.”
 
   “Good.” Colin dug into the bag and took out three different boxes containing cell phones. He handed me one, but I refused to take it. “Take it, Jenny.”
 
   “No. I already have a smartphone.”
 
   Colin sighed. “I know. This is a phone that cannot be traced to you, Manny, Phillip or anyone else.”
 
   “Why do I need this?” I narrowed my eyes when Colin and Vinnie exchanged a look. “What?”
 
   “Someone’s been trying to wiretap your phones.”
 
   “My phones?”
 
   “Your home phone and most likely your cell phone,” Vinnie said. “Two days ago there was an unscheduled visit from the telephone company to your building. Since then your phone has a different buzz.”
 
   “And now I need another cell phone? Why?”
 
   “Jen-girl, don’t you ever watch any cop shows or movies? Ever?” Vinnie rolled his eyes when I mutely shook my head. “You’re strange. If you watched anything other than the news, you would know that we need these phones to communicate without anyone else knowing about it. And it seems like there are a lot of people interested in knowing about this.”
 
   I took a moment to process the information and took the box from Colin. “Okay.”
 
   “I’ve already set it up. It has Colin’s and my numbers on it.”
 
   “Don’t use it to contact anyone but us,” Colin added.
 
   “I never use my smartphone.” I broke off and tilted my head. “Not to phone people anyway.”
 
   “Her telephone skills are not the smoothest,” Vinnie whispered loudly to Colin, who only smiled.
 
   I took the cheap phone out of the box and looked at Colin. “Will you phone me to tell me that everything is okay tonight?”
 
   He nodded. 
 
   I shook the phone at him. “And tomorrow evening? If anything happens, you’ll phone?”
 
   “She cares about you, dude.” Vinnie smiled. I felt like throwing my new cell phone at his head. He must have sensed my displeasure, because his smiled died and he tried to force his face into a neutral expression. He failed miserably.
 
   “Ignore him.” Colin moved closer to the computer. “Can you give me the address, please?”
 
   With a sigh I wrote down the address on a post-it note and handed it to him. He looked at it for a few moments and then handed it back to me. Apparently I was not the only one with a good memory. No matter how much I convinced myself that I didn’t believe in gut feelings, a tightness in my torso made me feel very uncomfortable about Colin’s plan. A tightness that didn’t want to go away.
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   “Vinnie, I don’t like this.” I didn’t know why I was whispering. No one could overhear my telephonic discussion while I was in my soundproof viewing room. “I don’t care that he phoned me last night and told me that this will be easy. He’s still entering someone’s house illegally.”
 
   “Colin will be fine, Jen-girl. I’m going to say this one more time: he knows what he’s doing.” He dragged out the last part as if I was slow in comprehension. “Now get off the phone and do your work. I’ll be waiting for you when you’re done.”
 
   “Fine.” I didn’t wait for a response and just closed the new cell phone to disconnect. Vinnie and I had been arguing ever since Colin left us last night. I wished that I had had more time. Then I could have analysed this bad feeling I had about Colin breaking into Mark Smith’s house. But all my time was consumed with finding more connections in this case. And the connections seemed to be forthcoming. With Colin’s help yesterday, I had found two more artists who had been murdered. Both had been on cruises.
 
   Now I was ready to look into the financials of the Foundation for Development of Sustainable Education. It had been in my inbox when I opened my email this morning with a sarcastic note from Manny. He was angry again and I didn’t know why. I hadn’t done anything new to annoy him. Maybe he had received another phone call from Chief Dutoit.
 
   First things first. I went to the music files on my computer and selected the play list I favoured when dealing with more challenging cases. Once Mozart was floating through the room, filling every available space with its purity, everything in me stilled. Like always, it felt like my thoughts, my life, my entirety snapped into focus. I opened the first financial report and started working through it. 
 
   As per usual when I was absorbed in something interesting, time drifted away from me. It was the gentle swoosh of the viewing room door opening and closing that brought me back to the present. I glanced at my watch and was shocked that it was just past four o’clock. I had been working through these financials for the last eight hours. It was a very productive eight hours though. I turned to my visitor with an elated sense of achievement. Which was promptly replaced with annoyance. I was looking at a very disapproving face.
 
   “Why have you not contacted me, Doctor Face-reader?” Manny pulled a chair closer and sat down next to me. I looked over his shoulder at the door, hoping that Phillip would be following him to buffer this conversation, but alas. The door remained disappointingly closed.
 
   “Why would I contact you?”
 
   “Because I asked you to. On all seven messages I left on your bloody cell phone.” 
 
   “I’ve told you that I don’t use my cell phone.”
 
   “Then why do you have one?” He stopped me when I opened my mouth to give him the lengthy explanation of recording people in public places. “No, I actually don’t want to know. Could you please turn that racket down?”
 
   I looked at him blankly.
 
   “The music, missy. The music.” I turned Mozart’s Fugue in G minor down to a soft din in the background. Manny continued frowning, so I switched it off. “Tell me that you’ve got something new. My boss is riding my arse, Leon is riding my arse because his boss is riding his arse and I’m sick of it.”
 
   The way he threw himself back against the chair and closed his eyes in a pained expression prevented me from inquiring about the arse riding. I made a mental note to remember this new expression and ask Vinnie about it. I assumed its meaning and liked it. I also liked the idea that I could take away the stress lines marring Manny’s face. I didn’t like other people placing so much pressure on him. Why I would feel this was a worrying mystery.
 
   “We have the names of sixteen murdered artists, most of whom were amateurs. These murders took place in the last eight years.” I had Manny’s full attention. He was sitting up in the chair now. Not a single stress line on his face, only interest. “Every single one of them was on a cruise ship that travelled along the Baltic or North Sea routes. Only Danielle and another artist ever shared rooms on the ships. Karin Vittone, the other artist, shared her room with one Mark Smith.”
 
   Manny remained silent for a very long time, staring at the wall behind me. Then he lifted his eyes and gave me a smile. The first genuine smile I had seen on his face. “I could kiss you right now.”
 
   My eyes stretched in shock and I pushed with my feet to roll my chair away from him. “Please don’t.”
 
   His smile was immediately replaced by a scowl. “It’s just an expression, missy.”
 
   I realised how my reaction must have looked and closed my eyes with regret. “Manny, I’m sorry. I’m not good with this. With relating to people. With speaking to people without giving offence. I’m especially not good with physical contact.”
 
   My mind flashed back to the few times that Colin had touched me and Vinnie had ruffled my hair. Vinnie I had wanted to hit over the head, but not because he had touched me. Rather because he had messed up my carefully styled messy hair. Colin’s touch didn’t cause any negative reflexes.
 
   “Genevieve!” Manny’s annoyed voice broke into my thoughts. “Would you please not get lost in your head. Phillip is not here to help me if you go all weird again.”
 
   “And people say I have no diplomacy.” I smiled. “It’s actually refreshing to know someone ruder than I.”
 
   Manny grumbled something about uppity little geniuses and sighed. “Please tell me everything you’ve found so far.”
 
   I did. I told him everything that I had discovered yesterday with the exception of Mark Smith’s address. I knew that it was wrong and that at one point I was going to pay dearly for it, but what else was I supposed to do? If I told him about the address, he would send people there and Colin would be discovered. A heaviness settled in my mind with the thought that I was aiding and abetting a criminal. Even worse, I was withholding vital information from a law enforcement agent. This was going to land me in jail. 
 
   “What about the Foundation’s financials?”
 
   “They’re perfect.” I ignored Manny’s groan of disappointment. “Too perfect. That is never a good sign. Especially for a charity. In any large organisation there are anomalies in their financials. It is to be expected. But here,” I pointed at one of the monitors against the wall, “everything is perfect. Which made me very suspicious.”
 
   “Please tell me you found something else.”
 
   “I did.” I flinched a little at my admission. I didn’t want Manny to want to kiss me again. When he didn’t threaten me with such grateful behaviour, I continued. “Yesterday I delved deeper into auctions. I honestly don’t know how many auctions there were on the cruise ships since I could only work with those that were advertised.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “Everything about the auctions, the marketing, pamphlets, everything was very average. Nothing to raise any questions.”
 
   “But something got your attention.”
 
   “Would you stop interrupting me?” My sharp reprimand surprised and then angered Manny. His lips disappeared into a thin line. I felt free to continue. “Thank you. Yes, something got my attention. I have established that twenty-seven of the thirty-three companies I’ve identified used the same legal and accounting firms. Those same two firms are listed on the Foundation’s expenditure statements. That connects the ships to each other and to the Foundation.”
 
   “That’s fantastic. A concrete connection.”
 
   “There’s more. On every cruise that held an auction, three percent of the profit was promised to the Foundation. So I cross-checked the dates of the cruises. Look here.” I aimed my laser pointer at one of the ten monitors. “On sixteen July last year, the Krolewska cruise ship held an auction. The Krolewska is owned by Zeek, a company owned by Kozlevich. If you look over here,” I pointed at the monitor to the left, “you’ll see that on nineteen July, three days later, the Krolewska donated fifty thousand euro to the Foundation. The next day, Zeek donated a hundred and fifty thousand euro to the Foundation.”
 
   “Holy mother of all that is pure.” Manny stared wide-eyed at the monitors. I wished that I could have taken a photo of his face. It was textbook disbelief. “I take it that this is not the only instance.”
 
   “Indeed not. This exact system was used with eight other auctions that I’ve found so far. Three days after the auction was held, the cruise ship donated an amount to the Foundation and the next day that amount was tripled by the company that owns that ship. The combined amount of all these so-called donations so far is over five million euro.”
 
   “A lot of money, but in the grand scheme of things, not that huge.”
 
   “True, but did you know that the Foundation received over eighteen million euro last year in donations, grants and all other kinds of funding?”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Did you know that–”
 
   “I heard you before. Where did they get that much money from?”
 
   “That is what I want to check next. I’m sure there are some legitimate donations, but I’m going to look deeper. Now that I have a pattern, the first donation and the tripled donation the next day, I’ll look for more transfers like that. But I found something even more interesting.”
 
   “I don’t think my heart can take it.”
 
   “I didn’t know you had heart problems.” Alarmed, I leaned closer, looking for signs of physical discomfort displayed on his face. 
 
   Manny leaned back in his chair and frowned at me. “You are sometimes so weird, I have to wonder if you are human. I do not have heart problems. It’s an expression. Please, just tell me what else you’ve found.”
 
   I put this new expression on the list to ask Vinnie about. A grimace settled around my mouth. I didn’t like what I was about to tell Manny. “Since I had the auctions with their dates, I decided to cross-check it with the dates of the deaths of the artists. Shortly after each auction, sometimes a day, sometimes a week, but never more than ten days, one of these artists turned up dead. I have found five situations like this.”
 
    “Holy mother.” If there were an analogue clock in my viewing room, I would have heard the seconds tick away the long silence between us. “Send this all to me. Everything.”
 
   “I’ll write up a report and send it to you early this evening.” 
 
   “I simply cannot believe that one of the most high profile charities in Europe, helping tens of thousands of people every year, can be involved in this. This is going to cause an international political situation. Many top officials in Europe lend their support to the Foundation.” He exhaled slowly, puffing his cheeks. People did this to calm down after a negative experience, or in this case, a negative realisation. “To top it all, it seems like the Foundation is run by goons.”
 
   “Who is this Mister Goons?” I didn’t see that name anywhere during my research into the Foundation. 
 
   Manny stared at me open mouthed. “Have you absolutely no vocabulary outside of your academic dictionaries?”
 
   “I’ve never found it imperative to my work.” That had most certainly changed in the last two weeks. “What or who is a goons then?”
 
   “Low life criminals.”
 
   “Oh.” I dragged out the sound, wondering how Vinnie and Colin would respond to being called goons. Time to refocus. “What is the connection between the EDA, Eurocorps and the Foundation? I’ve looked for something, but all I’ve found are numerous functions attended by officials from the two agencies. There are also many articles to be found mentioning donations, support and involvement from the European Commission, EDA and Eurocorps. Do you know anything about this?”
 
   “Since the beginning of the EDA, the Foundation was its favoured charity. I’ve been forced to attend more black tie functions for this charity than I care for.” His nose crinkled in disgust. “I always thought having these elaborate functions was such a waste of money. Money that could be put to better use to help more people. But such is the politics of charities.”
 
   “What about Eurocorps’ involvement?”
 
   “I don’t know. Let’s ask Leon.” He took out his cell phone, touched the screen a few times, held it between us and waited. It rang four times.
 
   “Manny.” Leon’s voice was even deeper over the phone.
 
   “Leon, I’m with Doctor Lenard and you’re on speaker. It this a good time?”
 
   “Hold on.” We heard a muffled order for someone to return in half an hour and something that sounded like a door clicking closed. “I’m back. What’s happening?”
 
   Manny looked at me and lifted his eyebrows. I lifted my eyebrows back at him. His eyes narrowed and he huffed. He rolled his eyes and then spoke towards the phone. “The doc and I were talking about the Foundation’s connection between the EDA and Eurocorps. How long has Eurocorps been involved with the Foundation?”
 
   Obviously Leon was up to date with everything so far, because he didn’t pause to answer. “The first time I heard about the Foundation was, let me think, about seven years ago. It was Brigadier General Crenshaw who pushed us to go to that first event. It was the year after I joined Eurocorps. I remember this, because he was really making an issue of it.”
 
   “The same Nick Crenshaw from the Iron Curtain division? The same Crenshaw asking too many questions about the weapons theft?” Manny asked.
 
   “The same.” 
 
   I found this conversation interesting, especially the intense dislike for Brigadier General Crenshaw I heard in Leon’s voice and saw on Manny’s face. “Could you gentlemen please tell me more about him?”
 
   “Oh, hello Genevieve.” Leon sounded surprised to hear my voice. He must have forgotten about me. “Nick Crenshaw served with Manny and myself a million years ago.”
 
   “The three of us floated between agencies, sometimes together, sometimes not,” Manny said. “At one point all three of us were in Interpol. Later on Crenshaw was stationed in Hungary, in what we called the Iron Curtain Division, the ICD.”
 
   “Manny?” Leon sounded worried.
 
   “It’s all right, Leon. Doc is privy to quite a bit of confidential stuff at the moment. But I’m definitely not going to tell her anything too confidential.” He looked at me. “You have to understand that this conversation is never to become public knowledge.”
 
   I just nodded my head. Would telling Vinnie and Colin be considered as making this information public knowledge? Since I knew I could never ask Manny this, I bit my tongue. Literally.
 
   “Good. The iron curtain division worked in countries that were previously under communist rule. If the scuttlebutt...” Manny frowned at me and sighed. “If rumours were to be believed, Crenshaw was heading up a unit that was doing all kinds of intelligence work following the collapse of the Soviet Union. After Interpol, he joined Eurocorps. Do you know when that was, Leon?”
 
   “Five years before me. That would be thirteen years ago.” There was a short silence. “Why are we discussing Crenshaw’s résumé?”
 
   “Because he was the one who insisted that Eurocorps get involved with the Foundation.”
 
   “And because he was in Hungary,” I added. “Aside from the many times that Russia has come up in my research, Hungary is the one country that has come up time and time again.”
 
   “How does Hungary fit into this?” Leon asked. “And where do the stolen weapons fit in?”
 
   “Well, that is for you to find out.” I said and looked at Manny. “Have you still not obtained any information on the other murdered artists? Or the ballistic reports?”
 
   Manny’s lips disappeared. Once again I had expressed my frustration uncensored. I was about to explain when Leon’s voice sounded strained. “The request that I sent last week to the local police stations conveniently disappeared. Apparently, it never even reached them. I refiled this morning and made sure that each one was received.”
 
   Concern settled deep in my brain. Manny’s insider had to have enough authority to be following this investigation. I started thinking about all the information that had electronically been communicated between us. With the exception of Colin and Vinnie’s presence, there wasn’t much unrevealed. Except my thoughts and theories.
 
   “Leon, have you ever heard of Piros?” That name still bothered me. Those thugs who broke into my apartment used it with enough fear to awaken concern. 
 
   “Why?” The tone of Leon’s voice grabbed my attention. A wealth of suspicion and worry was delivered with that one word.
 
   “Because the men who broke into my apartment said that Piros was going to be very unhappy about what had happened in my apartment and he was going to require an immediate report. They also said that he had big plans.”
 
   Muffled words came through the phone, loud enough for me to raise my brows in surprise. I did not expect Leon to use such strong language. A look at Manny’s face made my stomach clench with dread.
 
   “Why the hell did you not tell me about this?” Manny pushed the words through clenched teeth.
 
   “Because I did not know where it fit in. If it fit anywhere. I still don’t know.” 
 
   “So you withheld information from me?” His face was turning an alarming shade of red. 
 
   “She just told you about that, Manny. Shall we move on?” Leon broke the glaring silence between Manny and myself. “Genevieve, Piros is a legend in Eastern Europe. Nobody has ever been able to put a name to the legend or to get close to him. He enjoys the protection of many powerful people in Central and Eastern Europe and apparently also in Russia.”
 
   “You remember the armies we told you about last week?” Angry tension pulled at Manny’s mouth. “The RNT? Well, Piros is the guy who trains these armies, missy.”
 
   “Manny, stop shouting at the girl.”
 
   Manny bit down hard and breathed loudly for a few moments. “Doctor Face-reader, are you very sure that those men said Piros? Were they speaking English?”
 
   “They were speaking English and Russian, and before you ask, I’m proficient in Russian. The fear in their voices is what made me take notice. Those guys were really large men, able to do someone serious bodily harm.” I suppressed an involuntary shiver. “Yet they were very visibly scared of this Piros.”
 
   “Manny, we can’t mention this anywhere official. This will open all kinds of Pandora’s boxes,” Leon said gravely.
 
   “I know.” Manny rubbed the back of his neck and looked at me. “The RNT soldier who escaped told Interpol a few things about Piros.”
 
   “Was that what you were not telling me when I asked about the trainer of the RNT?”
 
   “Yes. There are a lot of things that you don’t need to know, and at that point Piros being the trainer was one of those things.” 
 
   I had no right to accuse Manny of withholding information that could have proven helpful if I had known it earlier. I was guilty of the same. And more. So I waited for him to continue.
 
   “There is a list of aliases possibly associated with Piros. Some of them are stolen identities, but none were ever confirmed to have direct ties to him. Our guy gave us two more names, but he gave us a lot more about the training. Apparently, Piros communicates with the soldiers during training through earpieces. As far as our guy knows, no one had ever seen him. All of them know his voice extremely well. It used to give our guy nightmares he would wake up from screaming. Piros would give them orders in four different languages.”
 
   “Which languages,” I asked.
 
   “English, Hungarian, Russian and French. They were expected to know all four. It was part of the qualification process. If they passed the psych eval, the training started. They had lectures where they were taught the legal and law enforcement procedures of different Western European countries. This bastard has an extensive knowledge of the internal workings of the system.”
 
   “Which only serves to reinforce our suspicions that he’s an official in an EU agency,” Leon said.
 
   Manny grunted. “Our guy said their equipment was the latest of everything. They lacked for nothing. During training Piros would watch them on the cameras that were placed all over the compound. They used to joke that he could be training them from anywhere in the world. A few of them started hating his voice in their ears all the time. They were never allowed to remove the earpieces, not even while they were sleeping. He said the worst was when Piros used the word red. Like for code red, red alert and some such things.”
 
   “Why red?” I asked.
 
   “When he said it in French, he used to draw it out in an awkward sound. Apparently that is where he got his name from.”
 
   “Piros is red in Hungarian,” I whispered as my heart slammed against my chest. My earlier suspicion had just been confirmed. “How long has Piros been active in Europe?”
 
   “The first time the name Piros was mentioned was about fifteen years ago.” Leon answered. 
 
   “But according to our guy, he started not long after the Soviet Union was dissolved,” Manny added.
 
   “Okay, so two decades ago communism fell.” I was thinking out loud. “A lot of countries were suddenly freed from Russia’s rule. Many powerful people lost their power. A few of these went on to become involved in criminal activities.”
 
   “Most of them were already criminals.” Manny’s hatred for Russia was wearing me down. I glared at him until he lifted his hands and waited for me to continue.
 
   “They had to protect their enterprises and formed private armies. In comes this Piros person, ready to train these armies. Do you agree with me that it would be a reasonable assumption that this person would have had to have military training himself in order to train these armies?” Both men agreed with me. I cleared my throat nervously. “There is something else. I’ve been thinking a lot about those three sentences Chulkov shouted. When I translated it to Russian, his mother tongue, he might have been talking about Piros.”
 
   “What?” Manny shot up into the most aware posture I had yet seen him in. “Explain.”
 
   I did. When Manny’s eyes lost focus, I stopped explaining Russian grammar and its lack of definite and indefinite articles. I was forced to stick to the bare minimum. Such incomplete explanations left me unsatisfied, but it appeared to be enough to clarify things for Leon and Manny. “And before you shout at me again for not telling you sooner, it was and actually still is a mere educated guess.”
 
   “A bloody good one.” Manny relaxed into his chair. “That means that the Russian was shouting that Piros will end all twenty-seven daffodils? What the hell does that mean?”
 
   “If we’re going with my hypothesis, then twenty-seven and daffodils may also have different meanings.”
 
   “Like what?” Leon asked.
 
   “I’m still working on it.” Not that I was getting closer to anything that made sense.
 
   “This might be relevant or not, but our guy told Interpol that there were a lot of rumours about Piros’ love for art. Apparently he has quite an art collection. Not that anyone has seen it. Our guy couldn’t even remember where he had heard the rumour, but it fits in quite neatly with our case.”
 
   I frowned while weighing this bit of information. “It does fit in neatly, but since there is insubstantial conjecture, I will ignore it.”
 
   Manny looked offended. “You’re the one always saying that even the smallest detail might be the most important key to unlock this secret.”
 
   “I know I’ve never said anything like that.” As if I would use an analogy like that. My mind was, however, already going in a new direction. “Leon, you told me last week that you had concerns about Commander Crenshaw. That you didn’t trust him?”
 
   “Did I say that?”
 
   “Yes, you did. Should I tell you exactly what you said?”
 
   “She will. This woman remembers everything word for word.” Manny sounded like he enjoyed telling Leon this. 
 
   “Oh dear,” Leon sighed. “Well, yes. There was something about Crenshaw’s by-the-way attitude that didn’t sit well with me. He knew he was not supposed to inquire about the investigation, yet he did. He was using our history to buddy up to me.” 
 
   “And you told us that he spent a lot of time in Hungary, in Eastern Europe. Is it possible that he could be this Piros person?” 
 
   From the look on Manny’s face, I might have suggested that vampires exist, psychics are to be believed and the tooth fairy was real. The silence on the other side of the line precluded me from knowing Leon’s reaction to my question.
 
   “Holy mother of all the saints,” Manny eventually breathed. “Leon?”
 
   “I don’t know, this is a lot to think about,” came the quiet answer. “I have a meeting coming up and have to go pretty soon. Let me give this some more thought. I’ll get back to you.”
 
   The line was abruptly disconnected. Manny glared at the phone in his hand and then looked at me. “You certainly know how to kick open a hornets’ nest.”
 
   I knew this expression, but did not think it fitting. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Genevieve, if what you’ve just told me is true, it will do irreparable damage to Eurocorps. To have such a notorious criminal as a powerful official in one of the most prestigious agencies in Europe would devastate its credibility. Much more than a little sex scandal. It would destroy all the careful negotiations between Russia and the EU. God, Eurocorps might never recover from this.”
 
   “Oh.” Whether it was geographical, religious or otherwise, the fragility of politics always amazed me. I gave my mind free rein for a few moments and then gasped at my own brilliance. “Do you have footage of these gala events?”
 
   Manny looked confused and glanced at the monitors against the wall. “You mean video footage of the charity events?”
 
   “Yes. Do you have any footage of the people attending? All those high officials?”
 
   “There should be some footage of it. I can remember last year there was a whole camera crew annoying the hell out of me. They were everywhere, all the time, trying to get as many VIP’s as possible on video. They even wanted to interview me.” He sneered at the memory.
 
   “Fantastic.” Excitement rushed through me. This was it. This was what I was good at. “Bring me as much as possible. From last year, the year before, it doesn’t matter. The more I see, the more I can read.”
 
   Manny gave me a sideways look, but I didn’t care that he looked at me as if I was a newly discovered species. I was thrilled with the prospect of watching the interaction between all these people who had come up in my discoveries. And to have all of them in one room? Not only would I be able to put faces to these people, but I would be able to read their faces. If they were taped by a professional crew, so much the better. The quality would also help a lot. Watching this footage would tell me so much more than a biography on a website.
 
   “I’ll phone now to have it put on the network. Give me five minutes.” He got up with a groan. Exhaustion lined his eyes. “I’m also going to have to speak to Phillip. I’ll pop in again a bit later.”
 
   He disappeared through the door and I turned to my computers. I had been so busy with the case, working through loads of data that I hadn’t watched any footage in what felt like months. It had been only two weeks. I loved observing the subtleties of human interaction. People had no idea how much like, dislike, distrust or love they communicated without uttering a single word. Impatiently I glared at the EDA computer, waiting for the footage.
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   “Could you please move away from me.” I clenched my teeth and glared at Manny. This was the fourth time I had to ask him to respect my personal space. “At least fifty centimetres.”
 
   “I’m not even touching you.” If possible Manny looked even more rumpled than usual, and had become almost unbearable with his churlishness.
 
   “Fifty centimetres,” was my cold reply and I waited for him to shift away. 
 
   With a growl he pushed his chair back a bit and tilted his head. “Happy?”
 
   “My god,” Phillip groaned on my other side. “You two are worse than toddlers. Maybe it’s time we call it a night and go home.”
 
   “No!” Both Manny and I responded immediately. It was unsurprising that we were all tired. We had been going through footage of one Foundation event after the other. The two men had been extremely patient with my insistence on watching what they deemed irrelevant footage. Nothing was ever irrelevant, not in a case like this. I looked at my watch and was not shocked to see that midnight was creeping up on us. 
 
   “Phillip, why don’t you go home? You don’t have to be here for this.” Manny reached for his cup of coffee and scowled when he found it empty. “I’m the one who knows all the people in the videos and Miss I-need-my-space here knows how to read them. Go home.”
 
   “And leave you two to kill each other?”
 
   “I won’t kill him, Phillip. Not as long as he stays out of my space.” My sincere promise caused exasperation to overtake Phillip’s facial muscles. I sighed. “Okay, I promise I will try harder to be nice to Manny. Just go home. You really look tired.”
 
   “As do you.” 
 
   “We will finish this one video and then Doc and I will also go home.” Manny’s mouth turned down in distaste. “I will stay at least fifty centimetres away from her. Go home.”
 
   Phillip frowned at repeatedly being told to go home. His exhaustion seemed to override his inherent need to be in control and he stood up. “Only this one video. We can continue this tomorrow. Genevieve, how are you getting home?”
 
   “I’ll phone ...” I slammed my mouth shut and was overcome with relief that Manny wasn’t looking at me. He would have seen my face and as sharp as he was, would have questioned my expression. 
 
   “Don’t phone for a taxi.” Thankfully Manny had come to the wrong conclusion. “I’ll take you home.”
 
   Phillip broke the stunned silence before I could refuse. “That’s a wonderful idea. Thank you, Manny.”
 
   I held back my refusal when I saw the warning on Phillip’s face. Vinnie and Colin were not going to be happy about this. As it was Vinnie had reluctantly gone home when I told him that I was going to work late. Neither he nor I had heard anything from Colin and Vinnie had spent another five minutes reassuring me that Colin was fine. I was worried about the infuriating criminal and really didn’t want an EDA official driving me home. But, since there was nothing to be done about this now, I shrugged my acceptance. After a few more promises of good behaviour, Phillip was mollified and left me with Manny. 
 
   He moved even farther away from me. “Shall we look at the video of last year’s gala fundraising then?”
 
   “Yes, let’s.” Work was safe territory and I gladly jumped to it. I had downloaded all the footage onto my work computer the moment it was available on the EDA network. We had looked at it in chronological order. I wanted to see if there had been any significant changes in dynamics between the different people. Opening last year’s gala footage with my special viewing software, I watched as the monitors filled with people.
 
   “God, I hate these things,” Manny frowned at the monitors.
 
   “Why?” I was curious. This might be the only thing Manny and I had in common.
 
   “All this pomp and ceremony.”
 
   “Nothing is real. Everyone is there on display, showing their importance, power and influence.”
 
   “Exactly, and I have to go again.” His pained groan caught my attention.
 
   “When?”
 
   “This Saturday. Same place, same people, same bullshit.”
 
   My mind went into overdrive. It was screaming at me to take a moment, write some Mozart and allow the connections to form. I didn’t want to zone out in Manny’s presence, so I pushed it back. Later I would give myself over to Mozart and give my mind freedom. “Do you have an invitation?”
 
   “Unfortunately yes. The invitation is actually a book, a full programme for the evening, including the artwork on auction.”
 
   “Could I see it?”
 
   That got his attention. “Why?”
 
   “Just something I’m thinking.” I tried to be nonchalant. Manny’s glare proved yet again I had no future in acting. I reverted to impatience. “Get me the programme. If my suspicions are grounded, the programme will prove it. Until I see it, I’m not going to say anything more on this topic.”
 
   “Okay, okay.” He lifted both hands. “You can have the bloody programme. It’s in my car. Shall we get back to the footage? We’re missing the fun parts.”
 
   I frowned at his sarcasm, but turned my attention back to the monitors. We watched in silence for a few minutes.
 
   “Pause it.” He waited until the monitors showed a still picture of well dressed people in a room reminiscent of balls held centuries ago. Waiters were carrying trays heavy with champagne or appetisers. Large chandeliers bathed the room in the right kind of light to soften hard lines and wrinkles. “You see those flowers everywhere? It’s awful. This house is in a flower street, the front yard is a jungle of bloody flowers and at these events, they go totally overboard with flower arrangements. The whole house reeks.” His top lip lifted in disgust. 
 
   “Are you allergic?” It was the only logical conclusion for a hatred of something that gave most people pleasure.
 
   “Terribly,” he answered. His eyes narrowed and he leaned a bit closer. “This is actually a good shot. See there on the left is the Head.”
 
   The Head of the EDA, Sarah Crichton, was a short, stout woman who carried herself with an assuredness usually only found in men. Her short brown hair framed a face that seldom smiled. I had watched her at more than half a dozen events and liked her. Even though she didn’t wear a social smile like most of the men surrounding her, she showed genuine interest in those who approached her. She spent equal time with everyone, favouring no one.
 
   “Who is that?” With my laser pointer, I aimed at a man who was leaning towards Sarah Crichton. Unfortunately, he was also leaning away from the camera, which made it difficult to see his face and body.
 
   “It looks like him.” Manny narrowed his eyes and leaned towards the monitors. “Yup, it’s Brigadier General Nick Crenshaw.”
 
   “You really don’t like him, do you?”
 
   “No.” Manny sat back in his chair. “Fortunately I don’t have to work with him.”
 
   “If it makes you feel any better, your Head also doesn’t like him.”
 
   Manny straightened with interest. “She doesn’t?”
 
   “No.” I played the footage in slow motion. “Look at when he approaches her. Her torso very slightly moves away from him, even though she looks straight at him and gives him her full attention. We move our torsos away from what we don’t like or what doesn’t appeal to us.” I stopped the video. Using the software to find the exact clip I was looking for, I zoomed in on her face while I played it in slow motion. “Look at her face. She’s squinting ever so slightly. We do that when we want to block objectionable things. Her lowered eyebrows tell the same story as does this.” I stopped the video to show the corners of her mouth pulling towards her ears. “In real time you might not even notice the movement of her lips. And someone might mistake it for a smile, but this micro-expression uses the buccinator muscles on the sides of the face. It is not a smile.”
 
   “What is it then?” Manny looked from the image on the monitor to me.
 
   “A sneer.” I paused to appreciate the surprise on Manny’s face. “Taken in the full context here, she most definitely does not like Brigadier General Crenshaw.”
 
   He turned back to the monitors, studying the paused image. “Play it again.”
 
   I played the clip again, first in slow motion and then in real time. “Did you see it?”
 
   “I wouldn’t have if you hadn’t pointed it out. This is really amazing, Doctor Face-reader. What else can you tell about these people, the ones we were looking at earlier?”
 
   “Let’s see.” I pressed play and watched a few more minutes. I stopped the footage and hesitated. Where was Phillip when I needed guidance?
 
   “What?” Manny must have picked up on my unease. 
 
   I decided to take the plunge. “It’s you. Look at your body language over here. For most of this clip you lean back to keep your distance, but are socially polite. When this man–”
 
   “That’s Frederique Dutoit, the Chief Executive of the EDA.”
 
   “I know.” I had seen the tall man in enough clips to recognise the elegant middle-aged man. He was wearing a quality bespoke suit and carried himself with a dignity borne from understated power. I studied him as he leaned towards Manny in amicable camaraderie. “When he approaches you, you hide your hands. This is the first time that I’ve seen you do that.”
 
   Manny looked at his hands resting on his thighs and frowned unhappily. “And what does that mean?”
 
   “It means that you are suspicious of the person you are speaking to or you are uncomfortable to speak with him. Why don’t you trust him?”
 
   “I do trust him. He is one of the most honourable men I know. He has been awarded many medals for his service to the continent. During the Cold War, he even went undercover in Russia for some time. His selfless actions have saved many lives. Sure, his enthusiasm for attending the Foundation’s gala annoyed me, but for him it has always been about charity, about giving back. On their holidays, Dutoit and his wife Irena open their farm in Hungary to unprivileged kids. He takes them fishing, horse riding and Irena teaches them to cook. He even has artists and musicians come to teach them.” Manny stopped his rationalisation to frown at my incredulous expression.
 
   “Such an impassioned defence of someone else is often required to convince the speaker rather than the audience. Again I ask, why don’t you trust him?”
 
   Manny swallowed his immediate response and took his time to answer. “I thought I did. You’ve just successfully cast a healthy twenty-year-long working relationship in doubt.”
 
   “No, I didn’t. I just told you what your subconscious already knew.” 
 
   “Well, I don’t know why I don’t trust him.” He paused. “I know why I don’t like Crenshaw. He likes the Russkies too much and doesn’t respect the code.”
 
   “What code?”
 
   “It’s an unspoken code, Doc. We live by this code through being loyal, honest, respectful and true to something much bigger than us. Crenshaw is only watching out for numero uno.” He looked at me and a small smile tugged at his mouth. “Numero uno is himself. He’s only watching out for himself. He doesn’t care about anyone else.”
 
   “Does the Chief not live by that code? Is he also watching out for numero uno?” The expression felt foreign and wrong on my tongue.
 
   “Chief Executive Frederique Dutoit has a reputation of being fair, loyal and demands more of himself than he does of those who work for him.”
 
   “Yet you are not convinced.” 
 
   “You are much too sharp, missy.”
 
   If sarcasm was what he used to mask his anger, provocative insults were his way of masking his discomfiture. I decided to not say anything about his offensive form of address. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. It is just what I see on the footage.”
 
   “I know. And you are right. Dutoit has been in the EU military scene for longer than Leon, myself and Crenshaw. He’s moved around a bit as well, also spending time in Eastern Europe, but he never became as attached to that side of the world as Crenshaw.”
 
   “They seem to have some connection though.”
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   I played a few minutes of footage and pointed to the monitor. “Look at how studiously they avoid each other. Apart from the expected social greetings, they never speak to each other. They keep circulating the room away from each other, but visually seek each other out every now and then.”
 
   “I have no idea what to make of that. Are you sure they’re not acting normally?”
 
   I lifted one eyebrow, tilted my head to one side and gave him a sideways look. Really? After being so impressed with my ability to read people, he dared question it? He sniffed and turned his attention back to the monitors when I continued playing the footage. We watched people milling around, but I kept looking for Leon, Manny, Sarah Crichton, Crenshaw and Frederique Dutoit. It was the dynamics between these people that was important. For the moment.
 
   This was one of the few videos that also had an audio feed. For the most part I turned it off to focus on the body language rather than being distracted by the din of a social gathering. It reminded me too much of my childhood, my parents entertaining high society, expecting me to be normal. On the monitors I watched the same kind of people acting out the same rituals I saw as a child. Some things never changed.
 
   I watched as Crenshaw charmed an older lady, smiling insincerely when addressed by the lady’s overweight, middle aged female companion. If I had to guess, it was the older lady who had either the power or prestige Crenshaw was after. The companion was an obvious annoyance to him. From the left appeared a man in uniform and touched Crenshaw lightly on the shoulder to gain his attention. My eyes locked on the uniformed man’s sleeve and a rush of adrenaline left me gasping for air. All I could do was reach for Mozart in my head and focus on it with every iota of strength I had. It was either that or black out completely.
 
    “Genevieve!” Manny’s voice sounded very close to me. He was breaking the fifty centimetre rule. I was a few bars into writing Mozart’s Gavotte in B-flat when I felt him move even closer. Too close. “Oh Christ, missy. If you don’t pull yourself out of this funk, I’m going to phone a bloody ambulance. That will mean lots of people touching you.” 
 
   It was a combination of the panic in Manny’s voice and his threat that brought me back into my skin. My throat felt dry and raw, and I was surprised to find my hands clutching my hair in tight fists. I swallowed with difficulty and forced my hands on my lap. 
 
   “You don’t have to phone an ambulance.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Apprehension and worry warred on his face. “Are you okay now?”
 
   I took a few shaky breaths. “Yes. Thank you.”
 
   “You have to stop doing that to me. I don’t have heart problems, but spending time with you might change that.” Like the first day, he looked at me as if I was an alien being, ready to wreak havoc on his planet. “Can you talk about what set you off?”
 
   I glanced at the monitors and was glad to see that I had only blanked out for three minutes. The video was still playing and I quickly stopped it and started working on the screening software. When I got the video to the right point on the timeline, I zoomed in and aimed the laser pointer at the still image. “That is what I saw.”
 
   “What?” Manny looked confused. “You are pointing at the soldier talking to Crenshaw. I don’t know who the guy is, but from his rank, I can tell you that he is a major in the Polish army and is serving in Eurocorps.”
 
   “What about this?” With the laser pointer I circled the insignia on the man’s sleeve.
 
   “That is a specialised division in Eurocorps,” he answered after a brief hesitation.
 
   “What division? What does this man do?”
 
   “Why are you so interested?” He glanced back at the monitor and his eyes widened. “It’s the insignia. Is that the insignia you saw on the uniform of one of those men who attacked you?” The last word came out as an outraged roar.
 
   “That is the exact insignia I saw.” 
 
   “Bloody holy hell.” Manny looked frantically from me to the monitor and back again until he finally glared at the monitor. “Holy mother of god.”
 
   I gave him another minute to recover so that he could answer me with words that were not a prayer or a curse. A multitude of expressions played over his tired features, telling me what he was thinking. It was when his face relaxed a fraction that I asked again, “What division does this insignia belong to?”
 
   “The intelligence division.”
 
   “I suppose this is not intelligence as in academia.”
 
   “Nope. This is intelligence as in the gathering of information about other countries. Intel not available on the internet. While I was working for Eurocorps, their purpose was mainly to be informed about what was happening.”
 
   “Like all the other intelligence agencies claim.”
 
   “Right.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe this. I’ll have to speak to Leon about it. What the hell would two Eurocorps intelligence agents be doing intimidating you in your apartment?”
 
   “Don’t forget that they were working in a team with two Russian guys.”
 
   “How can I forget that? What a mess.”
 
   “At least now we know who those guys were.” I switched on the audio and zoomed in on the major’s face, hoping that I might hear what he was saying to Crenshaw. The noise of a social event filled the viewing room. I used the software programme to filter out the background noise and was left with voices and a few other indistinct sounds. I rewound the video to where the major approached Crenshaw. Manny and I both leaned forward, frowning at the monitor. 
 
   We watched the major tap Crenshaw lightly on the shoulder and give the two ladies a social smile. The companion assessed him with interest in her eyes, but he was completely focussed on Crenshaw. The latter turned his head at the first contact of a hand on his shoulder and did a double take. A few micro expressions told me that he was worried.
 
   “Sir?” The major had a deep voice, barely audible above all the other conversations taking place.
 
   Crenshaw excused himself from the two ladies and both men turned towards the camera. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “We have a si...” Loud laughter close by drowned out the rest of that sentence. I would have to get someone who could lip-read to tell me what was said. Only snippets of this conversation were audible. “...they aren’t pleased with the situation. But Piros…”
 
   “Fuck. That’s not good.” Fear cut deep lines next to Crenshaw’s eyes. “When does he wa...” 
 
   A party of five people moved in between the camera and the two men. They toasted the success of the Foundation’s fundraising loudly and congratulated each other on a successful event. Only Crenshaw’s gray hair was visible and the major’s left shoulder. We couldn’t hear a word they were saying. After another fifteen seconds, the major moved off screen. Crenshaw had moved to the other side, once again visible and decidedly worried. He inhaled deeply and masked his worry when a well dressed man approached him. They moved off camera while talking about an international conference coming up. I paused the video.
 
   “They talked about Piros.”
 
   “I heard that. Seems like you were right.”
 
   “I’m predominantly right.” It was a fact backed up by years of evidence. I didn’t see the need to be coy, but Manny’s groan made me realise that I should not have admitted such.
 
   “Okay, so now we have Crenshaw and Dutoit avoiding each other. According to you that signifies a connection.”
 
   “Especially since they did that in the other videos as well.”
 
   “Why didn’t you point it out earlier?”
 
   “I was familiarising myself with everyone. I also had to know who comes from where. Things like culture, age and gender all influence our non-verbal communication.” I stopped, angry with myself. “It’s my process and I won’t justify it to you.”
 
   “Okay, okay. You’ve proven to me above and beyond that you know what you’re doing, so I won’t pick a fight with you now for not saying anything sooner.” He bit down hard on his jaw for a few moments. “So, Crenshaw and Dutoit are avoiding each other. Crenshaw and the major from the intel division are talking about Piros. What else have you seen so far that you haven’t told me about?”
 
   I searched the footage for a specific focal point, zoomed in on it and said, “That.”
 
   “What? The painting?”
 
   “Yes, it is exactly the same painting as the one that we saw in Danielle’s room. It looks like a Gauguin. I don’t know if that is the original, but the one in her room looked just like the original as well. I just wish I had a better visual of it. Do you know someone who could clean up this image?”
 
   “No.”
 
   I tried to get as clear a shot as possible of the image and emailed it to myself. Maybe Colin would be able to identify the painting. 
 
   “Wait. Hold up.” Whenever Manny went into suspicious, interrogation mode, his voice had a sharp edge to it. Like now. “Exactly when were you in the murder victim’s room? And who was with you?”
 
   I sucked in my lips and bit down hard to avoid speaking. I knew it. I knew that the time was going to come that I was going to say too much. That was why I hated deception. One constantly had to be aware of what one was saying to not let something slip. Telling the truth at all times was so much simpler.
 
   “Doctor Face-reader, don’t fuck with me. Not now.”
 
   I had to think fast. If I told him the details about my visit to Danielle’s roommate it would only lead to more questions. That would lead to more pressure for me to tell the truth and being as tired as I was, I would very likely cave. I was also becoming increasingly more worried about Colin and his imbecile idea of breaking into Mark Smith’s home. All that spelled trouble for my deception abilities. Not that I had any.
 
   “Manny, I really don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “Too late. You’re the one who brought this up. You better tell me everything. Now.” 
 
   If he hadn’t shouted the last word at me, I might have given in. Since I had never reacted well to aggressive orders, I pulled my shoulders back and glared at him. “No. I will not tell you anything when you speak to me like that. Phillip knows everything and he can tell you.”
 
   “Are you telling me that Phillip has been withholding information from me?” I had managed to make him even angrier.
 
   “I’m not going to say anything else. You should speak to Phillip first. Phillip should be here to deal with this.” He was my buffer and I really needed one now. I folded my arms across my chest and looked at Manny with all the belligerence accessible in me. We glared at each other for what felt like an hour before he gave up.
 
   “I’m too tired for this. Pack your stuff, we’re going home.”
 
   It sounded like a good solution to me. We had after all promised Phillip that we would only work through that one video. It didn’t matter that we only got halfway through. There were a lot of new discoveries and I was convinced that Manny and I had reached the end of our truce for the night. “Okay. Give me a few minutes to close everything down.”
 
   Manny disappeared while I put a few time-markers on the footage so that I knew where to return to when I viewed it again. I saved everything, switched off all the equipment, picked up my handbag and left the viewing room. We didn’t speak as we made our way to his car. He didn’t ask me where I lived, but I wasn’t surprised when we left the parking area and started going in the right direction. What kind of agent would he be if he hadn’t done a background check on me? 
 
   We were driving in blissful silence before he developed a need to speak. “We will revisit this issue, Doctor Face-reader.” 
 
   “I know.” I wasn’t looking forward to it, but I knew that he would have to know everything at some point. And that point was coming much closer. The new discoveries and how it was all connected were leading up to a conversation that was going to enrage Manny. Of that I was sure. 
 
   “The programme for Saturday’s event is on the backseat,” he said into the loaded silence hanging between us.
 
   “Thank you.” I twisted around and saw the elegant glossy book, typical of art auction catalogues. I opened the first page when a cell phone started ringing.
 
   “Aren’t you going to answer that?” Manny asked after the fourth ring and I realised the ringing was coming from my handbag. I reached into my bag with a frown. Had Colin changed the ring tone on my smartphone again? This was immediately followed by another thought. This had to be the extra cell phone that Colin had given me in case of emergencies. My stomach turned as my hand closed around the vibrating device. 
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc374897008][bookmark: _Toc374899250]Chapter NINETEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Jenny, it’s me.” The controlled strain in Colin’s voice set my entire system on high alert.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes. No. Shit, I don’t know.” 
 
   “What happened?” I could barely breathe from the fear that he was in danger. 
 
   “I was in Mark Smith’s house. It was really easy to get in there and that made me suspicious. Jenny, we have a big problem.”
 
   “What?” I heard the near-hysteria in my voice and turned away from Manny’s worried looks. Colin could not have phoned me at a worse time.
 
   “He’s dead.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Mark Smith. He’s dead, Jenny. Dead. Someone shot him. I had been watching the house the whole day and knew that no one was there. At least that’s what I thought.” In contrast to his usual composure, he was babbling when he wasn’t taking shaken breaths. “I got in and went to disable the alarm system, but it was already disabled. That made me suspicious. Why would the alarm system be disabled when he wasn’t home? But I knew there was no one there, so I immediately went to his study. He had a very clever hiding place for his safe, but I found it and opened it in less than thirty seconds. I looked through all the stuff in there and saw a few interesting things, but left it all there. Then I decided to go into the next room. And that’s when I found him.” 
 
   I made an encouraging sound, not wanting to respond verbally. Colin was clearly shaken from finding a dead man. It made me feel better about trusting, working with and worrying about this criminal. He took another shaky breath. “He was lying on the floor of the living room and it looked like there had been a struggle. There was so much blood. It looked like someone had emptied out a gun into his chest. Oh god.”
 
   I waited for him to take a few heaving breaths. “What did you do?”
 
   “I went back into his study and stole some stuff.”
 
   “You did what?” I shouted into the phone. Manny’s head swivelled to me and I turned my torso even more towards the door. I wished I could ask Colin all the questions going through my head, beginning with why he didn’t phone the police.
 
   “I had and still have a bad feeling about this, Jenny. Something is not right about this murder. That was why I decided to make sure we have some stuff to find out exactly who this Mark Smith was. No sooner had I taken the stuff and made my way to his back yard when the police showed up. How did they know to come, Jenny? I had been watching the house the whole day and never saw anyone going in or out. I also never heard any gunshots. It took me a good hour to get safely out of the area. I only started looking through the stuff a few minutes ago and already have found a few very interesting things. Get this. The dead guy’s name is not Mark Smith.”
 
   “What is it?” I didn’t know why I was whispering, but it felt like the right thing to do. It only caused Manny to lean closer to me. I could feel him entering my personal space at my back.
 
   “His name is, or should I say was, Brigadier General Nick Crenshaw. He worked for those bastards, Eurocorps.” He must have heard me gasp. “What? Do you know who this guy is, Jenny?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Tell me more.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “Why not? Aren’t you at home?”
 
   “No, but I’m on my way.”
 
   “And you’re not with Vinnie? Who’s driving you home?” He was angry. “Are you driving alone?”
 
   “Agent Manfred Millard is driving me home.” I stole a glance over my shoulder at Manny and saw that he was shamelessly listening to my side of the conversation. Worry had turned into suspicion and his body had gone still with concentration.
 
   Colin swore crudely and creatively. “You need to get away from him. Something isn’t right, Jenny.”
 
   “So you keep saying. Why do you think that?”
 
   “Apart from the obvious murdered Eurocorps man? I’m beginning to think that someone knew that we were going to find him. I don’t know anything about violent crimes, but I know how to set up a scene.”
 
   “And that is what it looked like to you?”
 
   “Yes.” He paused. “Shit, wait. Vinnie is also phoning me. Hold the line.”
 
   I held the phone tightly against my ear. This was not good. Vinnie was at home waiting for me to phone him for a ride. I had forgotten to send him a text message that Manny was going to drop me off.
 
   “What the hell?” Manny’s irritated question interrupted my musing. I turned in my seat and found him scowling at the rear view mirror. Still holding the phone to my ear, I looked behind us and felt my heart rate accelerate to an alarming speed. Flashing lights of at least four police vehicles were coming up behind us and the sound of the sirens was becoming overwhelming. 
 
   “Jenny, are you still there?” Colin’s voice sounded loud against my ear.
 
   “Yes.” My voice sounded foreign from the tension raising its pitch.
 
   “Vinnie said that the police just showed up at your place.” He was quiet for a heartbeat. “Are those sirens?”
 
   “Yes. I think we are being followed by the police.”
 
   “We are being pulled over by the police, Doctor Face-reader.” Manny slowed the car down and rolled slowly to the side of the road. He turned to me with dismay all over his face. “What have you done?”
 
   “Jenny, listen to me. Jenny!” Colin was shouting in my ear.
 
   “What?” I spoke into this phone, but looked straight into Manny’s eyes.
 
   “Jenny, I think this is a set-up. Don’t ask any questions now. Just do exactly what I say. When I hang up, give Millard this phone and tell him to keep it. I will contact him. Also tell him that you were speaking to me, and that I’m helping you.” With that last order, Colin ended the call and I was left with a dead phone in my hand and a staggering amount of questions. 
 
   “I am so close to leaving you to fend for yourself, missy. What is going on here?” Manny still held my gaze. His dismay was quickly turning into anger. It wasn’t difficult for me to make a decision. I handed him the phone, which he glared at for a long second before he took it. Outside the car, mayhem continued to ensue. Four police cars surrounded Manny’s silver Ford and armed law enforcement officers were piling out of their vehicles with their weapons trained on us.
 
   In need of an extra second to build more courage, I carefully put the programme in my handbag. I swallowed twice and looked at Manny again. “I was speaking to Colin Frey. He is the outside consultant that has been helping me with this case. He said that you were to keep that phone and that he was going to contact you on it soon.”
 
   Were it not for the aggressive policemen stalking the car, shouting orders at us, Manny’s expression might have been comical. “Colin Frey! You’ve been working with Colin Frey?”
 
   “Yes. I don’t think we have time for an argument now, Manny.” I nodded meaningfully at the officers still shouting at us to show our hands and exit the vehicle. “As soon as I can, I will explain everything to you.”
 
   “You will do that and so much more, missy.” Manny lifted his hands above the steering wheel in a universal gesture of surrender and I copied him. Orders were shouted at us and Manny followed them, proving his excellent grasp of French. I also followed all the orders, but completed it with enhanced gestures of surrender and harmlessness. On the inside of a minute I found myself standing on the street, hands in the air and staring at the barrels of two handguns. They must have thought Manny to be the more dangerous, since he had three guns aimed at his chest.
 
   My parents could never understand why lesser situations would send me into a black space of nothingness, but larger, more intimidating events invigorated me. It was because the larger events provided me with such a wealth of behaviour to observe and analyse that I didn’t want to miss a moment. Having more than half a dozen officers shouting at me, treating me like a dangerous criminal was fascinating beyond anything I had ever observed. 
 
   With the exception of one officer, they all were confident that they had the situation under control. Their bodies were balanced, all muscles ready to act on any change in the situation. It was, more than anything else, their faces that gave away their confidence. Looking straight ahead, they were constantly assessing Manny and me, their mouths drawn in determined lines. They knew what they were doing and trusted each other to do the same. 
 
   A shorter officer to the left of me did not share that confidence. He was overcompensating with exaggerated gestures and body language aggressive enough to cause concern. Anger pulled his eyebrows together and lifted his top lip in an aggressive sneer. It wouldn’t take much for him to do something that might end with fatal consequences.
 
   I turned to him with my hands lifted even higher, exposing my torso completely. Humans respond to the body language presented to them and I was giving him innocuous, submissive. I regulated my facial muscles into a submissive smile which almost turned triumphant when I noticed the muscle tension in his body lighten. This was too easy.
 
   Manny was on the other side of the car, not having as much fun as me. He was shouting back at one of the officers. “Just let me reach into the inside pocket of my jacket. I’ll show you my credentials. I’m an EDA official, you arrogant prick.”
 
   “Sir, keep your hands where we can see them. We know who you are. Our orders are only to apprehend Miss Lenard.”
 
   “It is Doctor Lenard to you, sonny.” Manny lowered his arms a fraction. “If you only have to apprehend her, why are you aiming your guns at me?”
 
   “Manny.” I addressed him quietly, hoping he would hear me above all the commotion. “You’re not helping the situation.”
 
   “Not helping...” he sputtered and then inhaled deeply. “She’s right. I’m not helping. Could we all just stop shouting at each other?”
 
   I didn’t want to point out to him that after we exited his car, he had been the only one shouting. Instead I kept my eyes on the insecure officer. “What do you need me to do?”
 
   “Please turn around, face the vehicle and place your hands on the roof.” It was the officer next to him who spoke, which brought most of the tension back to the first officer’s stance. He was not respected by his peers and he resented it. Team dynamics was a study in itself, but now was not the time for it. I did as asked and lost my focus when cold handcuffs embraced my wrists. 
 
   I lifted my eyes, looking for something to analyse so that the panic starting in me wouldn’t grow. I didn’t have to look far. On the other side of the car, Manny was now in deep debate with the officer who looked to be the team leader.
 
   “What do you mean, you have fingerprints?”
 
   “Miss,” the officer swallowed at Manny’s growl and corrected himself, “Doctor Lenard’s fingerprints were found at a crime scene and we need her to come in to the police station for questioning.”
 
   “So you arrested her?”
 
   “The crime scene is quite incriminating, sir.”
 
   “What crime scene?” 
 
   “I’m sorry, sir. I can’t tell you that. It is an ongoing investigation.” I could see the officer was genuinely sorry, but I didn’t think it was because of his concern for me. His face told me that he would’ve taken great joy in telling Manny about my alleged crime. 
 
   “It’s okay, Manny. I’ll go with them. I haven’t done anything wrong.”
 
   The expression on his face told me that he didn’t think that to be the truth and I smiled at him. He was furious with me for not telling him about my co-operation with Colin. I was sure that that was the only wrongdoing he could accuse me of. And accuse me he was going to. I could see the promise of it in his eyes. He looked at me for a few more moments and I watched anger make way for concern. “Are you okay?”
 
   I knew what he was referring to. “I’m okay. This is not as bad as that photo.”
 
   He gave me a tight smile. “Don’t speak to anyone, Genevieve. Do you hear me?”
 
   “Why not? I haven’t done anything wrong.” I had nothing to hide.
 
   Manny bit down hard on his teeth and turned to the leading officer. “May I please have a minute with Doctor Lenard? Your courtesy will be noted and will be remembered by the EDA and Eurocorps in the future.”
 
   The officer’s eyes flashed in respect for those two agencies and nodded his agreement. “One minute, then we go.”
 
   Manny walked around the car and stopped inside my personal space. Now didn’t seem to be the time to remind him of the fifty centimetre rule. Not while I was handcuffed and surrounded by police. He pushed his face close to mine and I wondered if it was because he wanted me to read how serious he was. “Listen very carefully to me, Doctor Face-reader. This case that we are working on is the most important thing that you should remember right now. As you know, we are working with people who have enough power to ruin you, me, Leon, Phillip and whoever the hell they choose. I do not want you to say anything to anyone. Not even to ask for water or the lavvy.”
 
   “The lavvy?”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “The toilet, missy. I will follow you to the police station and sort this out. Then you and I are going to have a very hard conversation.”
 
   The officers were becoming restless, glancing uneasily at us. My mind was working overtime and I had reached some hypothesis. We didn’t have much time, so I was going to be honest and direct without polite filters. I lowered my voice and leaned very close to Manny’s ear. “They’re going to say that I killed Crenshaw. I didn’t. Colin didn’t. Colin thinks it’s a conspiracy and that this is a set-up.”
 
   Manny jerked away from me, looking at me as if I was completely insane. He opened his mouth only to close it again while shaking his head. The officers decided they had waited long enough and walked purposefully towards us. Manny gave me another searing look which I supposed was to reiterate his warning. I nodded at him and then turned to the officers. They had holstered their weapons, but I had no doubt that they would reach for them if I posed any threat. I made sure that my body language and facial expressions communicated harmlessness.
 
   The drive to the police station was happening too fast for me. I wanted more time to observe the dynamics between the officers. The short officer was driving so aggressively that his partner commented on it. That only put the insecure man more on edge. I was willing to stake my reputation on the prediction that this officer’s behaviour was going to spiral into something that would become problematic within the next three months. Too soon we were at the police station and I was escorted to a small room with a wooden table and three steel chairs. Nothing else. 
 
   Since I wasn’t an expert on police procedure I didn’t know what to expect. What I didn’t expect was the handcuffs to be taken off, to be told to sit down and then to be left on my own. The sudden solitude was a welcome change. Being in constant close proximity to people these last few days was wearing me down. At least I knew that I had nothing to worry about. Between Phillip and Manny, I had respectable and solid alibis. It would have been impossible for me to have killed anyone. Not when I had been with either one or both men for the larger part of the day.
 
   After fifteen minutes, I got up and tried the door. It was locked. I placed my ear against the door and imagined that I could hear Manny’s annoying voice. Only now it didn’t sound annoying to me. It calmed me. I went back to my seat at the table. A few minutes later an officer came in, rudely dropped my handbag on the table and left without saying a word. Maybe Manny had convinced them to give this to me. I didn’t know. I grabbed my bag to make sure nothing had been taken. It was all there. Including the programme of the Foundation’s annual gala event. I stared unseeingly at the cover. 
 
   I glanced at my watch and saw that only another fifteen minutes had passed. If I were going to be detained like this, I might as well make use of the time. I studied the programme from cover to cover, absorbing everything. The niggling in my subconscious started up again and wouldn’t relent. There was a connection to be made. I sat back in the steel chair and called up the Mozart Gavotte that I had started earlier. 
 
   When next I looked at my watch, it was ten minutes to six. I had mentally written the Gavotte and two Minuets and it had only taken me five hours. My mind felt energised and my soul centred. And I was jittery with excitement. The connection I had made was so obvious, I almost felt embarrassed for not seeing it earlier. It was only a theory, yet it was the overwhelming evidence that had my heart racing. I needed one or all of the annoying men in my life as sounding boards.
 
   As if on cue, Manny burst through the door, followed by the leading officer that had stopped us. The other man looked exhausted yet furious. He leaned against the wall close to the door and pulled his lips into a thin line. His eyes kept resting on the back of Manny’s head, narrowing with what laypeople would call a murderous look. Manny had not made any friends during the early morning hours.
 
   “Are you okay, Doctor Face-reader?” 
 
   “Yes, thank you.”
 
   Manny studied me intently for a few seconds. Apparently he decided that I looked fine and he sat down in a chair next to me. “Do you need anything?”
 
   “The lavvy.” 
 
   He laughed at my use of the word I had not earlier understood, but quickly sobered. “This is a mess, Genevieve. A big mess.”
 
   I could count on my one hand the number of times Manny had called me by my name. This was obviously as bad as I had expected. “Is this about–”
 
   “Not now.” Manny interrupted me before I could finish my question. He looked at the policeman hovering by the table. “They didn’t arrest you?”
 
   “I don’t know.” How did one know if one was arrested? Surely being handcuffed equalled being arrested.
 
   “Did they explain your rights to you?”
 
   “What rights?” My eyes widened with the memory of a few Hollywood movies I had watched in my student years. “Oh, those rights. No. Nobody told me anything. And I didn’t speak to anyone.”
 
   Manny smiled at my admission. Then he turned to the police officer and glared at him, before giving me his full attention again. “They should never have handcuffed you. You were never under arrest. They just wanted to bring you in for questioning.”
 
   “Why? No one has questioned me all night, so why have I been here at all?”
 
   “Colonel Crenshaw was murdered last night.” Manny waited for my response and I realised that I was supposed to look shocked for the benefit of our audience. I was a millisecond late, but quickly manipulated my face into the appropriate expression. He lifted an unbelieving eyebrow at me, but continued. “Your fingerprints were found at the crime scene. They were on a glass of whiskey and also on the coffee table in the room where he was shot.”
 
   This time I did not have to pretend to be shocked. “My fingerprints? How–”
 
   The memory of my hand being forcefully held against a device rushed through my mind. Did those thugs take my fingerprints? Was it possible to take my fingerprints from a machine and put it on a glass? I wanted to ask Manny this, but didn’t know if it was a good idea. Not with the police officer showing such intense interest in our conversation.
 
   “Your fingerprints were taken when you started working at Rousseau & Rousseau and were placed on a few databases. That is how they managed to identify the prints so quickly.” He had misunderstood my shock and hesitation, but had also answered a question that I was going to ask. Manny noticed the police officer moving closer and shook his head. “We’ll talk about this later. You are not under arrest, which means that you can go home.”
 
   “I can go home?” Relief rushed through me. Not wanting to spend another second in this place, I got up and felt the effects of sitting in an uncomfortable chair for five hours. My legs were a bit shaky and the muscles in my back were stiff. I took my handbag and turned to the door. I couldn’t wait to lie down in a tub of steamy hot water. “Is there any paper work or something that I still need to do here?”
 
   “I’ve taken care of all of that.” Manny got up and followed me. He gave a dismissive nod towards the police officer and together we walked down a long corridor. I heard some commotion up ahead, but kept my focus on Manny. 
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   For a second, I thought that he hadn’t heard my quietly spoken recognition of his help. He stopped next to me, reached for my elbow and just as quickly withdrew his hand. Lowering his brow just enough to look me straight in the eye, he spoke just as quietly. “I did what was necessary. I did this because I know that you don’t have it in you to do anything remotely criminal. But I also did this because I want answers.” He straightened. “Honest, complete, full, detailed answers.”
 
    My comment on his overuse of adjectives died in my mouth when Phillip came barrelling down the corridor. He looked as if he was on his way to a meeting, dressed in one of his bespoke suits, smoothly shaved and looking much fresher than I felt. It was the tightness in his face that belied the image of a man in full control. His steps faltered slightly when he saw us and that was when I noticed the empty music sheets he was clutching in his right hand.
 
   He stopped in front of us, indecision making him rock back and forth on the balls of his feet. As a rule it was not something that I liked, needed or allowed of anyone, but I knew that Phillip needed more than verbal reassurance. With a slight smile, I opened my arms and immediately found myself in a tight embrace, surrounded by his arms and the scent that was uniquely him. Phillip’s intense concern and now relief meant more to me than I wanted to admit. People were starting to show their care for me and that made me feel uncomfortably vulnerable.
 
   “Enough of this. Let’s get her home.” Manny’s gravelly voice broke the emotional moment and I stepped out of Phillip’s arms. “And before you ask, she’s okay.”
 
   “You brought me music sheets.” I looked at the papers now crumpled in his fist.
 
   “I thought you might need them.” 
 
   “I was okay. Am okay.” 
 
   “I told you that. Now can we please leave this hell-hole?” The agitation in Manny’s voice and on his face was all we needed to follow him to his car. He and Phillip agreed over my head that I was to go with Manny and that Phillip would follow us in his car. The trip to my apartment was done in complete silence. I thought it prudent to wait for Manny to initiate the dreaded conversation. For now I was just content watching the activities of the city waking up. A few people were jogging, but mostly the streets were still deserted.
 
   Manny found a parking space a block away from my apartment building and we waited for Phillip in the foyer.  The two men talked quietly while we rode up to my apartment. With a sigh I accepted that the hot bath I was so looking forward to was going to have to wait. At least I had the new connection. I placed an inordinate amount of hope that it would placate Manny’s unavoidable fury.
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   As soon as I inserted the key in the front door to my apartment, the door burst open. I barely had time to register Vinnie’s large presence filling the door before he picked me up in a hug so tight I had difficulty catching my breath to complain. My feet were dangling at least twenty centimetres above the floor, my arms encased by his. I felt like a rag doll.
 
   “Jen-girl. You’re okay,” Vinnie mumbled into my hair. It was the slight thickening in his voice that surprised me more than anything. The intimidating giant of a man was close to tears. This caused a foreign desire in me to comfort him. I stopped fighting his hug and rested my head against his shoulder.
 
   “I’m okay, Vinnie. You can let me go now.”
 
   “You heard the lady. Let her go.” 
 
   It was like someone had flicked a switch. All the muscles in Vinnie’s body tightened at the hostile order Manny uttered. Still holding on to me, he turned me away from the two older men behind me, presenting them with the wide expanse of his muscular back, which in turn made him much more vulnerable to attack. His instinctive protectiveness was much stronger than I had thought. I started squirming. “Vinnie, it’s okay. You know Phillip and that is Manny.”
 
   Over his shoulder Vinnie glared at both men. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Vinnie.” All this physical closeness was becoming too much for me to handle. The strained tone in my voice evidenced it. Fortunately Vinnie picked up on it and slowly put me down. He moved a strong arm across my chest to keep me behind him as he turned. I knew that he was much stronger than I, so I didn’t even attempt to fight his manoeuvre. Instead I walked deeper into my apartment, turned around and sternly addressed all three men.
 
   “This has been a very long evening. We are all tired and I don’t have the patience to deal with the three of you. Unless you are willing to accept my honesty without any niceties, I suggest you go home and come back after I’ve had a long, hot bath and slept for at least eight hours.” I was really hoping that all three of them would be loath to be with an undiplomatic me. It was not to be. I saw it on all three faces.
 
   “Honesty would be a nice change.” Manny pushed past Vinnie and walked straight to the kitchen. “A cup of coffee would also be very nice.”
 
   “I’ll make it.” Vinnie was not only being overprotective of me, he was also being territorial of my apartment. Vinnie left Phillip at the door and stalked to the kitchen. Phillip closed the door quietly and walked past me with amusement shining in his eyes.
 
   “This is going to be interesting,” he said quietly and then also walked to the kitchen. “Manny, why don’t we all sit here by the dining room table? Vinnie can make us coffee and we can talk.”
 
   Phillip was facing the two men who both were showing all kinds of power displays. He unquestionably was a master at mediating difficult situations and I was exceedingly grateful for his presence. Manny and Vinnie were staring at each other, measuring the other’s strength. Vinnie might beat Manny when it came to physical strength, but it was the older man who had experience and the law backing him up. It was also he who first stepped back. Not that it made him any less of a threat. Without another word he walked to the dining room table, pulled out a chair and sat down heavily. The night’s events had really taken its toll on him. 
 
   After a quick visit to my bathroom, I joined Phillip at the table. We sat in uncomfortable silence while Vinnie moved around the kitchen.
 
   “Who is he?” Manny pointed with his chin to the kitchen.
 
   “He is–” Phillip started to answer, but stopped when Manny started shaking his head.
 
   “No, Phillip. Little Miss Face-reader here is going to answer all my questions today. You are not going to help her. Not any more.” He looked at me. “Now answer me, who is he? And I want the full truth.”
 
   “Vinnie. He’s a friend of Colin’s and is also helping with the case. He knows everything I know.” It looked like I had slapped Manny in the face. He bit down hard on his teeth and I rushed on. He had asked for the full truth and I was going to give it to him. “He has helped a lot to get us this far in the investigation.”
 
   “And I’m Jen-girl’s bodyguard.” Vinnie placed a tray with four large steaming coffee mugs on the table and sat next to me.
 
   “Do you have a record?” Manny addressed Vinnie through his teeth. I assumed that Manny was referring to Vinnie’s relationship with law enforcement, not the Olympics.
 
   “No.”
 
   “But you’ve been investigated?”
 
   “Maybe.” 
 
   “He’s not stalling or lying. He’s telling the truth. Had he lied, his eye contact would have changed. When Vinnie lies, he actually engages in greater eye contact, not less,” I quickly explained when anger pulled Manny’s face into a tight scowl. 
 
   “Hey.” Vinnie looked offended as if I was sharing a secret he had trusted me with.
 
   “His face would’ve become slightly flushed,” I continued, pointing at Vinnie’s cheeks. “Also his breathing would’ve increased a bit and usually his lips tighten just a bit. We can control only a few of the deception cues, but never all of them. His whole body is congruent with what he said.”
 
   Manny was still clenching his jaws and I could see him struggling for control. “I’m going to need your full names.”
 
   “You can need all you want.” Vinnie shrugged. 
 
   “I have a suggestion.” Phillip spoke in his mediating voice. “Why don’t we accept the situation for what it is? Manny, we can’t do anything about Vinnie knowing everything about the case.”
 
   “Or about bloody Colin Frey being in the middle of this.” The way Manny said Colin’s name did not bode well for co-operation. He did not like Colin. I really wanted to know what the history was between the two men.
 
   “So,” Phillip continued, “we are all here. Let’s work with it. I think we should start with what happened tonight and get that out of the way.”
 
   “Yes, I would like to know why Jen-girl was at the police station for such a long time.” Vinnie moved his torso ever so slightly towards me, again showing his protectiveness.
 
   “Vinnie,” Phillip warned. “We’re going to have to get past all this posturing and work together. Let’s just all give full disclosure on what we know so far.”
 
   Neither Manny nor Vinnie liked this suggestion. Fortunately they accepted Phillip’s guidance. I was fascinated by this struggle for male dominance. So much so that I didn’t mind them talking as if I were not in the room.
 
   “I first have to have my say.” Manny’s tone was still very argumentative and Vinnie bristled next to me, but remained silent. “I don’t like being made a fool of. And that is what you have been doing by withholding information from me. In my opinion it equals lying and I won’t stand for it. This is it. From now on you will tell me everything, and I mean everything, that you discover. You are not to use your own discretion and not tell me something because you consider it of lesser importance. Do you understand?”
 
   “What if I discover that all the ships were manufactured in different years or one thousand one hundred and forty-seven Picasso artworks are currently missing? Or that the Foundation spent over eighteen thousand Euros last year on powdered hot chocolate to distribute to children’s homes or–”
 
   “Genevieve.” Phillip had a very specific tone he used when he was warning me. He drowned my name in that tone. “Let’s agree that you’ll tell Manny everything relevant to the case.”
 
   “Oh. Yes, of course.” Why hadn’t he simply asked for that? Everything meant everything. Right? “I hope I didn’t upset you.”
 
   “Upset me? That does not even begin to describe how I feel at this moment. On Phillip’s recommendation, I trusted you. I had to convince the Head of the EDA and Chief Dutoit that you were beyond reproach and that I would stake my reputation on your discretion. Now I find out that you have been working with not one, but two criminals. Telling them more than you’ve been telling me. Sharing bloody super confidential information with criminals.” His ranting ended loud enough for me to wince. 
 
   “They’re good guys.” 
 
   “Really? That is what you are going with? This is your great argument? And here I thought you were a genius.” He leaned towards me. “I don’t care if they are bloody saints. They’re criminals.”
 
   “Hey, watch it, pops.” Vinnie’s warning rumbled deep in his chest. 
 
   “No, Vinnie. He’s right. I should have told him everything. But you are wrong, Manny.” I pulled my shoulders back. “They really are good guys. Vinnie and Colin have helped me a lot in this case. Phillip knows me well enough to know that I would never have allowed them in my home if I did not believe or trust them. Things are very black and white for me, but at the moment you seem to be much more intolerant than I am.”
 
   Phillip covered his laugh by coughing discreetly. “Now that we have that off our chests, can we move on?”
 
   Manny closed his eyes and breathed deeply a few times. “Fine, let’s talk about what happened tonight. Doctor Face-reader was in the police station for such a long time, because I considered it to be the safest place for her at the time.”
 
   “The safest?” Why would I need to hide in a police station?
 
   “Yes, missy. When we got to the station, the police still didn’t want to tell me anything. I thought you were lying to me about Crenshaw until Leon phoned me, rather frantically. It was, is, all too suspect for me. I mean, the same day that we talked about suspecting Crenshaw to be Piros, he’s murdered. Your fingerprints were found at the scene even though I knew that you could not have done it. Very convenient. According to preliminary reports, he was murdered around nine o’clock. At that time both Phillip and I were sitting with you in your viewing room. It was very obvious something was off with this case, but I wanted you to be safe. I went with one of the detectives to the crime scene. They said that someone had broken into the house and some things were stolen. While I was talking to them your buddy phoned me.”
 
   “What buddy? I don’t have buddies.”
 
   “Colin Frey, your criminal buddy. He phoned me and shouted at me.” These were two men who stood at opposing ends of the law and societal norms. I did not need much imagination to predict how hostile that conversation must have been. “He wanted to know if you had been arrested. Something you should keep in mind, Doctor Face-reader, is that your co-operation with criminals does not bode well for you.”
 
   “Children, children.” Phillip sounded simultaneously tired and amused. “Let’s stay on point here. Manny, you were saying that Colin phoned you. Did you learn anything interesting?”
 
   “Hmph. He did not tell me much. Only that when he entered Crenshaw’s house, the man was already dead. He also thought that the whole thing seemed staged and he thought that the doc might be someone’s target. He did not say who that someone was, nor did he say why he was in Crenshaw’s house. What he did was threaten me. Me! An officer of the law.”
 
   “What did he threaten you with?” Phillip asked.
 
   “That he was going to destroy my career, my life if he found out that you,” Manny looked at me the way I looked at messy kitchens, “were treated badly in any way. Looks like your buddy is sweet on you, missy.”
 
   Vinnie chuckled and Phillip simply looked horrified. 
 
   “I don’t exactly understand the meaning of ‘sweet on me’, but it leads me to infer that you mean Colin is attracted to me. That is ridiculous. He is a highly intelligent, intuitive individual who is also extremely loyal. What you misunderstood for attraction is loyalty.” The human race and their silly romantic notions. I placed the blame completely at the door of fairy tales and Hollywood.
 
   “On point, people. Genevieve, why was Colin at Crenshaw’s house?” 
 
   I had no doubt that Phillip would give me one of his fatherly talks later on, warning me against Colin. For now I was happy to stick to a less personal topic. “He didn’t know it was Crenshaw’s house.”
 
   “Whose house did he think he was illegally entering?” Manny emphasised the two last words.
 
   “Mark Smith’s. When we found his name on the manifest, that he had shared a room with the artist Karin Vittone on one of the cruises, there was an address with his name. He had bought a piece of art at the auction on the cruise and it was to be shipped to him to that address. Colin went to check it out.”
 
   Blood was flowing to Manny’s face, indicating fury. 
 
   “How did the police know to go to Crenshaw’s house?” Phillip’s question seemed to reduce Manny’s ire. Marginally. 
 
   He answered in a tight voice. “Apparently the police received an anonymous phone call telling them that there was someone in the house. When they arrived, there was no one there, but they found Crenshaw in the living room with eleven gunshot wounds to his chest and torso. None of the neighbours had heard any gunshots, so they’re thinking that a silencer was used. As you know, they found Doctor Face-reader’s fingerprints on a whiskey glass and also on the coffee table in the living room.”
 
   “Did they find her fingerprints anywhere else?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “No, but they were still processing the rest of the house when I left.” Manny looked at me strangely. “I might not have a gazillion degrees in face reading, Doc, but your face is telling me that something is bothering you.”
 
   “Do you know if someone can steal my fingerprints and put them on a glass?”
 
   Manny lifted his eyebrows and then frowned. “When did this happen?”
 
   “When those guys broke into my house, I think they took my fingerprints. Just before I passed out from the drugs, the Spaniard pushed my fingers against what looked like a tablet computer. I saw it scan my hand, but didn’t know what to think of it.”
 
   “It’s possible and very easy to do, Jen-girl.” Vinnie stopped explaining when he noticed Manny’s interested look. “Or so I saw on Discovery channel.”
 
   I laughed. “Now he is lying.”
 
   “Jen-girl, please don’t give my secrets away.” Vinnie squirmed next to me.
 
   “Vinnie is right. Planting fingerprints is not exactly rocket science. It seems like someone is trying to set you up, Doc.”
 
   “Which means that someone is feeling very threatened by what Genevieve is discovering.” 
 
   “But how do they know what I’m discovering?” I started counting people on my fingers. “Phillip is not telling anyone. Neither are Vinnie and Colin. You and Leon are the only ones with bosses and other people asking about this. Since Crenshaw has been murdered, it can’t be him, so who else is there that might be connected to this whole thing?”
 
   Manny’s shoulders slumped. “It has to be someone within the agencies. Either the EDA or Eurocorps. As it is, Eurocorps is going to have troubles with Crenshaw’s murder. Most likely they will be able to spin it into something much less malevolent.”
 
   “First the attack and warning in your apartment and now this. Why is this happening?” Phillip asked Manny.
 
   “My gut tells me that someone wants to discredit the doc. She doesn’t have much else to lose except her reputation.”
 
   “That’s harsh, Manny.” Phillip was defensive and I wondered why he thought Manny had insulted me. It was all true.
 
   “If they manage to cast enough doubt on her integrity, whatever she uncovers can easily be made inadmissible in court. And they will win again. Now that I’ve shown you mine, show me yours, Doc.”
 
   “Show you my what?”
 
   “Oh god, this is going to drive me insane.” He actually grabbed and pulled at his short hair. “It is now your turn to tell me everything that you’ve kept from me.”
 
   It took me only fifteen minutes to fill him in on all the bits I hadn’t told him about. “See, I wasn’t withholding that much from you.”
 
   It was the wrong thing to say. Manny’s lips thinned and his pupils constricted. Now was the right time to use my insights to win his favour. I blurted, “Piros is going to kill all the artists on Friday.”
 
   All movement stilled. I might as well have been looking at a paused scene of a video. Manny blinked slowly and leaned towards me. “Explain to me in easy, short sentences how you know this.”
 
   I reached into my handbag hanging on the back of the chair and took out the programme. I placed it on the table and pointed at the front page. “What does it say?”
 
   Manny glared at me. Phillip, who knew my methods well, answered me. “Should I read everything?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “The Foundation for Development of Sustainable Education’s sixteenth annual gala fundraiser. Twenty-seven June, seven o’clock. La Maison Russie, 213 Rue des Jonquilles.” Phillip looked up from the programme. “Interesting.”
 
   “What is interesting?” Manny’s impatience indicated I had to explain.
 
   “Jonquilles is the French word for daffodils. Rue des Jonquilles is Daffodil Street.”
 
   “No fucking way!” Vinnie stared at me with open awe. “That whole thing the Russian murderer was shouting, the red will end all twenty-seven daffodils? This is it? He was saying that Piros will end everything on the twenty-seventh at Rue des Jonquilles?”
 
   I had planned a more eloquent delivery, but Vinnie’s excited questions were equally effective. Manny’s eyes bulged. He slammed his hand on the programme. “You think it’s going to happen at this event?”
 
   “This is merely an educated guess,” I said. “But it makes perfect sense. Despite the lack of irrefutable evidence, the Foundation is linked to the deaths of all these artists. In conjunction with what we’ve learned so far about Piros, the RNT and the auctions at sea, it seems a logical conclusion. Add to that the thugs who broke in here, saying that Piros had something big planned for the flower house. You told me how flower-rich La Maison Russie is. And it’s on Daffodil Street.”
 
   “It’s not a far reach to conclude that La Maison Russie is the flower house,” Phillip said thoughtfully.
 
   “Given what you’ve told me about Piros, the probability of him being there is very high.” I nodded at Manny’s alerted look. “Not only is he a master strategist, he exhibits symptoms of megalomania. The delusions of grandeur, of having great social and political power are evident in the role he is purported to have played in some riots and revolts. There is also the violence and manipulation for which he has a reputation. Megalomaniacs often suffer from poor self-esteem. His need for validation would dictate his presence for this action. He would stand somewhere, from his position of power, and watch his plan come together.”
 
   “That’s all nice and dandy, but Chulkov said that the red will end all twenty-seven. We’re assuming it doesn’t mean that Piros will destroy twenty-seven paintings or close twenty-seven businesses, right?”
 
   “Even in English we talk about ending someone when murder is on the table, arsehole.” Vinnie, always so gentle with me, looked like he wanted to crush Manny.
 
   “I’m not a linguist, but I’m fluent in English, Russian and French,” I said. “Looking at it from numerous angles, this is the only interpretation that reasonably makes sense. The red will end all twenty-seven very possibly means that Piros will end the artists on the twenty-seventh.”
 
   “How do you know it will be the artists?”
 
   I took the programme, found the right page and laid it open on the table. I pointed to the text. “In this article, it says that the auction will be preceded by an awards ceremony for young accomplished artists. The Foundation has invited sixty-seven artists from all over the world. Awards in seven categories will be given and after the auction they will be treated to a weekend in the French Alps. I pose that they will not reach or return from the Alps.”
 
   “Sixty-seven young artists?” Manny’s eyes were huge. “This is worse than I thought. I’ll have to run this by Leon.”
 
   “Can’t you cancel this event?” I asked. “That would prevent Piros from ending anything.”
 
   “That’s a hasty option and maybe not the best. I don’t have the guest list, but I can assume that the place will be crawling with important EU officials. Cancelling the event without, as you called it, irrefutable proof is not an option. We need an alternative plan. Continue doing what you do best. Find us some more connections, more evidence. Leon and I will plan operational strategies.”
 
   We sat in pensive silence for a few minutes. The excitement of the last twenty-four hours was weighing heavily on me. I really needed that hot bath and my bed. Then I would be able to analyse this again. Usually I didn’t need to take time off when I was working through challenging problems. That was because it was exclusively a cerebral exercise. This time it had involved being taken to a dirty, messy police station in a disgusting police car. And all the physical proximity during this case had my mind begging me for a reprieve. 
 
   I was just about to excuse myself when Phillip broke the silence. “What are we going to do to keep Genevieve safe?”
 
   Manny turned to me, narrowed his eyes and tilted his head a fraction. “Would you agree to not leave your apartment until this thing is over?”
 
   “What if it takes months?”
 
   “Oh dear god, I hope not. My health would not survive that.” He rubbed his hand hard over his face. “Let’s hope we find Piros, the art forgers, the weapons and the bloody traitor so this can end. Very soon.”
 
   “I’ll agree to one week.” Staying in my apartment was not going to be punishment. It had taken me years, but I had surrounded myself with things that made me feel safe and at home.
 
   “And I’ll be here.” Vinnie folded his arms in a gesture not to be argued with. It took almost a full minute before the three men grunted their agreement on my safety. This might have pointed to some kind of truce, but it was resentful, reluctant and without any mutual trust. 
 
   “Phillip, could you please bring all my computers later on? I’ll need them by,” I looked at my watch and did a quick time calculation, “three o’clock this afternoon.”
 
   “I’ll bring them around. You just make sure that you get enough rest.”
 
   “We’re not done yet.” Manny looked put out that Phillip and I were making arrangements for later. He clearly wanted to continue this discussion. “Who killed Crenshaw? If you’re so sure it wasn’t Frey.”
 
   “Of course it wasn’t Colin. What would be his motivation? Really, Manny, I thought you were more intelligent than that.” I held up my hand at the three different reactions. Vinnie chuckled, Phillip inhaled to undoubtedly mediate and Manny, well he just looked angrier. “I’m too tired to censor myself, so you’ll have to accept this, or go.” I really wanted them to go. I waited, but no one left nor did they say anything. I sighed. “I’m not a murder investigator, but if I look at it logically–”
 
   “How else would you ever look at it?” Manny grumbled. I ignored him.
 
   “– I would have to start my suspect list with Piros. I wouldn’t suspect him of actually pulling the trigger. He most likely ordered his private army of mercenaries to do his dirty work. They did steal my fingerprints and planted them at the crime scene. Logical deduction leads me to the conclusion that Crenshaw’s murderers are the same thugs who broke into my apartment and manhandled me.”
 
   “Yet once again nothing would be traced back to Piros. The guy is a strategic planning genius. In the almost two decades that his name has been floating around Europe, nothing ever pointed to anyone specific.”
 
   “Then he most likely is a very good chess player,” I said absently. The change in Manny’s breathing made me look at him. “What?”
 
   “Chief Dutoit is a good chess player. And he’s been breathing down my neck about this case. I’m sure I have at least five missed calls from him by now.” He stopped himself with a humourless laugh. “I’m talking utter hogwash. It wouldn’t be the Chief. I think we’re all just tired and are reaching now.”
 
   “Talk for yourself, Manny. My mind is clear. Tired, but clear. I do, however, think that you should leave so that I can rest.”
 
   Vinnie moved next to me, pulling himself up in his chair and so making himself look bigger than the giant he was. “Yes, I think it’s a good idea to let Jen-girl rest. You should leave.”
 
   Years of dealing with all kinds of criminals must have made Manny immune to intimidation, but Phillip looked perturbed. “I think it’s a good idea. Manny, let’s go.”
 
   It took another five minutes of reassuring Manny that I would not keep anything relevant from him again. But it took only a scowl from Vinnie to reassure the men that I would be safe at home, under his protection. The moment my front door closed and Vinnie locked all five locks, I almost cried with relief. I didn’t think I would be able to stay awake through a hot bath. Maybe just a quick shower before I gave my body the rest it was screaming for. 
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   I walked out of my bedroom and was met with the wonderful aromas of coffee and caramelised onions. Vinnie was cooking.
 
   “Good afternoon, sleeping beauty.” Vinnie placed a heavenly mug of coffee on the counter and I grabbed it. He also placed a plate with oatmeal cookies on the counter.
 
   “Vinnie, if there is ever only one reason why I am happy that you live here, it is for the coffee that always awaits me when I wake up. How do you know when to start making it?” I brought the mug up to my face and inhaled the strong aroma. I took a careful sip of the hot brew.
 
   “You’re a rather loud shower diva, Jen-girl.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   Vinnie turned away from the food cooking on the stove. He was able to mask the smile on his mouth, but he didn’t have control over the muscles of his eyes. They cause laughter lines to deepen. “You sing really loudly, and I must say not too badly, when you shower. That is enough warning for me to get busy in the kitchen. You’re also quite easy to time. You spend ten minutes in the shower, ten doing whatever you’re doing before the hairdryer comes on and you’re out of your bedroom ten minutes after that. All in all, I have about thirty minutes to get myself going and your coffee ready.”
 
   I stopped drinking my coffee and stared at Vinnie. “I’m that precise?”
 
   “I don’t know if you should sound so proud about this, Jen-girl.” He turned back to whatever was cooking in the pots, picked up a wooden spoon and stirred the contents of the larger pot. “But you certainly are scheduled. Nothing wrong with it, of course.”
 
   “Of course.” If it hadn’t been for Vinnie’s non-caring shrug, I knew that I would’ve felt the same tightness in my chest as when my parents always condemned my peculiarities. With Vinnie there was no censure, only fresh coffee. I realised that in the week that Vinnie had been staying with me we never talked about anything other than the case. I suddenly wanted to know more about the gentle giant who so unobtrusively was sharing my space. Leaning against the kitchen counter, I tried to come up with a conversation starter but came up empty.
 
   So many years of studying psychology and writing papers on human interaction had done nothing for my own skills. I realised that I was sorely lacking in the skill to make friends. A skill that came natural for the vast majority of people. Staring at Vinnie’s muscular back I decided that I could worry about this gap in my skill-set at a later stage. There were more pressing matters to attend to.
 
   “Did Phillip bring my computers?”
 
   “Yup. He came about an hour ago. They’re on the dining room table.”
 
   “Were you rude to him?”
 
   Vinnie glanced over his shoulder at me with a wide grin. “He’s not the one I have a problem with. It’s that filthy fed that grinds my gears.”
 
   “He grinds your gears? Does that mean he irritates you?”
 
   Vinnie snorted. “To put it mildly. The guy irritates the hell outta me.”
 
   “Manny? What’s your problem with him?” I walked to the dining room table and placed the plate of cookies at a safe distance from my computers for a later snack. The computers I arranged for optimum usefulness with the notepad in the centre. The way I liked it. When Vinnie didn’t answer me, I looked up to see him watching me. “What?”
 
   “You’re amazing, Jen-girl. The way you know exactly how things should be.” The wistful look on his face matched the tone of his voice. Before I could tell him that I was only using logic to streamline everything, including the placing of my computers, he shook his head. “Never mind that. Millard is just a big bad wolf trying to intimidate anyone he can.”
 
   “I actually think that he is very intelligent but prefers to hide it. That way he gets a lot more out of people.”
 
   “Whatever.” Clearly Vinnie did not agree with me. He returned to his cooking. “You do your thing over there, Jen-girl. Dinner will be ready in an hour.”
 
   It didn’t take long for me to get lost in the new information waiting for me on the EDA server. Manny had kept his word and I had the full financials of the charity foundation for the last ten years waiting for me. There was also an email from Manny. He sarcastically asked me whether I would please lower myself from up high and take a deeper look at the weapons theft file. Why he was angry with me about that, I had no idea. I snarled at his email and wondered if his anger stemmed from his Chief pressuring him. It still gave him no right to be sarcastic.
 
   “Don’t kill it, Jen-girl.” Vinnie’s voice next to me made me jump.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You’re looking at that computer as if you plan to kill it. Slowly.” 
 
   “It’s Manny.” 
 
   “Aha.” A wealth of understanding was communicated with those two syllables. He pulled out the chair next to me, moved it farther away to give me more space and sat down. “What’s he done now?”
 
   “He’s angry with me about his,” I strongly emphasised the possessive pronoun, “lack of progress on the inquiry into the weapons theft. It’s not even his inquiry. The case belongs to Leon. He should be angry with Leon.”
 
   “So what does he expect you to do?”
 
   “Find out who stole the weapons, I suppose.” I sighed at Manny’s irrational demand.
 
   “Jen-girl?” He waited until I looked at him. “I... uh... know this dude who knows a lot about weapons.”
 
   “An illegal arms dealer?” 
 
   “That is one way to describe him.” Vinnie looked decidedly uncomfortable. “Anyway, I could ask him if he knows something about these weapons. But that means you’ll have to give me everything you know about these weapons.”
 
   “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.” Manny’s sarcasm would increase exponentially if he found out.
 
   “I promise it will never come back to you. I’ve been doing this for a while and know how to get information. Trust me with this. I’ll get you info.”
 
   I took a deep breath and held it while I analysed the pros and cons of taking this action. The cons mostly revolved around Manny’s wrath, but also included the fact that such highly confidential information would be put out into the criminal sphere. I exhaled, took another deep breath and thought that on the other hand those weapons were already in the criminal sphere. It led me to a few more pros and I exhaled with a puff of air. 
 
   “Will you be careful with how you share this information?”
 
   “Like I said, it will never come back to you.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Email me the list of the weapons. It has all the specs, right?”
 
   “Yes.” I emailed him the list from my computer, not wanting Manny to know that I was sharing anything with Vinnie. Had I emailed it from the EDA computer or even my work computer, all those cons were going to rain down on me like a hailstorm. I had no illusions that Manny was now keeping an even closer eye on my activities. He would find out about this, I had no doubt, but I would prefer it to be later rather than sooner. After Vinnie had spoken to the guy he knew. “There. It should be in your inbox.”
 
   “I’ll get on that now.” He got up. “Oh yes, Colin phoned. He’ll be here later. Is it okay for us to wait with dinner until he comes? Then we can all eat together.”
 
   “No problem.” I would just make myself another coffee to keep my energy up until dinner. I also had the plate of cookies Vinnie always seemed to keep in stock. He disappeared to his room to contact his criminal cohorts. I was not going to allow myself to once again think and worry about the gray areas these people moved in. Then I would have to think how my association with these guys kept pushing me deeper into these gray areas.
 
   I needed to get my mind off this and it wasn’t difficult. I decided to take another look at the Foundation’s financials, more specifically the previous year’s grants. Eighteen million euro from the EU was a significant amount and I needed to understand how one charitable organisation could receive so much. 
 
   No matter how I looked at it, the Foundation for Development of Sustainable Education came by their money in a legal manner. It was all above board. But it couldn’t be right. I checked their income. All legal donations, including the donations from the shipping companies. The donations were technically legal even if the money had come from auctioning off forged artefacts on a ship in no man’s land where the enforcement of laws was dubious at best. If it weren’t the donations, the income, it had to be their expenditure.
 
   Their financials had been audited by an EU appointed forensic accounting team, so I didn’t spend too much time looking for the misplacement of funds. Instead, I looked for patterns. Some people said that the devil was in the details. I always found the devil in patterns.
 
   First, I looked at their activities to get an overall perspective. Despite my suspicions of this charity organisation, I was impressed. In the last decade they had built homes, had sent numerous youths to university, started a music centre, opened thirteen food distribution centres and much more. Every project involved several participants, all seemingly well organised and efficient. I moved to the numbers.
 
   I looked at the amounts spent, the projects the money was spent on, the companies subcontracted to complete the work for these projects. Nothing was amiss. It was all above reproach. But the pattern was there, I knew it was there. It was as if my brain had recognised it, processed it and now relaxed with that knowledge. I just needed that insight to move from my unconscious mind to my conscious mind. That would lead me to the next clue which would lead me to the next clue and so on. I walked to my sound system and programmed it to play Mozart’s Horn Concerto No. 3. 
 
   Seated again at my computers, I stared at the monitors while allowing the music to weave its magic over and through me. Nothing. I closed my eyes and stilled my mind. Nothing. It was there, I knew it was there. I crossed my arms tightly around my torso and focussed solely on the music. That was the only way my unconscious and conscious minds would connect. With Mozart.
 
   “Jenny?” A familiar, safe voice kept calling me, pulling me back into reality. For a short while I resisted it, but he would not desist. “Jenny, come back to us.”
 
   I opened my eyes to find Colin sitting next to me, his warm hand resting gently on my arms. Both arms were still tightly wound around my torso and I realised that I was rocking. I stopped, rather surprised that I had been doing that. “How long have I been rocking like this?”
 
   “Vinnie says you’ve been like this for about two hours.”
 
   “Oh.” Damn. I was only going to give my brain a short reprieve. Seemingly it needed more time. But I realised it was time well spent as connections started flooding my consciousness. “Oh!”
 
   “What?” Colin jerked at my sudden exclamation. 
 
   I looked at his hand still resting on my arms and then up at his face. “You’re here.”
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
   I shook off his hand and turned to my computers. “I will tell you later how angry I am with you, how worried I was and how happy I am to see you now. But it will have to wait.” My hands were moving from one computer to the other and back while I was talking absently. I registered what I had said when Vinnie huffed his amusement from the kitchen. My fingers froze above the keys for a second, but I shook off the embarrassment that I had admitted to my emotions. The revelations coming with each file I was opening took precedence over my tight hold on all emotions.
 
   The more files I opened, the more I was proving myself right. “It is so obvious. So very, very obvious. Why do people ever think that it won’t be obvious?”
 
   “What is so obvious?” Colin made himself comfortable next to me and waited. He proved to be quite patient when it took me more than thirty minutes to get my facts straight. I had just made another list. Absently I noted that Vinnie brought him coffee and placed a fresh cup by my right hand. Colin was finishing off the last of the cookies that I had totally forgotten about.
 
    “It’s all the same office. It’s statistically impossible for all of them to be at the same office.” I turned to him, beaming. I could not believe how easy it actually was. My moment of glory was short-lived when Colin leaned forward and waited until I not only looked at him, but was focussed on him, not still lost inside my own head.
 
   “Jenny, you’re going to have to explain. I wasn’t here for your whole thought process.”
 
   “Oh. Of course. Sorry.” I turned back to the computers and started pointing things out. “Here is the list of all the shipping companies. Included in the information I had about them, was their company registration information. Here, on this computer I have all the information and it states the office where the company was registered. Volosovo is a smallish town eighty five kilometres from St. Petersburg. 
 
   “Now, look at this. I was looking into the financials of the Foundation and found nothing wrong with the donations or their expenditures. For every project that they received EU funding, they had subcontracted companies to complete these projects. These companies were named when the Foundation requested payment for the different legs of their projects. Nothing hidden and all above board. Look at my new list with those companies.”
 
   “You made another list.”
 
   “I did and you will not mock me when you see what I’ve discovered. Each of these companies was also registered at the same office as the shipping companies. What is the probability of eighteen of the thirty-three shipping companies we have listed and twenty other companies, including catering, interior design, engineering and construction companies all being registered at the same office?”
 
   “None?” Colin moved in closer. 
 
   “None,” I confirmed.
 
   “Have you put them in chronological order? I mean from the first registered company to the last?” 
 
   “Not yet.” I realised what he was aiming at. “Oh my god! You think that if we get this in chronological order, we can find the first company.”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   Vinnie appeared in front of us with light brown oven mitts on his hands. They were most certainly not my oven mitts. I did not own oven mitts that looked like happy dogs, complete with ears flopping around. He pointed an oven mitt at the computer. “But wouldn’t that also mean that the first company registered might lead us directly to the asshole who started this?”
 
   My lower jaw went slack and I stared at the muscular, scarred criminal wearing happy-puppy oven mitts. “You are just like Manny!”
 
   The immediate anger that radiated from Vinnie made me realise that I had said something very insulting. It took me only a second to realise my latest faux pas. Colin’s loud laughter seemed to fuel Vinnie’s anger and I sighed. I was going to have to explain myself. Again. “Colin, stop laughing. Vinnie, I’m sorry. I know you despise Manny. What I meant was that just like Manny you hide your true intellect and insights. Knowing that people will underestimate you gives you an advantage. It is an excellent mechanism to get more from people than they would generally be willing to give. I’m the complete opposite. The moment I open my mouth, people give me less. Usually they just avoid me.”
 
   “Aw, Jen-girl. You’re not that bad. Maybe you are a little bit blunt, but I like it. I just don’t like being associated with Millard.”
 
   “Understood.” I shuddered. Talking to people required so much forethought. “I just want to clarify that I was actually paying you a compliment. Not many people would’ve followed that path of reasoning to the person who might be behind all this.”
 
   “Why, thank you, ma’am.” He looked uncomfortable with the compliment. His eyes moved around looking for something. Most likely a change of topic. “Dinner is ready. Do you guys want to eat now or later?”
 
   The moment Vinnie mentioned food, my stomach rumbled and I realised how hungry I was. “Now is good.”
 
   “What about your lists?” Colin nodded to the computers.
 
   “I don’t have all the companies’ registration information. I would need to look into each company associated with the Foundation. I would also need their registration office and the date of registration to confirm the connection. Then I can put them in chronological order.”
 
   “Can you access that info?” Colin asked.
 
   “I doubt it. At least not for all the companies, unless their information is publicly available on the internet.”
 
   “You never try alternative ways of accessing info?” Colin asked.
 
   I gasped. Horrified. “I never do anything illegal on my computers. All the data I retrieve are on public sites. If people only knew how much information is publicly available. You just need to know where to look.” I got up and walked to the kitchen. Colin followed me. Vinnie had dished up something that smelled heavenly. There were three trays on the kitchen counter, each with a plate of food, a glass of wine and cutlery resting on a folded red serviette. It looked like we were going to eat in the living area.
 
   “And you know where to look.” Colin took his tray and walked with me to the living area.
 
   “I’ve been doing this for long enough to know where to look for corporate information. If that fails, there are always social networking sites, online job hunting sites where people post their lives in the form of résumés, and let’s not forget about companies advertising their services. A lot can be learned from that as well.”
 
   Vinnie picked up his tray and joined us. I marvelled at the gnocchi on the tray on my lap. It looked and smelled more appetizing than a similar dish I had had in a Michelin recommended restaurant.
 
   “So, what do you do when you run out of publicly available information?” Colin asked as he lifted the fork to his mouth. I thought we were done with the conversation. Apparently not.
 
   “That has not yet happened.” My fork fell onto my plate with a loud noise as a realisation hit me. “It has happened.”
 
   Both men looked up and waited for me to continue. I didn’t, not until Colin asked, “When?”
 
   “This week. With Danielle. I haven’t exactly asked for your help, but have used it. Oh my god.” I covered my face with both hands. There was no doubt in my mind. I was going to have to draw up a new list of guidelines for myself. Guidelines that would unblur the lines that used to clarify my strict moral and ethical codes. Working with these two men had brought into question those unyielding lines.
 
   “Jenny, stop arguing with yourself. Nothing would be done tonight in any case. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked you. I should just surprise you with the info.” Colin lifted his hand to stop my response. He pointed at my plate with his knife. “Leave it for later. Eat. You’re missing out on Vinnie’s great gnocchi.”
 
   My stomach rumbled again. Later tonight I would work on new guidelines. I had no idea if I could rationalise the illegal gaining of information. With the mouth-watering aroma wafting up from my plate, I decided that physical needs took precedence. I had to eat.
 
   “So,” Colin said after a few minutes of silence, “Vinnie told me everything that happened at the station.”
 
   “Everything?”
 
   “Everything I know, Jen-girl.”
 
   “Did he tell you that I didn’t speak to anyone?”
 
   Colin smiled. “He did. Was it difficult?”
 
   “Not really. Nobody came into the room once they put me there.”
 
   “But you were treated right?”
 
   “I don’t know the protocol for treatment when in an interrogation room, so I can’t answer that. I was left in a locked room for five hours. I was fine. What were you doing while I was held at the police station? No wait, first tell me about Crenshaw’s house.”
 
   “Nothing to tell, really. Everything happened like I told you. I watched the house the whole day. No one went in and no one came out. By the time I went in, the house had been dark since nightfall. It was obvious no one was home.”
 
   “Which means that he was killed in the dark?”
 
   “Must be. The drapes were closed, so the neighbours wouldn’t have seen muzzle flashes even if they were looking at the house.”
 
   “And no one heard anything.”
 
   “I most certainly didn’t. As soon as I got in the house, I was suspicious. I first went into his office to find some clues and get out as soon as I could. That’s when I found the safe. I got in, saw what was in there and took everything. It turned out that only the flash drives might be of use. There were five identical-looking flash drives. All the documents were just personal stuff of no particular interest. I had just finished sorting through this when I started smelling it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The blood. I was so focussed on listening for anyone coming in and at the same time getting something out of the safe that I never paid attention to my nose.”
 
   “His nose is legendary,” Vinnie said. “He will smell a painting and tell you what mix was used.”
 
   “It’s not a mix, Vin.” Colin closed his eyes for a second. A shudder shook his shoulders. He must have remembered what he had seen. When he opened his eyes, they looked haunted. “There was so much blood. Crenshaw was lying at an awkward angle and it was very obvious that he was dead. The wooden coffee table was overturned and that is when I got suspicious. Well, more suspicious.”
 
   “About the coffee table?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. It is one of those low, long tables. Not easy to topple over. It would rather move across the floor if someone bumps into it. So, I reckon that someone must have picked it up and laid it on its side to make it look like there had been a struggle. Also, the sofa cushions were messed with. If the struggle was violent enough to have the cushions displaced, surely the sofa itself would’ve moved from its original position. It had not.”
 
   “That sounds like someone was looking for something rather than setting up a crime scene.” Vinnie seemed captivated by this.
 
   “If they had lifted all the cushions, yes. But only a few were displaced. Vin, I’ve seen your aunt’s living room after you and your cousins had a wrestling match in there. This looked nothing like that. It looked too neat, too arranged. And the whiskey glass that was so conveniently on the side table? I’m no crime scene investigator, but I know when something looks off. I still can’t place my finger on exactly what was wrong, but I didn’t have more time to look around.”
 
   “Because the police arrived?”
 
   “Yup. That was another suspicious thing. If I didn’t even know something was amiss in the house, how did the police know to come? I had been watching the house the whole day.” He took a sip of his wine. “Soon as I heard the sirens, I made my way outside, but decided to watch.”
 
   “You stayed there?” Was this man totally insane?
 
   “Not at the house, no. I was watching them from the balcony of a neighbour’s house. I would really like to know how the police knew to bring their crime scene guys. They stopped their van five minutes after the patrol cars arrived and cleared the house. From the time I left until the first crime scene investigator walked into the house all suited up was a total of fifteen minutes.” Colin and Vinnie looked at each other with an understanding I didn’t share.
 
   “Dude, that’s just wrong.”
 
   “Why?” What did they know that I didn’t?
 
   “Jenny, the police simply are not that well organised. Their response time is a hit and miss. Sometimes it takes them three minutes, sometimes fifteen minutes to act on a call. If there is a call for the forensic guys, it could take hours to get those guys to leave their labs, get their vans ready to roll. It’s only with high profile cases that they act that fast.”
 
   “But Crenshaw is... was high profile.”
 
   “True. But I still want to know how the police knew to be there in full force.”
 
   “So that must be why they got my fingerprints so quickly.”
 
   “And why is it that your fingerprints are on file?” 
 
   “I work for an international insurance company. I deal daily with fraud cases. I never really asked Phillip why it was important, but they wanted my prints on file and I didn’t have a reason to say no.”
 
   Colin stared at me incredulously for almost a minute. “Okay, I’m not going to touch this one. So, after watching the police for a while, it was a bit tricky to get out of the area. By the time I wanted to leave, they were everywhere.”
 
   “And you couldn’t get out?”
 
   “Of course I could get out.” He looked insulted at my sincere question. “It just took me a little longer. The moment it was okay for me to phone, I called you. And the rest you know.”
 
   “No, I don’t. You haven’t told me where you’ve been the whole day.”
 
   A cluster of expressions fluttered across his face. “You’re not going to like this.”
 
   “Colin, I can see on your face that you don’t want to tell me. Get past that and tell me.”
 
   He hesitated. The internal conflict was as clear as neon signs on his face. “You have to know that I really did try to do this myself, but it’s too sophisticated for my skills. It took me hours, but I got nowhere, so–”
 
   “Just tell her, dude.” Vinnie groaned in annoyance.
 
   “I met with Francine.”
 
   “Francine? Your friend who found Danielle?” 
 
   “Yes. She’s going to help me,” he cleared his throat, “help us with the code.”
 
   “What code?” I placed my tray with the empty plate and wine glass on the coffee table. Leaning towards Colin, I placed my hands on my thighs. “Stop talking in circles and tell me what you’re so blunderingly trying to avoid.”
 
   Colin stood. “I’d rather just show you. Let’s go to the computers.” 
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   “And this is from Crenshaw’s safe?” I stared at the computer screen. “Five flash drives with this on it?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “It looks like those 3D pictures that were popular when I was a teenager,” Vinnie said over my shoulder.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “And you tried to open this?”
 
   “Yup.” Colin shrugged. “This is far above what I can do. It’s not any kind of encryption I’ve ever seen.”
 
   Silence fell between us. I stared at the computer screen, at the dots forming an optical illusion. It looked like they were moving around the screen. Colin had given me two of the five flash drives he had taken from Crenshaw’s safe. Each one looked the same when I inserted it into my computer. A screen of dots appeared. When I clicked on the external drive, a password request popped up. I was not a hacker. Apparently Colin was, but not a good one.
 
   That brought me to the other issue. I inhaled deeply, trying to find rational calm. “Who exactly is Francine?”
 
   “A very trustworthy friend.” 
 
   “If she’s so trustworthy, why does your face and body tell me that you are worried about her?”
 
   Colin sighed a laugh. “I’m not worried about her. I’m worried about your reaction to her helping us.”
 
   “What did you tell her?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “That this is a government cover-up and if she is able to get into those files a huge conspiracy will be revealed.” Colin’s answer caused Vinnie to laugh. I didn’t understand why it was funny. Colin turned to me. “Francine believes that there is a conspiracy behind every government decision, action. Aw hell, I’m sure she believes her birth was a conspiracy.”
 
   “And you trusted this crazy person with something that might potentially solve this case? With something that was stolen from a murdered Eurocorps Brigadier General’s private safe?” I shoved my chair back and glared at him. “How, please tell me how, am I supposed to explain that to Manny?”
 
   “Why would you explain anything to him?”
 
   “Because I told him that I would give him full disclosure from now on. I’m not keeping any more secrets. It’s exhausting.”
 
   “Well, that certainly takes the fun out of this.”
 
   “The fun?” My shocked exclamation echoed through my apartment. I inhaled deeply and modulated my tone. “What fun? Oh. You enjoyed keeping Manny in the dark about these things. My god. You must really carry an enormous grudge against him. Whatever did he do to you?”
 
   “Oh dear,” Vinnie said and quickly walked to the kitchen. Colin’s jaws were clamped so tight, I feared for his teeth. In the kitchen Vinnie was making coffee again. I did not give in to the temptation to look when I heard a cup clang against something. I was not looking anywhere but at Colin’s face. 
 
   “Stop reading me.”
 
   “What else am I supposed to do when you’re not telling me everything?”
 
   He swallowed. “Manny and I have had a few run-ins. I’m not a big fan of his, and I’m sure he feels the same way about me.”
 
   “And you’re not going to tell me what happened,” I stated.
 
   “I would prefer not to.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes when I heard Vinnie expel air loudly. As if he had been holding his breath. Why was Vinnie worried about Colin telling me about his history with Manny? It was most inconvenient to have yet another mystery added to this already complicated day.
 
   “Well, then tell me about Francine. Please tell me why I should not kick you out of my apartment for bringing another criminal into this mess.”
 
   “Firstly, you can’t kick me out. Vinnie will protect me.” He smiled when Vinnie chuckled. “Secondly, Francine is not a criminal.”
 
   “But...” For once I was able to stop my runaway mouth in time.
 
   “But what? She’s my friend, therefore she must be a criminal? Or is it her distrust of the government that makes you jump to these conclusions?”
 
   “Okay, okay. I’m sorry. But you can’t blame me for thinking that.”
 
   “Forget it.” He shifted in his chair. 
 
   “Colin, please.” Asking plainly didn’t work. Maybe begging would. “I really need to know who this Francine is. It will make me feel safer. Please?”
 
   His face softened. “I’ve known Francine for fifteen years. She is a computer genius. One of those people governments fear. And employ. Francine has very strong objections against anything to do with government. According to her, they’re all just puppets being controlled by some unseen force, playing geopolitical games with the world. She also believes that the only way she can keep herself safe from all government conspiracies is to work for them. She is formally contracted by the EC to keep their online systems safe. Informally she works for the British and American governments as well. All of them think that she is working exclusively for them.”
 
   “She is just like you.” This amused me so much, I almost missed the annoyance on Colin’s face. Oh, dear. I was insulting everyone today with my comparisons. “What I mean is that she likes to beat the system. She likes to play with the authorities. Just like you.”
 
   Colin took a few seconds to think this over. “I suppose you’re right. Anyway. Now you know something about her that could destroy her. She gave me permission to trust you with this, so that you will feel more comfortable trusting her with breaking this encryption.”
 
   “Do you trust her?”
 
   “With this? Implicitly.” He showed every marker that he was telling the truth. I had come to trust Colin and his intuition. It would seem that Francine was another individual moving on the fringes of society to be included in this case. Colin shifted in his seat. His expression changed.
 
   “What?” Suspicion was heavy in my voice.
 
   “You’re running out of places to look for the registration details of these subcontracted companies. Let me help.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Francine–”
 
   “No.” I knew it. His face had told me he was going to say something annoying. “I can find this. I just need time.”
 
   “But Francine can find it much faster.” He must have seen my revulsion at the outright lack of faith in my skills. “I don’t mean it like that. She is really good at finding information that is hidden.”
 
   “Illegally.” I turned away from him.
 
   “Not necessarily. Okay, maybe, but at least you’ll get it. How else are you going to find anything on a small catering company that doesn’t even have a website?” He squeezed my forearm lightly until I looked at him. “Come on. What can you lose? When we have all the data, we can put it into chronological order. Like you said, we need all the facts. She will look into this for us and maybe even find more companies.”
 
   “She doesn’t know what to look for.”
 
   “You can tell her.”
 
   “No,” I almost shouted. With a frown I cleared my throat. “I don’t want to speak to anyone else.”
 
   “Then I’ll tell her.” He took out his smartphone and silently waited for my permission.
 
   The moment I closed my eyes in resignation, I heard him tapping on the phone’s screen. I listened to the one sided conversation. Colin was telling Francine just enough to give her clear parameters for finding the necessary information. There was no conceivable way she would be able to draw any conclusions from this little information alone. I was impressed, but still worried. 
 
   “Now I’ll have to tell Manny about this too,” I groused as soon as Colin ended the call. No sooner had I spoken than the doorbell rang. 
 
   “Expecting anyone?” Colin straightened, his body coiled, ready for fight or flight.
 
   “No.” I glanced at the door, not knowing what kind of trouble was waiting there. Vinnie came from the kitchen, laced his fingers, reversed his hands and stretched them far enough to pop his knuckles. With this non-verbal announcement of battle readiness, he walked to the door, looked through the peephole. Every muscle in his body tightened. 
 
   The doorbell rang again, followed by a loud banging on the door. “Open this door!”
 
   Vinnie’s fists tightened and he looked over his shoulder at Colin. “This dude is cruising for a bruising.”
 
   I had no idea what that meant, but I knew what his body language indicated. With a sigh I got up and walked to the door. It took an insistent tug to get Vinnie to move away from the door so that I could open it. Manny was standing with his fist raised for another pounding when the door swung open. 
 
   “Manny.”
 
   “Doctor Face-reader.” He nodded to me and then to Vinnie. “Criminal.”
 
   “Asshole,” Vinnie returned the greeting without missing a heartbeat. I laughed.
 
   “You two are the most wonderful subjects to study. Textbook territorial displays, verbal abuse to show superiority, and the lowered tone used to intimidate.” It didn’t seem like either man appreciated my observations. “Manny, please come in.”
 
   I stepped aside to allow Manny entrance to my apartment. He walked past me and the moment his body tensed, I realised that he had just noticed Colin. I swung around wondering if I should have given Colin the chance to first leave my apartment before I opened the door to Manny. Now it was too late. Colin had moved and was sitting on the sofa facing the bookshelves.
 
   “Colin Frey, as I live and breathe.”
 
   “Colonel Millard.” Colin remained seated, lounging on the sofa. His legs crossed at the ankles and his left arm rested on the back of the sofa. All signs of not feeling threatened in his territory. An obvious ploy not allowing Manny the upper hand. “You missed dinner with us. Would you like a glass of wine?”
 
   Oh, this was better than sneaking video footage of people in cafés. I wished I had had the foresight to set up recording equipment. It would have given me hours of joy replaying this. Analysing the dynamics between three alpha males. Heaven.
 
   “Oh, so this is your apartment where you offer the guests wine, is it?”
 
   “Just being hospitable, Millard.”
 
   An interesting bit of information entered my mind. “Did you know that the Saccopteryx bilineata, or more commonly known sac-winged bats, adjust the frequency of their territorial songs? When another male enters their territory they sing lower and more often to scare off the intruder. It has also been shown that the more often and the lower the male sings, the more offspring he produces.” All three men stared at me with slack jaws. “What? They do. That is how they prove their male superiority to an opponent. And make more babies.”
 
   Colin got up from the sofa. “I don’t think we’re going to start singing, do you, Millard?”
 
   Manny stared at Colin with great animosity. 
 
   “Come on, Millard, surely we can be civilized.”
 
   “Like in Prague?” Manny looked doubtful.
 
   “Ah, Prague.” Colin crooned. His posture belied his tone though. He was ready for an altercation. “If I didn’t know any better, I would say our colonel was suffering from a case of sour grapes.”
 
   “What happened in Prague?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing.” Both men answered simultaneously without looking at me, still staring at each other in challenge. Often men did this, waiting for the weaker to lower his gaze in submission. I did not think either of them would submit to the other soon. 
 
   “Well, if none of you are going to sing, can we try to solve this case?”
 
   A smile tugged at Colin’s lips and he turned to me. He did not break the stare in submission; he did it out of respect for me. It won him a few points.
 
   “Jenny tells me that you should now be told everything,” he said still looking at me.
 
   “That must really gall you.” Manny looked happy at that prospect. “The only way I can protect Doctor Lenard is if I know who is involved in this case. Unfortunately, that includes you and the gorilla over there.”
 
   Not for the first time, Manny insisted that I was Doctor Lenard. Knowingly or unknowingly, he had revealed his opinion of me. This behaviour could often be observed with siblings. Within their own relationship they could tease each other, insult, banter and call each other names. Outside of that dynamic, they would declare war on anyone abusing their siblings. Such behaviour was exclusive to and only acceptable within that circle of trust. Manny had just shown me that I was included in his circle of trust. Interesting.
 
   “Let’s sit by the computers. I have something to show you, Manny.” I walked to the dining room table, knowing the men would follow. Not doing so would give the others reason to beat him down for disrespecting me. This situation was a first for me. The level of civility and co-operation depended entirely on me. All three men felt responsible for me and would do anything to keep me safe. Even co-operate. It was a position of power I had not held before.
 
   We settled around the table. Colin sat to my right, Manny to my left. Vinnie brought a tray with coffee and settled across from us. I brought Manny up to date with my discoveries about the Foundation’s extraordinary income in the last fiscal year. He looked disappointed at the lack of irregularities in their income and expenditures. But he did pale slightly when I showed him the list with all the companies registered at the same office. We spent about twenty minutes in a relatively amicable discussion. I postponed telling him about the registration dates. Or to be more precise, Francine’s involvement in finding the dates.
 
   “I understand the eighteen shipping companies registered at this office. Where did the other twenty companies come from?” Manny frowned at my list.
 
   “The Foundation receives funding from the EU for projects. These projects are part of a programme that has the EU working in partnership with Russia. That means that the EU doesn’t solely pump money into this programme; Russia puts in an equal amount. This programme focuses on specific needs that were determined by the EU to be met. Entities can apply for funding to enable them to run projects that will meet these needs. Somehow the Foundation had been extremely successful at receiving funding for eleven separate projects.
 
   “Each project needed to subcontract companies to complete the work. These companies included carpenters, caterers, engineering companies and the like. I have not had time to analyse the projects, but it seems that they are varied. Which makes it great for the bad guys. They could register many different companies. Each company gets paid for their services. I don’t know how yet, but all the signs are here that the Foundation used this to launder money.”
 
   “What money? From the art auctions?” Manny asked.
 
   “Most likely. I have no way to determine how much money had come from the art auctions. Which means that I don’t know what money comes from where.”
 
   “Would you be able to find out how they did this?”
 
   “I’m good at spotting patterns. I usually get to this point and then hand it over to the forensic accountants.”
 
   “Is there any way that we, anyone, can determine what money came from where?” Manny asked.
 
   “We would need to look at each company’s finances individually. Who knows what condition their books are in. Or whether we would be able to get access to their books. You have to keep in mind, some are small companies.” I pursed my lips. “Frankly, I don’t think it will be possible.”
 
   “Bugger,” Manny grunted. “Okay, what else do you have?”
 
   “This.” I changed screens with a click and we were all looking at dots. Colin sat back and folded his arms. Classical blocking behaviour. I did not care that he wasn’t pleased with me telling Manny everything. He just had to accept it.
 
   “What’s this?” Manny frowned at the screen.
 
   “We don’t know. Colin got this from Crenshaw’s safe. There are five flash drives that open to this screen when you insert it in the computer.” I lifted my hand to stop Manny. “Don’t start shouting yet. Let me tell you everything first. Then you can yell.”
 
   Despite Colin and Vinnie’s disapproving glares, I told Manny everything about the flash drives. To his credit, he did not arrest Colin. He did, however, exhibit increasing degrees of fury. I swallowed my nerves and continued. “Colin couldn’t open the files, so he gave them to a trusted friend. She has three and we have two.”
 
   Manny surprised me. He sat quietly for a long time processing what I had told him. His glare moved between Colin, Vinnie and myself while a myriad of emotions moved across his face. He went from shock to anger to fury to an internal struggle. Finally he nodded his head and looked at Colin.
 
   “How long before your friend,” he spat out the word, “will have results?”
 
   “Hours? Days? I really don’t know. She owes me one, so she’s making this a priority. As soon as she’s in, we’ll know.”
 
   “She’s ... um, also helping with something else.” My voice cracked under the strain. Manny lifted an angry eyebrow. I forged on. “We have a theory that if we put all the companies’ registration dates in chronological order, we might be able to determine where it all started. Who started it all. I have not been able to find the registration dates for six companies and Colin’s friend is going to find this for us. She might also be able to find more companies connected to the Foundation and the ships.”
 
   I sat back and looked at Manny. He just grunted and was quiet for a while. I took the time to observe. Even lacking the context of the history between Manny and Colin, I came to some interesting conclusions. These two men disliked each other intensely, but respected each other too. It was an interesting contradiction. They seemed to value the other’s knowledge, experience and input. Yet every sentence was tinged with sarcasm. Unlike Manny’s sarcasm towards me indicating his anger, this was defensive. It was a protection mechanism people used to not allow their opponent the insight into their begrudging respect.
 
   “I want her name and contact information.” Manny straightened himself. “You three have been working behind my back and I don’t like it. Frey, I don’t care who you have by the short and curlies in which agencies, you will not manipulate me. If either you or the gorilla step out of line, I’ll arrest Doctor Lenard.”
 
   “Hey. I will not accept responsibility for their criminal actions.”
 
   “No, Doc. You’re the one who lied to my face.”
 
   “I didn’t lie. I just didn’t tell you everything.”
 
   “Same difference. I can get you arrested for breach of security. From the beginning you knew how sensitive this information was and that it was not to be shared with any outsiders. And now you’ve included yet another person. You’re going to carry the burden.” When no one spoke, he nodded. “Good. Glad we understand each other. And while you’re giving me the name of your gal, you might as well tell me your full name, gorilla.”
 
   “Why don’t you suck my– ”
 
   “Vinnie, please. We’re all working together here to prevent more artists from being murdered with guns stolen from Eurocorps. This is so much bigger than Colin’s ego, your fear of being labelled or my dislike of social niceties.” In one sentence I had just summarised each one of us. And all of a sudden my obsessions and neuroses seemed petty. I must have been saying something right, because all three men were still listening. “Let’s put our own issues aside and be totally open with each other until this thing is over. Then you can get back to your grudges and distrust.”
 
   “Well, I’ll be damned, Doc.” Manny smiled wryly. 
 
   “Damned?” I waved the silly expression away with a flick of my wrist. “Let’s get back to the case. What don’t we know?”
 
   “Have you looked at the weapons’ theft reports?” Thankfully, Manny was all business again.
 
   “Yes. I couldn’t find anything out of the ordinary, so Vinnie offered his help.”
 
   “I’m not giving you my name.” Vinnie stated. “I will help. I will protect Jen-girl, but you will not have my name.”
 
   Fortunately the stare-down between Vinnie and Manny didn’t last long. Manny closed his eyes and sighed. “Fine. What do you have on the guns?”
 
   “Nothing yet. I hope to hear something by tomorrow.”              
 
   “I suppose I don’t want to know who you’ll be hearing from.”
 
   “You suppose right.” Vinnie folded his arms across his muscular chest, effectively ending the topic. 
 
   We were waiting for Francine to break the encryption. We were waiting for registration dates. We were waiting for Vinnie’s gunrunners to share information about stolen guns. I hated waiting. So I started thinking of any other loose ends.
 
   “Oh, Colin.” I spoke so quickly that he started next to me. I smiled. “Sorry. I was wondering if you could look at something for me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   I moved to my personal computer and looked for a specific email. “Manny and I were looking at footage of a gala event and I saw something familiar. Ah, here it is. Do you recognise this?”
 
   Colin moved closer to the screen to look at the blurred image of the Gauguin painting I had noticed in the ball room. His eyes widened. “It’s Gauguin’s Still Life, The White Bowl.”
 
   “This is his Still Life, The White Bowl?”
 
   “Yes. Why?” Colin sounded worried. 
 
   “The canvas strip found on the dead girl came from this painting.” Manny said absently.
 
   “This is the Gauguin painting that was found on Danielle?” Colin asked.
 
   “Yes. I’m familiar with Gauguin’s work, but I’m not an expert,” I said. “I knew that Rousseau & Rousseau insured that painting, but I’ve never actually seen it. This painting was hanging in Danielle’s room. It was the second painting from the left next to her bed.”
 
   Colin closed his eyes, seemingly accessing his visual memory. His eyes shot open. “You’re right. It was there. Which I suppose we can assume was a forgery. It didn’t have any piece missing, no strip taken off it.”
 
   Manny pointed at the computer screen. “Does that mean this one is real?”
 
   “There is no way to tell,” Colin answered. “I would have to see it. Even then I might need more than just a look. Danielle was really good with her forgeries. The one hanging here might be the painting that strip was torn from, it might be a forgery, it might be the original.”
 
   “Can’t you tell if this painting is missing the strip?” Vinnie asked from behind the screens. I was secretly glad he wasn’t curious enough to come around to our side to look at the screens. As it was, there were too many men sitting close to me.
 
   “I tried to get a better view, but there is a man’s head is in the way throughout the short view. And it is possible that the frame might hide the missing strip.”
 
   “Only one way to tell and that is to see it,” Colin said again. He lifted an eyebrow. “This photo was taken at an event at La Maison Russie, right?”
 
   Manny’s eyes widened. Then they narrowed and he glared at Colin. “No, Frey. You are not going to break in anywhere. I will see what I can arrange for us to see this. I’ll get you more information about the place.”
 
   “I wasn’t planning on breaking in, you ass. I was simply asking to find out if it was a public or private place. I thought if it were public we could go on an excursion.” Colin was exhibiting cues of deception. I didn’t say anything.
 
   Manny inhaled angrily. I put my hands out towards the men sitting next to me. “Focus. Common goal.”
 
   Both men grunted and slumped back in their chairs. I rolled my eyes and snarled at Vinnie’s grin. God, I hated working with people. Especially alpha males. It was so much easier observing them.
 
   “Is there anything else you need to know?” I asked Manny.
 
   He thought for a minute. “Not for now.”
 
   “Then this meeting is over.”
 
   “Yes. Go to your cave. Jen-girl will let you know when we get anything else.” Vinnie got up, ready to escort Manny to the door. A few more threats were grunted between the three men. I chose to ignore them. I had done enough mediating for one evening. It was not part of my job description.
 
   By the time Vinnie closed the door behind Manny, it was close to eleven o’clock and I was ready for bed. It seemed that I had not caught up enough sleep during the day. And playing the referee was exhausting. My respect for Phillip’s natural ability to mediate rocketed. I turned off all the computers, turned to my bedroom and stopped. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
 
   “She cussed.” Vinnie sounded breathless from shock.
 
   “Colin?” I glared at him, waiting for his answer. 
 
   “What does it look like?” He shook the overnight bag in his hand towards the study. “I’m going to sleep.”
 
   “Not in my apartment.”
 
   “Jenny.” He softened his tone. It was too soft. The criminal was trying to manipulate me with smooth words. “I’m tired. I’m also worried about you. After what happened yesterday, I would sleep so much better knowing that you’re safe.”
 
   “Vinnie is here.” And one overbearing criminal in my apartment was more than enough.
 
   “Now there will be two of us to protect you.”
 
   I breathed past my fury, past my rebellion against another presence in my apartment. It didn’t take me long to read the two men in front of me. I briefly closed my eyes in resignation. “You are not being fair to me. There are two of you and only one of me. And I don’t have the energy to fight you.”
 
   “I won’t be in the way.” He waited until I looked at him. Honesty and concern lined his features. “Only until this is resolved. Together we will be a much stronger force.”
 
   “Fine.” I sounded petulant. I felt petulant. God, I really hated working with people. And now I had to live with them. With a huff I walked to my room. Tomorrow I would fight these men again. Now I was too tired.
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   Forty-eight hours. Apparently that was the time limit on my ability to share living space with two bickering men. What made it worse was that I hadn’t seen Phillip since they brought me back from the police station. I missed his calming, buffering presence. I missed his natural, easy knowledge of working with people. I missed him.
 
   It was early evening. I had planted myself in front of the computers again. Vinnie was stacking the dinner dishes in the dishwasher. Colin was glaring at the television. They had just had another argument about Vinnie’s contact taking his time to get back regarding the stolen weapons. I did not understand it at all, but they seemed to enjoy the bickering. It was driving me insane. I wanted them to leave. I wanted my old life back.
 
   “What about your girlfriend Francine?” Vinnie asked loudly from the kitchen. “It’s not like that chick got into those files in the first ten minutes. And what about all the info on those companies? Huh?”
 
   Colin ignored Vinnie’s provocation. I had come up empty on my searches for more details on the companies. I had been convinced that their registration particulars would be public information. It wasn’t. 
 
   “Francine is your girlfriend?” I asked. The status of their relationship was news to me.
 
   “She’s not my girlfriend.” Colin turned his glare from the television to Vinnie. He had been quiet most of the afternoon and evening. I suspected that he was regretting his insistence on staying here. I regretted giving in so easily. I turned back to my computers and left the men to their juvenile arguments.
 
   The last two days I had spent watching every second of footage that Manny had been able to send me. My saving grace had been the headphones that I put on to listen while I watched. That way I hadn’t heard most of the bickering. At first I was concerned that their friendship was in danger. Their non-verbal cues, however, totally contradicted the insults they were hurling at each other. The only conclusion I could draw from this was that they found this to be an entertaining outlet for the tension that was building in all of us.
 
   Colin had kept his promise. He hadn’t been in my way. Not in the sense of him intruding on my space. The two of them never ventured close to my bedroom or bathroom. The rest of my apartment had been completely taken over though. I sighed and focussed my mind on the footage of last year’s event. Every time I watched it, I saw something new. I couldn’t wait to show it to Manny. He had phoned a few times, but had spent the last two days with Leon and the investigation into Crenshaw’s murder. Not even under the most severe torture would I admit that I missed Manny. 
 
   “Dude.” Vinnie’s shocked exclamation pulled me out of my zone. “This is wicked sick.”
 
   Vinnie had moved from the kitchen to the sofa. They were watching the television in fascinated horror. I heard feminine grunts and suction sounds that widened my eyes. Of all the audacious things they could have done, this was too much. 
 
   “What are you watching?”
 
   “Oh, Jen-girl. You have to come and see this.” Gone was the quarrelling. Vinnie sat next to Colin, no argumentative body language on display.
 
   I slowly got up. “If you two are watching porn in my apartment, I will notify every law enforcement agency of your whereabouts.”  
 
   Both heads swivelled to me in shock. Just then the doorbell rang. I started moving towards the door, but Vinnie stopped me with a head shake. He got up, made some hand signals to Colin, who nodded. Vinnie walked to the door and I to the sofa where Colin had lost interest in the television. I was still curious about the sounds filling my apartment.
 
   On the television screen were two women wrestling in mud. At least it wasn’t porn. I had nothing against people watching porn. I simply didn’t want two men watching it in my apartment. The two women were trying to grab hold of each other, but the mud did not allow for that. They were in a large square tub, knee deep in mud. A large male-dominated crowd was cheering them on. I frowned. “Why would they do that?”
 
   “Because the men think it’s sexy, Doc.” Manny spoke next to me. I hadn’t heard him come in, and turned. He looked oddly amused. And typically rumpled. Vinnie stood behind Manny and had completely lost all traces of laughter. Colin’s mirth also disappeared and I sighed. Great. Now I was going to have not two, but three men bickering. On the television screen one of the women had the other face down in the mud. Loud male cheering filled my apartment. I almost asked again about the mud wrestling, but decided that I really wasn’t interested.
 
   “Hello, Manny. Please tell me that you have new information.” I grabbed the remote control off Colin’s lap and switched the television off. I ignored their protests. “I have all those lists and would be grateful to have something new to compare them against.”
 
    “Ah, you and your lists.” Manny shrugged out of his suit jacket and mindlessly threw it over the back of one of the wingback chairs. I swallowed hard, picked up the jacket and carefully draped it over a hanger and hung it on the coat rack by the door. I walked back and nodded pointedly towards the computers. All three men immediately followed me to the dining room table.
 
   “So, do you have something new for me?” I asked Manny again. A bit less patient this time.
 
   “I do.” He pulled out a chair and placed himself in front of the EDA computer. “What about you?”
 
   “We haven’t heard anything about the guns or the files or the registration details yet.” I was not ashamed to admit that I was pleased when Manny gave Vinnie and Colin an ugly, disapproving look. They shrugged it off and everyone took their usual seats. I pulled my shoulders back a bit and lifted one eyebrow in arrogance. “I, on the other hand, have discovered something very interesting. But you must show me yours first, then I’ll show you mine.”
 
   There was a pregnant silence for a millisecond. Long enough for me to realise that I had said something to bring surprised looks to their faces. I remembered Manny saying something similar once. It only took another millisecond for me to conclude how they had interpreted my word. I threw my hands in the air. “You are unbelievable. You’re thinking of sex? Really? Can we please focus on work?”
 
   Manny cleared his throat. “Of course, Doc. Let me start with the Crenshaw case.”
 
   “Have they found anything else to connect him to Piros?” Colin asked.
 
   “As a matter of fact, they did. In one of the bedrooms was a black and white photo of Budapest’s parliament. On the back of the photo was written, ‘to Piros, congrats on the divorce’, with the date next to it.”
 
   “What date?” I asked
 
   “We already checked it. The date written was October 1996. During that time Crenshaw was stationed in Hungary.”
 
   “So he was Piros?” Colin didn’t sound convinced.
 
   I also couldn’t believe this. On the video where I recognised the insignia, the soldier talked about Piros in conversation with Crenshaw. Or had he? I never heard the full sentence. Maybe he addressed Crenshaw as Piros. Did I miss something?
 
   “Miss what?” Manny asked.
 
   I blinked at him a few times before I realised that I must have been thinking aloud. “I don’t know. Let me check something.”
 
   I turned to the EDA computer and mentally patted myself on the shoulder for my obsessive nature. The time stamped markers that I had placed on the video now made it easy to access that clip.
 
   “What are we looking at?” Colin asked next to me.
 
   I didn’t answer him, just played the clip. Then played it again. I played it for a third time in slow motion.
 
   “Crenshaw is not Piros.” Once I knew what to look for it was easy to see.
 
   “How can you tell?” Manny asked.
 
   “Crenshaw’s reaction when the soldier mentions Piros.” I played the clip again, pausing it at a specific moment, and zoomed in on Crenshaw’s face. “Look at the tightening of his jaw muscles, his neck is stiff, his nose wings are flared and then there is the lip occlusion. All indicators of a negative emotion causing great tension. There are no other cues showing it to be anything but fear. And he only displays this on hearing Piros’ name. Crenshaw is not Piros.”
 
   “But we have a photo with a date,” Manny said.
 
   “I heard a but in there. What is wrong with that date?” I asked.
 
   “Sharp, Doc, sharp.” Manny nodded his approval. “Crenshaw was stationed there during that time. He also got divorced around that time.”
 
   “But?” I wished he would get to it.
 
   “But,” Manny smiled at me, “at that time Crenshaw was involved in some diplomatically delicate proceedings. Those details are still classified. All I know is that he told me years later that he and his wife had to pretend to still be married long after the divorce had gone through. Apparently their divorce would have ruined years of work. So they got all the legalities done, but nobody knew about their divorce until two years after the fact.”
 
   “Nobody?” Colin pressed his index finger to his eyebrow. Classic eye blocking. He disagreed with Manny. “There is always someone who knows.”
 
   “Granted,” Manny said. “Leon swears that Crenshaw loved the cloak and dagger stuff. He would never have told anyone. He liked knowing things no one else was privy to. That limits it to his superiors. Leon phoned around and none of them were on real friendly terms with Crenshaw. They respected his work, but would never have sent him a congratulatory photo.”
 
   “So the photo was planted?”
 
   “That is the general consensus. The crime scene investigators also determined that the frame that originally hung in that specific space had been smaller. There is a faint shadow on the wall, which means that the previous frame had been there for a long time. All the other frames in the house had a thin layer of dust on the top. The photo’s frame didn’t. So yes, I think that photo was placed there recently.”
 
   “Any fingerprints on the photo?” I asked. After my recent experiences I had become very aware of fingerprints.
 
   “None. That is equally suspicious. No fingerprints anywhere on the photo or the frame is simply impossible. Unless it had all been cleaned.” He leaned back in the chair. I wondered what Manny would look like if he was rested, shaved and wearing pressed clothes. “Leon and I spent most of today looking at Crenshaw’s employment records. I compared it to your lists, Doc. There was record of him living or travelling to most of the places where the artists were murdered. Maybe not at the exact date, but around that time. There were some places he had not been to though. At least not in an official capacity. Leon and I realised that the problem with that is that Crenshaw was not the only person connected to some European agency or military to have visited those places.”
 
   “Making a list of all those people and placing them there would require a staggering amount of data.” I was doing the calculations in my head. “Is there any way that we can narrow it down?”
 
   “Let’s not worry about that list, Doc.” Manny pulled the EDA computer closer to him and I groaned. He was moving it out of place. “I have another list for you.”
 
   “What list?” The wrong angle of the computer was forgotten.
 
   “All the art that is in the house where last year’s gala event was held. La Maison Russie. Look at this.” He worked the computer and then turned it towards me. Again at a wrong angle. Every cell in my body screamed at me to align the computer as it had been. I forced myself to focus. On the screen was a badly organised list. It didn’t make sense.
 
   “What am I looking at?”
 
   “A list of all the artwork in La Maison Russie.” He smiled when he saw my eyebrows lifting. “Quite something, yes?”
 
   “It’s a terrible list.” I frowned angrily at the screen. “Nothing is in order. It’s not organised at all. Not alphabetically, by artist, era or even medium. Who drew up this list?”
 
   “I did, missy.” The words were clipped. I looked away from the screen and saw Manny’s face pulled tight in anger. Oh dear. “Not everyone systemizes things as anally as you do.”
 
   “What does my anus have to do with being organised?” My question elicited different responses. Vinnie chuckled, Colin groaned and Manny stared at me incredulously. Nobody answered me. “Well?”
 
   “Jenny, it’s an expression people used to describe obsessive perfectionists,” Colin explained.
 
   “It doesn’t make sense,” I said, discounting the expression. I turned back to the computer. “I’ll organise this list and compare it to the lists I have of the miraculously recovered art and suspected forgeries. Do you have the name of the owner of the house?”
 
   “It belongs to a Russian investment firm.” Manny looked relieved to talk about the case instead of anatomical euphemisms. “The name of the company is on the bottom of the list.”
 
   “You included irrelevant information to this list?” Do people have no concept of list making? I scrolled down the page. “P&S.”
 
   “P&S?” Colin asked.
 
   “It’s short for Posiet and Somov ZAO.” 
 
   “Another closed joint-stock company.” Colin said. “Does this Posiet & Somov mean anything to you?” 
 
   “Nothing aside from both names being Russian surnames. It would be safe to assume that those are the surnames of the people who founded this company. I wonder if they also registered in Volosovo.”
 
   “Give me a moment,” Colin said. He picked his smartphone off the table. After a moment of tapping the screen, he put it to his ear and smiled at me. “I was hoping to surprise you with this.”
 
   “With what?” Manny growled next to me. Colin lifted a finger to indicate silence. This seemed to anger Manny further, if his breathing was any indicator.
 
   “Hallo, sexy.” Colin smiled into the phone. Who was he talking to? There was silence around the table. We were all watching Colin. “No, I’m well, thanks, love. Listen, do you have the registration details yet?”
 
   “I want the details for that friend of his,” Manny said next to me. I ignored him. The only person Colin would ask about registration details was Francine. That information interested me much more than Manny’s displeasure. 
 
   Colin was making agreeing sounds. “Fantastic. You’re a doll. I have one more company for you to check. Posiet & Somov ZAO... Yes, I’ll wait.” He looked at me and smiled. “She’s just making a quick call. And she’s going to email me the details for those companies. She got all of them.”
 
   “Francine?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.” There was a full minute of silence in my apartment. I glanced at Manny and could see his mind working. He was busy building up a righteous fury. Just as Manny inhaled angrily, Colin lifted his finger again. “Yes, hon, I’m still here ... yes? ... Super. Thanks, doll. Can’t you tell me anything more about those codes?” More agreeing sounds. “Hon, I really appreciate it. Yes, yes, I know. It will be a larger bottle than last time, I promise.”
 
   A few more promises and Colin finished his call. He turned to us. “Our Francine has some interesting friends. She knows somebody who knows somebody who works in the Russian bureaucracy. That person has been able to get her everything we need. Not only were all thirty-three shipping companies registered in Volosovo, but P&S as well.”
 
   Vinnie shook his head. “This seems like a huge criminal enterprise that has been running for many years. How could they have made such a fundamental mistake?”
 
   “Says the expert on criminal activity.” Manny was sarcastic. He was angry.
 
   “I’m not in prison, am I?” Vinnie was halfway out of his chair when his cell phone started ringing. He glared at Manny for two more rings, answered the call and walked to his bedroom.
 
   “Please tell me this Francine is your trusted friend you talked about. My ulcer won’t be able to handle yet another criminal knowing everything.” Manny looked pained.
 
   “Yes, she is the same person,” Colin said. “She said that it should take her programme another few hours to get into those files. She’s very impressed with the coding.”
 
   “Okay then.” It looked like Manny was having just as much trouble as I co-operating with criminals. For me it was moving in life’s gray areas that I didn’t like. For a man like Manny it would be working with people who did not work within the same honour code as he. Both of us were challenged outside of our clearly delineated beliefs. I supposed for Colin and Vinnie, they were having difficulty being forced to work within parameters. 
 
   This was a totally mismatched team and it made for fascinating observations. Contrary to all indicators, we were tolerating each other pretty well. A common goal did that to people. We were inclined to forget race, religion, politics, even personal beliefs if our goal was commanding enough. Ours was. Stop the people who were using, then killing artists.
 
   “Show me what you’ve got, Doc.” Manny brought me out of my musings.
 
   “The video footage you sent me.” I moved my computer back and aligned my chair. Moved the computer again. Tilted my head and narrowed my eyes. Another five millimetres to the right and I sighed contentedly. Movement caught my peripheral vision. Manny and Colin were shaking their heads at me. At least they agreed on one thing. Even if it was at my expense.
 
   “Watch this.” I clicked on a clip and played it once. 
 
   “Is this last year’s gala event?” Colin asked.
 
   “Looks like it.” Manny answered. “Yes, there is that White Bowl still life painting.”
 
   “Still Life, The White Bowl,” Colin sighed. “What are we looking at, Jenny?”
 
   “Group dynamics are interesting to observe, to learn from. Watching a group of people, whether they are teenagers, female friends, gangsters or a police team can teach us a lot about the dynamics in that group.”
 
   “That’s how you knew that the German was the leader of the group that broke into your place.” 
 
   “Yes.” My hand moved involuntarily to my left eyebrow. Most of the bruising was gone. The memory was still very fresh. “When watching people who know each other in a group setting, you can see who’s considered the alpha, the leader. The other’s eyes will constantly stray towards him or her to check in.”
 
   “Check in?” Manny asked.
 
   “For approval, permission, acknowledgement. Even if they are not standing together in the same group, there will constantly be eye contact between them. Millisecond eye contact. If someone’s behaviour is off, the others will have disapproving looks and might even intervene. But it all depends on the leader.”
 
   “And every group has a leader,” Colin stated.
 
   “Even in a group of friends there is a stronger personality that the others will follow. It doesn’t mean that it is like a military outfit where everyone follows the officer blindly. They would just imitate that person’s habits, from choice of drink to relating to people. The leader would not seek out acknowledgement. He or she would give it. Now watch this clip again. Watch Crenshaw.” I replayed the same clip and turned down the sound. Sometimes we see better without auditory distractions. 
 
   The formal part of the event had taken place and people were mingling. Business cards changed hands, social smiles were abundant and eyes were roaming constantly for the next contact to be made. Crenshaw was standing next to a pillar with a glass of red wine in his left hand. He was talking to an elderly couple. His body language was submissive, which led me to believe that this couple held enough power for him to want to impress them.
 
   “Doc,” Manny said while the clip was playing. “I can watch this all I want, but I don’t know what to look for.”
 
   “He’s not acknowledging anyone.” Didn’t they see it? It was so obvious.
 
   “How would that look?”
 
   I demonstrated with an elderly gentleman who Manny said was the European Commissioner for Trade. Quite a few people at the event were connected to him. It was visible from how their eyes were seeking him out. If they made contact, he would nod slightly or lift his eyebrows. That pacified and pleased those people, relaxing their facial muscles and body language.
 
   “Okay, so what does this mean?” Manny asked. This was going to be more difficult that I thought. 
 
   “That means that I noticed how Crenshaw did not give acknowledgement, but rather sought it. I then made note of where he was looking. Then I looked for other people also looking in that direction. That included the guys from the intelligence division of Eurocorps. They were definitely submissive to Crenshaw, but they only made eye contact with him when they needed to talk to him.”
 
   “So who were they looking at?” Manny was studying the screen.
 
   “I don’t know. That person is off screen. This is the only footage that I have of this part of the event. Were there any other cameras? Any possibility of any more footage?”
 
   “I’ll have to check,” Manny said. “So how do you interpret all this, Doc?”
 
   “From watching this and other clips, I don’t think that Crenshaw was the brains behind the operation.”
 
   “We already agreed he wasn’t Piros,” Manny said. “Leon and I talked a lot about Crenshaw. I’m no profiler, but he doesn’t sound like he could plan a thing like this. He was an operations guy. He made things happen; he didn’t plan them. He was also good at the diplomatic stuff, but never took initiative.”
 
   “And this would need initiative,” Colin said.
 
   “A chess player, like I said before,” I stated.
 
   “Leon said that Crenshaw couldn’t play chess if his life depended on it.”
 
   “Enough said.” That was it for me. I was convinced.
 
   “Unfortunately this isn’t concrete evidence. It’s just reasonable doubt.” Manny looked very tired. “I’d rather we now focussed our energy on finding the person behind it all. I would also love to know what Crenshaw’s part in all this was.” 
 
   “Hopefully the coded files will give us insight into that.” The need to comfort Manny surprised me. I’m not an empathetic person. 
 
   “First they tried to intimidate Jenny from working the case, then they set her up for Crenshaw’s murder. At the same time we are given clues making Crenshaw look like a master criminal. Who has the power to do this, Millard?” For a change Colin didn’t sound argumentative. Just very concerned.
 
   “I don’t know, Frey. And that worries me.”
 
   “How sure are you about Chief Dutoit?” Colin asked. 
 
   Manny hesitated. “Sure.”
 
   “I don’t need Jenny’s skill to know you’re lying, Millard.”
 
   “Until this case I was very sure of him,” Manny admitted after a minute of glaring at Colin. 
 
   “What changed?” I asked.
 
   “His uncommon interest in this case. Doctor Face-reader’s observations.” Manny’s cell phone started ringing with a most annoying disco ring tone. His eyes widened. “Talk about the devil.” 
 
   I frowned at yet another expression that I didn’t understand. Listening to one side of a telephone conversation was more interesting than linguistic mysteries, so I focussed on Manny’s conversation. He cleared his throat nervously, pressed something on his phone and said, “You’re on speakerphone, Chief Dutoit.”
 
   “Thank you, Colonel Millard. Good evening, Doctor Lenard.”
 
   “Um ... Good evening.” I had no idea how to address this man. And I did not want to speak to him. Next to me Manny was gesturing to Colin to keep quiet. Colin lifted his middle finger in a vulgar gesture, but sat back in his chair. Vinnie folded his arms and glared.
 
   “Colonel Millard’s been telling me what a wonderful asset you’ve been to this investigation. I appreciate all the work you’ve done so far as well as your discretion. I can’t stress enough the importance of keeping this as confidential as possible.” 
 
   I took a moment to find the safest answer. “I understand, sir.”
 
   “Earlier tonight I spoke with Phillip Rousseau. He kindly agreed to remove himself from this investigation.”
 
   “He what?” Phillip would never leave me on my own with all these people. All these men.
 
   “The Commanding General of Eurocorps’ Headquarters, Lieutenant General Barreiros and I had a lengthy conversation with Colonel Millard and Major General Leon Hofmann. We decided to limit any other eyes on this case. Mister Rousseau completely understood our position. He did, however, sound very concerned about you spending time with Colonel Millard. Are there any problems I should be aware of?”
 
    “No, there aren’t any problems. Not yet.” There were so many things I wanted to address. I started with the most disturbing. “I don’t understand your rationale for removing Phillip from this investigation. He knows everything.”
 
   “And I have his word that all that information is safe.”
 
   “So what’s your problem? I need Phillip.” Next to me, Manny gasped at my irreverence. I didn’t care. I was feeling the loss of Phillip’s presence and interpersonal skills in my life very strongly.
 
   “Doctor Lenard.” Chief Dutoit’s voice turned hard. “We are focussing on a much larger problem here. Not to take away from the horror of the deaths of those artists, there are the stolen weapons from Eurocorps. The political impact of all this alone can be staggering, as could the long term damage to the agency’s reputation and credibility. And I really don’t want this to touch the EDA.”
 
   I was tempted to tell him I didn’t care about his stupid politics, but I breathed through it. It would seem that we all needed reminding to stay focussed. “I understand.”
 
   “We will keep all information limited to us here in Doctor Lenard’s apartment. It will not leave here, sir.” Manny needed commendation for that brilliant sentence. It was not a lie. Simply an ingenious manipulation of the truth. He had successfully included Vinnie and Colin without Chief Dutoit being any the wiser.
 
   “Well, that’s good. Colonel Millard, I want you to focus on this investigation. It needs to be done with.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “In the meantime, Lieutenant General Barreiros and the Head of the EDA decided that we’ll issue a statement that Crenshaw’s death was a bungled burglary. Mister Rousseau agreed to spread the word that Doctor Lenard is on extended sick leave.”
 
   “I’m not sick.”
 
   “I know that, Doctor Lenard. If anyone else wonders why you’re not at work, sick leave makes much more sense. Especially if it is due to overwhelming stress.”
 
   “I’m not stressed.” Although my voice sounded very stressed at that moment.
 
   “I know that too, Doctor Lenard.” A sigh came through the phone. “Mister Rousseau is very concerned about you. He agreed to this, because I reasoned that the people who had tried to intimidate and set you up for murder might back off a bit if you are at home, too stressed to work.”
 
   That made sense. “Okay then. Can I at least phone Phillip?”
 
   “No. The only people you will be in contact with are Colonel Millard and me. Understood?”
 
   “I understand,” I said. I was under house and phone arrest. 
 
   “Good. I hope that we have this wrapped up very soon. And once again, thank you for all your help, Doctor Lenard. I’ll be keeping an eye on you.” I blinked at that. Was it a threat or was it supposed to make me feel safe? I hated telephonic conversations. Without non-verbal signs to read I felt lost. Since this was an official phone call, we thankfully didn’t waste a lot of time on pleasantries. The phone call ended and we sat in silence. Every day we seemed to unearth more pieces to a puzzle that had only revealed background until now. I needed more prominent pieces to start making sense of it all. I needed something more concrete. Something that could start filling in the huge gaps and create a better picture.
 
   And I needed Phillip. I rued the day I agreed to get involved in all this.
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   “Dudes, y’all are going to love me.” Vinnie stormed into the living area waving a piece of paper. 
 
   “Did he just call me dude?” Manny asked me, but I was too stunned by the change in Vinnie’s accent to respond. When did he start speaking like a Texan native?
 
   “Vinnie, I think you are suffering from multiple identity disorder.” I was convinced.
 
   “Huh? Whatever.” Vinnie stood behind me, too close for my liking. He slapped the piece of paper down in front of me. “Who’s your daddy now?”
 
   “The same man as before. My father is Gerard Leonard Lenard.” My factual statement was met with stunned silence. Manny gaped at me. The moment Colin and Vinnie saw his face, they laughed. Soon all three men were shaking with mirth.
 
   Manny was wiping tears from his leathery cheeks. “Why would anyone name their child like a Doctor Seuss character?”
 
   “I don’t know who this doctor is.”
 
   “Never mind that, Jen-girl.” Vinnie’s voice was still thick with laughter. He leaned over, crowding me and tapped on his notes. “Look at this.”
 
   I did. On the piece of paper was one of the neatest lists I have yet seen. In such contrast to the scarred, slang speaking muscle-man. “Your gun guy got back to you.”
 
   “He did. He is one of the most pedantic dealers I know. I think he’s a bigger list maker than you. Every single transaction he’s ever made is recorded. Maybe that is why he has a controlling interest in this part of the world in this market.” The excitement of the information in front of me had made him lose his cautiousness around Manny. His eyes widened with regret when Manny inhaled sharply. 
 
   “You are in contact with Hawk?” The muscles in Manny’s cheeks bunched he was biting down so hard on his jaw. “He has been on the radar of every agency since forever and no one can get anything on him.”
 
   “I can neither confirm nor deny any knowledge of such a man,” Vinnie said.
 
   “What’s your relationship with Hawk?”
 
   “I can neither confirm nor deny any–”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I get it,” Manny said. “You do realise that you know a man who is wholly evil. He provides weapons to third world countries that use children as soldiers. The fifteen automatic guns used by the extremist group who killed all those children in Spain two months ago were traced to him as well.”
 
   “So why have you not put him away yet?” Vinnie was denying knowledge of this man, but I could see the truth. He knew Hawk and he did not like him. No, it was stronger. Vinnie didn’t like Manny, but he despised Hawk.
 
   “Because he is smart. All we have are rumours, circumstantial evidence and gut feelings. Nothing that can be taken to court.”
 
   A loaded silence filled the air. I studied Vinnie’s face and thought how hard it must be to carry so many secrets inside oneself. Manny must have seen something on his face as well. He dropped his chin and looked at Vinnie from under his eyebrows. “If you know anything, if you can give us anything, point us in a direction to put a stop to this man–”
 
   “I can neither–” Vinnie looked worried.
 
   “Just listen to me, asshole! No one will ever know where I got the intel from. Look, I really don’t like you, but doc here seems to trust you. That means something. You can’t be all bad. You have the opportunity to do something really good here. Do it, man. Give me enough to put that man away forever.” Manny cleared his throat. “I will owe you one.”
 
   It must have been an appealing proposition, if Vinnie’s eye-flash was anything to go by. He maintained his nonchalant attitude. “Whatever.”
 
   Manny moved forward to push harder, but was interrupted by his ringing cell phone. “We’re not done with this,” he said before he answered his phone. “Millard. Yes. I’m here. She is.”
 
   “Is that Phillip?” I asked. Manny turned away from me and continued listening. I was not put off. “Manny, if that is Phillip, I want to talk to him.”
 
   Manny glared at me when I tugged on his sleeve. He put his hand over the bottom of his phone. “You heard what the Chief said. You can’t speak to him.”
 
   “I want to speak to Phillip.” I reached for his phone, but he pulled away. “Give me the phone. I want to speak to him.”
 
   A deep voice sounded through the phone. Manny glared at me, placed the phone on the table and spoke towards it. “You’re on speakerphone.”
 
   “Genevieve?” Phillip’s voice came through Manny’s phone. It sounded tinny and like home.
 
   “Phillip. They say I can’t speak to you.”
 
   “That’s right. How are you? Are you okay? Do you need anything?” The questions came out in a rush. Phillip was worried.
 
   “I’m fine thank you.”
 
   “Who else is with you?”
 
   I looked at the three men around the table. Colin and Vinnie were frowning at me, shaking their heads. “Vinnie and Colin.”
 
   A snort turned into a polite cough before Phillip spoke again. “So which one of you is the referee?”
 
   “Jenny is,” Colin answered in a none too friendly tone. “What do you want?”
 
   “I knew you could do it, Genevieve,” Phillip said softly after a moment. “Are they treating you well?”
 
   “We’re treating her fine. Now answer the question.” Two things were clear. Colin did not like his presence known. And he did not like Phillip’s question.
 
   “The results are back from the tests that were done on that canvas strip found on the girl,” Phillip said. 
 
   “On Danielle?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. The strip that was found in her coat comes from the original painting.”
 
   “Why did she have that strip sewn into the coat?” I wondered. 
 
   “Maybe she realised her life was in danger and she wanted to use it for her own protection,” Phillip said. “I don’t think we’ll ever know.”
 
   “Have you managed to contact the owner?” Manny asked.
 
   “We tracked him down in India. He’s on some kind of yoga or meditation retreat and has no interest in rushing home to check if his painting is still there. He is an eccentric man. Rich, but eccentric. He believes that he’s made enough money. Now he needs to find himself.”
 
   “Then why did he buy the painting?” Vinnie frowned.
 
   “I believe the words he used were, ‘It is pretty’. That is how he buys everything. He has a vault full of artwork that is never showcased, but only there for his enjoyment.”
 
   “What kind of vault is it? Does anyone have access to that vault?” Colin asked. Manny looked at him, but he ignored the interested stare.
 
   “I would breach confidentiality if I shared security information. What I can tell you is that no one else has access. He’s eccentric and paranoid. That is why he is in no rush to get home. He’s convinced that with his security system, no one will ever be able to get in there.” Phillip stopped when Colin and Vinnie snickered. “He also refused to believe that the strip was authentic.”
 
   “But you are one hundred percent sure that the painting he bought is the original?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. With his paranoia we had to test his pretty painting in all possible ways before he was happy. There are seven authentification certificates in his insurance file.”
 
   “Yet we don’t know if the painting is in his vault or if it is hanging in La Maison Russie.” I was frustrated. “Does this man not care that his painting might be stolen?”
 
   “Like I said, Genevieve, he’s convinced that it’s an impossibility.” Phillip groaned. “This is an insurance nightmare. That painting is worth a lot of money.”
 
   “If we can see that painting in La Maison Russie, we’ll see if that strip is missing. If the frame covers that part, I might still be able to ascertain whether it is a forgery,” Colin said.
 
   “By visual inspection only?” Phillip said. “It is a very unreliable method of authentification. One that only a handful of people can accomplish with any degree of accuracy.”
 
   Vinnie’s lips thinned and he leaned towards the phone. Colin stopped him with a shake of his head. Vinnie’s loyalty towards Colin was fascinating. 
 
   “Without sounding arrogant,” Colin said, “I’m quite good at spotting forgeries. Even really good ones like Danielle’s. And now I know her work. I saw it in her room. I’ll be able to see if it is her work hanging in the La Maison Russie. Or if it is the original.”
 
   “I told you before, you won’t be able to get inside that house, Frey.” Manny said. “I’ll get the doc in, but you can’t go.”
 
   “What do you mean, you’ll get Genevieve in?” Phillip asked loudly.
 
   Manny cleared his throat. He should never play poker. He had too many tells. Clearing his throat was only one of them. He was nervous about the reception of what he was about to say. “Leon and I discussed your theory that Piros will be at the gala. Because there is a high probability he will be there, we contacted the local police chief.”
 
   He held up both hands. “Let me finish before you start arguing, Frey. We presented him with the opportunity for the local GIPN team to plan a rescue at La Maison Russie. He’s quite a smart guy and I’m sure that he didn’t believe our ruse that it was merely hypothetical. But he agreed to have the team on standby tomorrow. This morning he told me they had run through numerous possible scenarios and he deemed them ready for almost anything.”
 
   “GIPN is going to be at the event?” The challenge brightened Colin’s eyes. His words on the day we met came back to me. It really was about the outwitting, not the crime, for him.
 
   “Who is this GIPN?” I asked.
 
   “The French version of a SWAT team. They’re very good.” Manny didn’t take his eyes off Colin. “And that is another reason why you should not be there, Frey.”
 
   “It still doesn’t mean Jenny will be safe.”
 
   Manny sighed heavily. “I don’t like this either, but Leon and I came to a dead end with options. There is no way that the two of us can observe the guests without it being noticed. It will be too obvious if we change our behaviour from the last few years and suddenly take an intense interest in everyone. We also can’t have more of our people there, since that would have the same effect.”
 
   “It will alert Piros,” I said.
 
   “Yes, and we’ll lose the opportunity to catch him red-handed. That is a sure-fire way to put him behind bars for a very long time.”
 
   “But you’re playing with people’s lives here.” Phillip sounded disgusted with the idea.
 
   “We hope it won’t come to that. That is why GIPN will be there, to prevent anything serious from happening.” Manny turned to me. “I found this interesting book on body language and micro expressions. It says that one can spot premeditated and spontaneous action before it happens.”
 
   “You read a book on body language? Why?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.” Manny shifted in his chair and cleared his throat. “Is it true? Would you be able to spot something like that and point it out to us?”
 
   “Of course,” I said. “It’s impossible to hide complete clusters of non-verbal cues indicating intent. For example–”
 
   “You don’t need to give examples, Doc. I just need to know that you’ll be able to point us in the right direction. My invite includes two tickets and I thought that you could be my date for the evening. You could do that observation thingie you do while we check out the artwork there.”
 
   “No!” Vinnie’s voice drowned out Phillip’s. Neither liked the idea.
 
   “Manny, how can you even think of putting Genevieve in a situation like that after what’s happened?” Phillip was angry.
 
   “And who’s going to protect Jen-girl? You?” Vinnie’s top lip curled. 
 
   “I’ll go.” I wasn’t particularly eager to put myself in any kind of danger. I was even less inclined to attend the kind of event I had promised myself many years ago I would never go to again. “Firstly, nobody gets to tell me what I can or can’t do. Secondly, and more importantly, it would be a crime if we don’t use this opportunity to catch Piros.”
 
   “But we don’t even know who he is,” Vinnie said.
 
   “He’ll give himself away, Vinnie. People always do.”
 
   “I still want to know who’s going to protect you.” Vinnie folded his arms and jutted his bottom jaw. 
 
   “She’s not going to need protection. There will be so many people around, she’ll be completely safe.”
 
   “You don’t believe that.” I waved my hand at his face. “You touched your lips, your eye focus was fixed and you blinked rapidly. All cues that you were not comfortable with what you were saying.”
 
   “Holy Mary, I hate this.” Manny pushed his chair out and rushed to the kitchen. Only to immediately turn around and come back. He pointed his finger in my face. “You irritate me.”
 
   “Manny?” Phillip couldn’t see what was happening. It was no surprise that he was concerned.
 
   “On second thought,” Colin said, “I think it could work. Provided that Jenny never leaves your sight.”
 
   The sudden change was conspicuous. Colin was not the kind of person to change his stance on something so quickly. He definitely would never trust my safety to Manny. I watched him closely. An almost indiscernible nod towards Vinnie gave him away. Colin and Vinnie were going to gain entrance to the event no matter what Phillip or especially Manny said. I thought about it and decided I liked the idea of their presence. I decided not to say anything to give their plan away. Maybe I was beginning to learn the art of deception.
 
   “But,” Vinnie glared at Manny, “you must give us your word that you would not let Jen-girl alone for one second.”
 
   “What if I need the washroom?” I asked.
 
   “Then he will walk you there and wait outside the door,” Phillip answered. It would seem that we had reached an agreement. “I still don’t like it, but if that is what you think best.”
 
   “I think it is,” Manny said and sat down again. “Doc doesn’t have to do anything except watch the people there and point out anyone suspicious. Is there anything else, Phillip?”
 
   “For now that is all.” He hesitated. “Genevieve?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “If you need me, you know where I am.” The heaviness in his voice gave the statement much more meaning. I just didn’t know what I was supposed to read into it.
 
   “Okay,” was the best answer I could come up with. Nothing more was said that interested me. Soon the phone call ended.
 
   “Tell me more about the information you have on this list,” Manny immediately asked Vinnie. When Vinnie’s lips thinned, Manny sighed. “No more questions about Hawk.”
 
   “For now, you mean,” Vinnie snorted. “Whatever. Like I said before, he records every transaction, whether it is buying or selling. All details are written down, names, dates, specs of products, everything.”
 
   “My kingdom for that list,” Manny muttered. Vinnie’s calculating expression stopped me from asking about Manny’s kingdom. Did Vinnie truly have access to something so incriminating? Was he planning on giving it to Manny? 
 
   “Whatever.” More avoidance. Vinnie pointed to the paper in front of me. “On this list are some weapons from Eurocorps’ cache. The specs are the same. All of them come from the same supplier.”
 
   Manny took the piece of paper. “Where is the name of the supplier?”
 
   Vinnie massaged his neck and exhaled slowly with puffed cheeks. He was uncomfortable.
 
   “What is it going to cost you?” I asked softly. He was already in debt to this Hawk-person. Of that I was convinced.
 
   “I’m sorry, Jen-girl. The price for the name of the supplier is too high.” He closed his eyes briefly and shook his head. “Just look at what we do have.”
 
   “The date of purchase, date of sale, calibre, serial numbers,” I said. 
 
   “They didn’t remove the serial numbers?” Manny asked.
 
   “Nope. Hawk removed them before he moved it. He also took the time for bore lapping.”
 
   “Oh no,” Manny groaned. “Bastards.”
 
   “What is bore lapping?” I asked.
 
   Vinnie looked at Manny. When Manny closed his eyes, Vinnie explained. “It is a method used to kind of polish the inside of a barrel. If done correctly it can improve the performance of a barrel.”
 
   “And it removes the rifling.” One corner of Manny’s mouth lifted in a smile. “That means, Doc, these guns can’t be identified. Guns can be traced to the owners by the serial numbers and also by the striae. These are the lines formed on a bullet by the rifling on the inside of a barrel when it travels through the barrel. Each barrel creates its own unique striae.”
 
   “The gun’s fingerprint.” I was very proud of my comparison. Especially when all three men nodded their heads in agreement. “So, by bore lapping and removing the serial number it is impossible to trace the weapon anywhere.”
 
   “Well done, Doctor Face-reader.” Manny waved the paper in his hand. “This, however, gives us a direct link to the weapons’ case. Leon will be delighted. There are just a few things that do not make sense at all.”
 
   “Like why the Russian Ninja Turtles would steal guns to stock up their supplies, but then sell them on the black market,” I interrupted.
 
   “Exactly,” Manny said.
 
   “It wasn’t a Russian who sold Hawk the guns,” Vinnie said. “This is why the price for this info was so high. He must have bought the guns from someone very important, else he would’ve given up the name. The price he’s asking for this name tells me a lot.”
 
   “Crenshaw,” Manny said. “Hawk could’ve recognised him. Did he know the guns came from Eurocorps?”
 
   “He didn’t say, but a guy who knows a guy told me that everyone knew there were Eurocorps guns on the streets.”
 
   “I suppose Crenshaw decided to make a bit of extra money for himself on the side. I’m sure if Leon compares this list to the stolen weapons from Eurocorps, the remaining weapons might be the ones in RNT possession. I will give this list to Leon. Thank you, Vinnie.”
 
   Vinnie responded with a half-nod. This was helpful, but not for me. I needed that one piece of the puzzle that would connect it all. I needed something that would help me solve the mystery of Piros. But most of all, I needed this case to end. 
 
   It would seem like nothing was close to ending. The short lull was rudely broken by the doorbell. I was the only one at the table who did not go into fight mode. The testosterone levels in the room heightened.
 
   “I’ll get it.” Vinnie was already halfway to the door. Manny moved his torso a few inches towards me. Unconsciously he had just moved himself half in front of me. This time I didn’t remind him about my personal space. Colin followed Vinnie, but stopped a few feet behind him.
 
   Vinnie looked through the peephole, straightened and looked again. Then he turned to Colin with a half smile. “You’re not going to like this.”
 
   Colin took the few steps to look through the peephole. When he straightened, his jaw was clenched. He opened the door just wide enough to step through. Vinnie followed him and closed the door. I didn’t get to see who was on the other side of the door. I only heard the surprise in an unfamiliar female voice.
 
   “Who’s that?” Manny asked me. He had moved back to slump in his chair.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Don’t you want to know?”
 
   “Manny, I’ve grown weary with all these secrets and deception, and don’t want to be bothered with this.”
 
   He started to respond, but loud voices made their way through the closed front door. I could not hear exactly what was being said, but Vinnie did shout the word ‘agent’. That was followed by a female ‘oh’ and then I could only hear the murmur of their voices. My curiosity was now piqued. Before I could act on this, the door opened and the two men stepped in. No woman. 
 
   “Who was that?” Manny asked.
 
   Colin’s nostril’s flared. They walked towards us. “You know, Millard. For all Jenny’s faults, she is socially much less offensive than you. You really need to work on your tone.”
 
   “Oh, thank you, Colin.” I was touched. There was only truth in his statement. Never before had I received a compliment in reference to my social skills. If it was a compliment.
 
   “You’re welcome, Jenny.” Colin handed me a flash drive. “Francine opened the first drive.”
 
   “That was Francine by the door?” I asked. “Why didn’t you let her in?”
 
   Colin glanced at Manny. “She doesn’t like law enforcement types.”
 
   “But she works for–”
 
   “Us.” Colin interrupted me with a pointed look.
 
   “Ah. I see. You don’t want me to say anything about her in front of Manny.” She did after all entrust me with her duplicity. Or was it triplicity? I didn’t know how many entities she was working for. I could only hope she worked exclusively for the good guys. “Why didn’t she just email the documents?”
 
   “She wanted to meet you.” Vinnie smiled. “You intrigue her.”
 
   “Oh.” I didn’t consider myself intriguing. I took the flash drive from Colin and inserted it into my personal computer. There were two folders. I opened the first one and got a well organised list of companies that were registered at Volosovo. My face must have given my surprise away because Manny moved closer to look at the computer monitor.
 
   “Fifty centimetres.” I turned my head slowly to glare at Manny. And waited until he moved far enough. Focussing again on the computer, I zoomed in so that the text was large enough to read from where he was sitting. Colin’s arm brushed mine, but it didn’t feel like an intrusion of my personal space. I didn’t ask him to move away. “This is amazing. She found more companies. And all of them registered at the same place. She even managed to get all the dates.”
 
   These companies could wait until later for me to compare it with the lists I had. I also wanted to check for any connections they had to the Foundation’s financials. Also later. I closed the folder and opened the second folder. 
 
   Vinnie was standing behind us. All attention was focussed on the computer monitor. The folder held three documents. Each one had a date on it. The first was from 1999 until 2003, the second from 2004 until 2008. The last one was until last year. I opened the first one and gasped. 
 
   “Jackpot,” Manny said after a stunned moment. I hardly heard him. My mind was processing the information on the screen. It was more than what I had hoped for. Neatly laid out on the screen was a complete list of all the people who had been on cruises. Listed were cruise ship names, dates of cruises, people, addresses, room numbers, number of people per room, amount of money spent by each person, items bought, even the smallest glass of water was listed. It was an immensely detailed list.
 
   “Is this enough information for you, Jenny?” Colin asked very close to me. I turned my head to find his face almost next to mine. 
 
   I frowned and pulled away. “This is perfect. With all of this information I’m sure that we will find something to connect a few more things. This is fantastic.”
 
   “This is from only one of the flash drives you found in Crenshaw’s safe?” Manny asked Colin.
 
   “Yes, there are four more. Francine is working on those as well.”
 
   “Why do you think he had all this?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “Assuming that he’s not Piros, that he is not the master mind behind all of this?” Colin said. “I think that he kept this as insurance. Maybe he didn’t trust Piros. Maybe he expected to one day be forced to use this to get himself out of a tight place.”
 
   “I really don’t care why he had this,” I said. “I’m just glad he did. And now we have it.”
 
   The three men speculated some more, but I had lost interest. Their conversation receded until it was a distant drone. Already I had a search running between one of my lists and the names of people on the cruises. I vaguely heard Manny say his farewells and leave. I waved my hand impatiently and once again lost myself in the search. 
 
   Only when Colin threatened to shower in my bathroom did I agree to turn the computers off and get a few hours sleep. I had to give my body some rest before I continued looking for new connections. Tomorrow was going to be a very exciting day. I just knew it.
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   “Aw, Jen-girl, have mercy.” Vinnie’s plea stopped me mid-sentence.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I can’t take all this information anymore. Can’t you please just give us the highlights?”
 
   “But then you lose the context.”
 
   “Screw the context. My brain is on fire.” Vinnie dropped his head in his hands. I would never have thought of him as melodramatic. Maybe he really didn’t want to hear the finer and immensely exciting details of my discoveries.
 
   “Just the highlights?” I asked disappointed. I loved the details. And these were exhilarating details.
 
   “It might be quicker, Jenny,” Colin said.
 
   “Fine.” I turned away from the computer. On the screen was a wonderfully laid out list. What a waste. “The first list that Francine accessed didn’t bring me any closer to finding out who Piros is or who had been killing the artists.”
 
   “Oh god, I need coffee.” Vinnie went to the kitchen. I could also do with anther cup of coffee. It had been a long morning comparing all the lists I had on my computer. When I had woken up Vinnie hadn’t been in the apartment. He had returned less than an hour ago, carrying bags of groceries and curious about my discoveries. Until I started laying it all out.
 
   “I found so many exciting connections. I’ve been trying this whole week to find out who owns Kozlevich.”
 
   “You’re still looking into the company who owns all the shipping companies?”
 
   I took exception to Colin’s tone. “You might consider it a waste of time. I do not. It is an oddity that the owner of Kozlevich isn’t listed anywhere. That makes me suspicious. Especially when, after a week, I couldn’t find anything.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to offend you, Jenny.” He was genuinely contrite.
 
   I accepted his apology with a nod. “I know who owns Kozlevich.”
 
   “What? Who?” Colin leaned forward.
 
   “Francine found the owners.” I consciously chose not to ponder too much on her how she had obtained this information. “Three entities own Kozlevich. A Simon Brun owns thirty-three percent, P&S owns thirty-three percent and a private holder owns thirty-four percent.”
 
   Vinnie stared at me with a slack jaw. Colin shook his head disbelievingly. “P&S? The bastards that also own La Maison Russie? Judas Priest.”
 
   “Who’s Simon Brun?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “I have no idea. Francine emailed me and said she tried to find out who he is, but hasn’t been able to get anything yet. She’s busy with the decoding of the flash drives, but she promised to find out about Brun and also the mysterious private holder.” I thought of my earlier clock analogy with all the parts. I whispered to myself, “Wheels within wheels.”
 
   “You can say that again,” Vinnie said.
 
   “Wheels within wheels,” I repeated and was rewarded with broad smiles from both men. 
 
   “Did you get anything else from the list?” Colin asked.
 
   “Which one?” I asked.
 
   “Let’s start with the list of companies.”
 
   “Francine did an amazing job. There are companies that I had not uncovered. I now have quite an extensive list of shipping companies and other companies working for or with the Foundation. Not all of them are still active, but all of them at one time were connected.” I was itching to show them the details. With difficulty I resisted the urge. “I took Vinnie’s idea and looked for the first of these companies to register in Volosovo. I think it is not one hundred percent correct to deduce that it would be the very first company. I mean, I can only work with what I have. Maybe there are more companies.”
 
   “Jenny,” Colin interrupted me gently. 
 
   “Oh. I’m rambling. Sorry.” I inhaled deeply. “Just for the record, this is a calculated assumption.”
 
   “Noted.” Colin smiled.
 
   “The first company that I have here is P&S.” They looked as shocked as I had been when I first saw this. “Posiet and Somov seems to play quite an important role in this mystery.”
 
   “Dude, we are so going tomorrow evening.” Vinnie looked at Colin with excitement flushing his cheeks.
 
   “Vin,” Colin warned.
 
   “Don’t worry, Colin. I know you are planning to go there tomorrow evening,” I said.
 
   Vinnie leaned forward, closer to me. “Jen-girl, isn’t it difficult to always know everything people are thinking?”
 
   “No.” What a silly notion that it might be difficult. “It makes my life easier. That way I don’t have to guess at people’s intentions, meanings and try to read between the lines. And in case you were wondering, I don’t mind that you will be there tomorrow evening.”
 
   “Why haven’t you told Millard?” Colin asked. Curious.
 
   “Because I’ll feel safer if both of you are there too.”
 
   Colin smiled. “Do we know who owns P&S?”
 
   “No. I have all the information on P&S, but can’t find the name of the owner of this company anywhere.”
 
   “I’ll ask Francine to look into that.”
 
   “Okay.” It was becoming easier to accept help from people functioning on the fringes. “Um... could you also ask her if she could find out who the private holder is?”
 
   “Sure. She’ll enjoy that challenge. What did you find with the other list?”
 
   “I compared all the names of the cruise guests with the lists I have of Eurocorps employees, EDA employees, those fictional private investigators and the dead artists. All the artists were on the guest list of the cruises. I was also not surprised to find Crenshaw there. As well as Mark Smith. Other interesting people are Chief Frederique Dutoit and a lot of the VIP’s that we saw on the footage of last year’s gala event. And the enigmatic Tomasz Kubanóv was also a frequent guest.”
 
   “I suppose that makes sense,” Colin said. “He’s the founder of the Foundation and on the receiving end of a lot of donations from these cruises. Not to mention the millions they get from the European Union.”
 
   “I simply can’t reconcile myself to the notion that he is not involved in this. It is after all his charity organisation. A charity organisation with close ties to a lot of dead artists, forged artworks and apparently money laundering. He must be somehow involved.”
 
   “But look at all the good things the Foundation has done.” Colin pointed towards the computers. “Everything I’ve read points to him only being the face of the Foundation. I agree with you that he is shady, but we have nothing connecting him personally to this. It only implicates the Foundation. And of course Piros.”
 
   “Manny needs to tell us more. He promised a week ago already to find out more about Kubanóv. Until we know more, it is only speculation.”
 
   “Millard will just tell you all the official stuff.”
 
   “And that is bad?” I asked.
 
   “Not bad. Incomplete,” Colin answered.
 
   “Yeah,” Vinnie said. “They don’t even know my surname. Not very efficient investigators, are they?”
 
   “Don’t underestimate Millard.” There was a strong warning in Colin’s voice. “He’s sharper than most people think.”
 
   I refrained from insisting on an explanation. Hopefully, when Colin was ready, he would tell me about him and Manny. We were lost in our own contemplation for a few minutes until Colin asked, “Did you have time to look at the stuff Francine emailed you this morning?”
 
   “Yes. She apologised for crashing my party yesterday. What does that mean?”
 
   “It means that she came here uninvited.” 
 
   “But I didn’t have a party here.”
 
   “If there are more than three people, Francine sees it as a party.”
 
   “Or a conspiracy,” Vinnie said.
 
   I thought for a second. “So, you will be crashing the gala event tomorrow evening?”
 
   Vinnie laughed. “No, Jen-girl. We won’t be crashing.”
 
   “We have invitations,” Colin said when he noticed my frown. “Just don’t ask where and how we got them.”
 
   “Okay,” I said slowly. I turned back to the computers. “Francine managed to decode the second flash drive. It has a list of all the young artists and the works we can assume they had forged. At first all the names and artworks next to it didn’t make sense. Then I recognised names.”
 
   “What? Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t Francine tell me?” 
 
   For an uncanny second I had the desire to put my hand on Colin’s arm to calm him. I didn’t. “Maybe she didn’t tell you because she knew you would be this upset. You really care about these artists.”
 
   “Of course I do. Jesus, at last count, sixteen have lost their lives because they were good at what they did.”
 
   “It’s thirty-seven,” I said.
 
   “Thirty-seven what?”
 
   “The list I have here has thirty-seven young artists on it and all the works that they’ve reproduced. Eleven names were the same as our list of sixteen murdered artists. Francine poses this is a list of all the murdered artists.”
 
   “Thirty-seven?” Colin’s lips disappeared and he swallowed hard. I hated being the one to give bad news. “Thirty-seven gifted people. The bastard had a list of all the murdered artists? Were they all students?”
 
   “Most of them, yes. It seems to be a pattern. Find an extraordinarily gifted young person, get them to forge a few masterpieces, then kill them. I just don’t understand why they would all be murdered. It’s really sad.” I shook my head. “To use impressionable young people like that.”
 
   “Were most of them killed with handguns?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “I don’t have access to police reports of their deaths, so I can’t say. From what I got on the internet, some of them were killed with handguns. Others apparently committed suicide. It’s not difficult to believe that artists suffer from depression and commit suicide. Some of the other artists jumped from buildings and bridges.”
 
   “Or were pushed,” Vinnie added.
 
   “I wouldn’t know. But those who didn’t jump, killed themselves with handguns.”
 
   “Same calibre–”
 
   “As the stolen guns, yes,” I finished Vinnie’s sentence. “Not that it can be used as concrete evidence.”
 
   “Thirty-seven,” Colin said softly and shook his head. It was quiet while we thought about this. The doorbell, followed by Manny’s demanding voice broke the silence. Three minutes later he was seated at the table. The tension in the room had risen to uncomfortable levels. I ignored the resentment on all three faces and told Manny everything about the companies.
 
   “So, it all started with P&S?”
 
   “This is only an assumption,” I said. “A fact, however, is the names of the three owners of Kozlevich. P&S owns thirty-three percent, Simon Brun owns thirty-three percent and an unknown entity owns the remaining thirty-four percent.”
 
   Manny frowned and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Simon Brun?”
 
   “Yes. We don’t know who he is. This is the first time his name has come up.”
 
   “I know that name from somewhere.” Manny pointed at the EDA computer. “Hand me that thing. I have to check something.”
 
   I took a bracing breath before I moved the computer from its careful placement. We sat in silence for a few minutes while Manny grumbled at the computer. He surprised me with fast fingers and a comfort with technology I would not easily have attributed to the image he portrayed.
 
   “I knew it!” He jabbed at the screen. “Simon Brun is one of the two aliases for Piros that our guy gave to Interpol.”
 
   “Simon Brun is Piros?” I was breathless. All the lists, all the cross-checking and we had a name. Vinnie’s bottom jaw had gone slack and Colin’s eyes were wide. We were all in shock. “But who is this Simon Brun?”
 
   Manny did something on the computer before he turned it to us. On the screen was an enlargement of a driver’s licence. “He’s an eighty two year old retired teacher, living in the Belgian city of Turnhout.”
 
   “This can’t be right.” Colin said. “This must be a forged identity.”
 
   I clenched my teeth to not say a thing about Professor John Dryden, the professor who took me to Danielle’s apartment. Colin would know all about forging identity documents.
 
   “That much we knew, Frey,” Manny said. “Nobody has been able to track Simon Brun down to verify his age and identity though.”
 
   “Francine will find him,” I said and quickly continued. “No, don’t fight with me, Manny. She’s the one who gave us the three owners of P&S. And she offered to find out who Simon Brun and the private holder are.”
 
   Manny’s lips disappeared, but he nodded.
 
   Colin turned to me. “I have a question for you.”
 
   Why did people say that? Why didn’t they just ask the question? I didn’t encourage Colin to ask his question. After some time I did lift my eyebrows, though. It would seem that he needed permission to ask.
 
   “It’s hypothetical, so don’t focus too much on facts. I’m wondering about the many people, prominent people who bought art at these auctions. Only to discover that they had bought forgeries. Would they ever report it?” 
 
   I thought of people like my parents. “Knowing the importance these people attach to never looking foolish, I can’t imagine that anyone would admit to buying a forgery at an auction on a ship.”
 
   “There would also be the speculation whether these people preferred to buy art at sea because of its legal gray area,” Colin added.
 
   “And that would not be acceptable to anyone in a prominent position. Just the speculation could destroy careers, reputations and social standing.”
 
   “Especially since quite a few of the names that we saw on those lists are people in high political positions in the EU.” Colin grinned. “This is delicious.”
 
   “What is?” I asked
 
   “This scandal.” His smiled widened. “If this ever comes out, it will rock the European high flying world and destroy years of building EU relations and PR.”
 
   Manny rolled his head on his shoulders as if to ease the tension in his neck muscles. “So, I’ve discovered a few things about Tomasz Kubanóv. He started three charity organisations before he founded the Foundation for Development of Sustainable Education. The theory is that it took him three tries before he got it right. 
 
   “The Foundation to date is the largest of his charities and also the most active. The second biggest is an education fund. Fifteen years ago Kubanóv lent his personal support and that of the Foundation to a trust fund for artists. The limited information I’ve been able to get tells me that the trust fund is there to give talented young people opportunities to become masters.” 
 
   I jerked. My brain felt like it had received a lighting bolt’s energy. Something Manny had just told us was fitting in perfectly with something I had seen, read or heard previously. The overwhelming compulsion to know what that something was had my heart palpitating and my hands shaking. I closed my eyes and in my head I switched on Mozart’s Clarinet Concerto in A major.
 
   “Jenny?” Colin touched my arm lightly. 
 
   I opened my eyes to notice that the light in my apartment had changed. Once again time had floated away while I was in my head. A glance at my watch confirmed that thirty minutes had gone by. I turned to Colin. “Give me a moment.”
 
   “Okay.” He leaned back in his chair and nodded at Manny as if he had just won an argument. Vinnie wasn’t at the table. 
 
   It didn’t take me long to find what I was looking for. It was so exciting that I was bouncing in my chair.
 
   “Jenny, you have to tell us what has you so excited.” Colin sounded pained.
 
   “Connections.”
 
   “What connections, Doc?” Manny’s silence while I had been working impressed me. As did the lack of hostility around the table. Vinnie had returned and was lounging in his chair. I wondered how long the patience and peace would last.
 
   “What do these artists have in common?” I asked.
 
   “They’re all dead, and they were all on the cruise ships owned by companies whose major shareholder is another company,” Colin answered.
 
   “Right. There is one more connection. Look.” I pointed at the computer screen. “I came across this when I was researching art students. A scholar wrote this academic article about scholarships. His focus was on the arts and here are a few students he interviewed. Seven of these names are on Francine’s list.”
 
   “Bloody holy hell,” Manny said.
 
   “The name of the institution giving the scholarships is not mentioned in this article,” I continued. “But it is mentioned that the students were awarded a holiday on a cruise ship as a reward when they excelled in their studies.”
 
   We stared at the article in silence for some time, each lost in their own thoughts. I turned to Manny. “Did Kubanóv start the trust fund or is he only a patron of it?
 
   “He’s only a patron,” Manny said.
 
   “Then who started this trust fund?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Do you have the name of this trust fund?”
 
   “The Michaelangelo fund. That is unfortunately all I got. Since I was focussing on the event, I left this line of inquiry for later.” He sounded regretful. “After this event, I’ll definitely be looking at Kubanóv more closely.”
 
   Colin leaned back in his chair and started tapping on the screen of his smartphone. I frowned at his rudeness and focussed on Manny again. “What we found on Kubanóv was only positive. He has really helped a lot of people. From the many articles adulating him, it would be impossible to think anything bad about him. If it weren’t for the evidence accumulating against him, I would never have suspected him. It is such a dichotomy. The funding and the true purpose for his charity organisations have been at the expense of many lives. Yet he has given an unbelievable number of people aid. Through the Foundation alone, two villages have homes for around nine hundred people, including children that he gave better lives to. 
 
   “His personal residence in Russia is quite modest for a man of his means. That endears him only more to the masses. He’s not like many politicians talking about coming from poverty, understanding their constituents, but living in mansions. He is in public view, but always comes across as modest and humble. Nowhere on the internet could I find any direct connection between him and a remotely negative situation or a singular scandal.”
 
   “But we already have so much evidence,” Vinnie said. “Isn’t it enough to get rid of him, his Foundation and Piros?”
 
   “There is no doubt in my mind that Kubanóv and Piros are connected,” Manny said. “I can take this to an EU court, but with the right lawyers, Kubanóv could still get away. We need indisputable, concrete evidence.”
 
   “Like what?” Vinnie sounded like a five year old.
 
   “Bank accounts, anything on paper connecting him to Piros, to the Eurocorps weapons, to the artists, to anything. People aren’t guilty by association.” Manny’s eyes locked on Vinnie. “Just because your dad was a governor who got his housekeeper pregnant, doesn’t mean that you’re also going to go into politics.” 
 
   A breath of charged silence was the only warning I got. The next moment Vinnie was in front of Manny. The large man’s body language gave every textbook indicator that Manny might not live through this. Colin jumped up and pushed himself between the two combative men. Vinnie’s fists were bunched as was his jaw. Manny was still seated. A smug, knowing smile played around his mouth.
 
   “What did you do?” Vinnie screamed at him and lunged forward. Colin was no match for the giant of a man and moved with him. His hands were ineffectively pushing against Vinnie’s chest.
 
   “Vin, dude.” Colin pushed harder, but didn’t budge Vinnie an inch. “He’s not worth it. Let it be.”
 
   “No.” He didn’t tone down his voice. I felt very uncomfortable with the promise of such violence in my apartment. It might make an interesting study in male behaviour, but I preferred such studies on the screens in my viewing room. A few thoughts flew through my mind, including the fact that I didn’t know how to remove bloodstains from my lovely wooden floors, so I stood up. Vinnie pushed against Colin to get to Manny. “The bastard investigated me.”
 
   Manny leaned forward as if he wasn’t baiting an enraged bodybuilder. “Are you really surprised that I investigated you, Carlton Venneri-Smith?”
 
   “No!” A tortured scream roared through my apartment. Vinnie shoved Colin out of the way, stepped forward and picked Manny up by the collar of his rumpled jacket. Something of great importance was happening and I didn’t know what to do. But I didn’t want to clean blood off my floors. Vinnie was walking Manny backwards to the kitchen, threatening him with all types of bodily harm in a voice that chilled me. He stopped in front of the long counter and bent Manny backwards. I walked to them as fast as I could. Colin tried to grab my arm, but I sidestepped him.
 
   I stopped next to Vinnie and put my hand on his forearm. This did not come naturally to me, but theoretically I knew what was needed. I felt powerful muscles straining against my palm. Vinnie’s strength and size were unnerving. “Vinnie, please don’t do this.”
 
   “Stay out of it, Jen-girl.” He didn’t even look at me. 
 
   I put my other hand on his shoulder. Never before had I tried to calm anyone down. Nor had I ever tried to do it by touch. I didn’t know if I was doing it right. All I knew was that Colin’s dislike of Manny would make his attempts to calm Vinnie down a moot exercise. That left the job to me. I leaned closer to the large man that I had come to like and respect.
 
   “Vinnie, I feel very uncomfortable right now. Your behaviour is scaring me.” That got him to glance at me. I looked him straight in the eye and allowed him to see my discomfort. “I don’t know what to do and that makes me scared. Please don’t do this to me.”
 
   His features softened as well as the muscles under my palms. He took a few slow breaths through clenching teeth. I wondered if I should say anything else. In psychology I learned all the placating phrases, but they weren’t coming to me now. All I could do was stand there, too close for my own comfort and hope that Vinnie would let go of Manny’s collar. The older man was showing signs of pain and flashes of concern.
 
   Vinnie pushed Manny away like trash and turned to me. Hands that, a second ago, were ready to inflict pain, curled gently around my shoulders. “I’m sorry, Jen-girl. I never want to do anything to scare you.”
 
   “I know.” I didn’t know what to do with my hands. I didn’t want to touch him anymore, but I knew he needed it. I awkwardly placed my hands on his chest. “You’re my friend. I trust you.”
 
   Only on video footage and in textbooks had I seen the expression of such deep gratitude. A simple touch, two short sentences and I had just given Vinnie a priceless gift. To my horror, tears were forming in my eyes. I pushed against his chest as I blinked rapidly. But Vinnie wouldn’t let me go. He pulled me closer and wrapped his arms around me. I stood stiffly in his embrace, rueing my impulsive action. Until Vinnie whispered, “Thank you,” into my hair. It softened me. I gave him three more seconds before I stepped away.
 
   Colin was leaning against the counter with an expression I did not want to evaluate. Going from rational emotional safety to this overwhelmed me. Analysing the deep affection on Colin’s face might send me into hours of writing Mozart. Not only was I feeling bombarded with emotions, but this new insight into Vinnie’s past was also proving to be very distracting. So I did what I was best at when confronted with emotions. Compartmentalise. If later I wanted to analyse, I could look into it. Now I wanted to get back onto safe territory. I walked back to the dining room table and placed the EDA computer in its usual place.
 
   Vinnie and Colin were quietly talking in the kitchen. I heard Colin telling Vinnie that he wasn’t to be surprised that Manny had looked into his life. Manny had returned to his chair, looking as if nothing had transpired. That annoyed me. He had purposefully been provocative and it had caused an overload of emotions I would have to deal with later. This behaviour was not to happen again in my apartment and he was going to hear my thoughts on it. On my inhale, my personal computer pinged. I glanced at the screen and swallowed my diatribe. “Francine’s just sent the third and fourth decoded flash drives.”
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   Forgotten were all personal agendas. Insight into Vinnie’s origins would have to wait. Manny straightened in his chair and by the time I opened the email, Colin was sitting next to me, and Vinnie was standing behind me. Everyone leaned in to read the email with me. My breathing shallowed. After the last ten minutes, this was too much for me.
 
   “Move away from me.” I lifted my hands wanting to push them away. “I’ll read the email to you. Just move away.”
 
   The men must have heard the strain in my voice. They responded immediately by giving me the space I needed. Vinnie walked around the table and sat down across from me. I didn’t complain when Manny scraped his chair on my wooden floors. He was moving away from me and that mattered more. Colin remained where he was, only leaning back in his chair. I could breathe again.
 
   “Thank you. I’ll read first what she said before I open the attachments.” I had the urge to clear my throat. I didn’t. “Francine listed everything so neatly. By number. Why does she ask at the end if it is English enough?”
 
   “I asked her to not use tech talk when she sent you emails. It’s worse than euphemisms and slang,” Colin said. “What did she say?”
 
   “Well, in number one she states that P&S is owned by two companies. One owns ninety nine percent, the other owns one percent. In number two she says that she’s still searching, but couldn’t find the names of the owners or founders of the companies anywhere. Oh my, she is quite rude here. She says that she’ll find the motherfuckers. And that I should not worry. Why would I worry?”
 
   “It’s just an expression. She’s obviously pissed off. It is not often that Francine can’t find something or someone.” Colin smiled.
 
   “Oh. Okay. Number three states that she found out who was behind the scholarships for those unlucky students.” I confronted Colin. “How did she know about these students having scholarships?”
 
   He waved his smartphone at me. “I sent her a text message. She works really fast.”
 
   I frowned my displeasure before I returned to Francine’s email. I read a few sentences in silence. My eyes widened, followed by rapid blinking for a few moments. I looked at Manny. “Guess who paid for their tuition?”
 
   “The Michaelangelo fund?” Manny sounded hoarse. 
 
   I read from the email. “This Michaelangelo education fund is rather enigmatic. I didn’t find much publicity for it. Once or twice it came up in a search, but the mention of it was too vague to catch it in a general search. I checked all thirty-seven students listed on the flash drive. So far I’ve found fourteen who were on scholarships from this fund. What is this? Why didn’t you tell me these artists were dead? My search created a pattern and I found more students with financial support from this trust fund. I will do more checking and send you a complete list. What is going on here? Genevieve? Colin?”
 
   Manny frowned deeply, the corners of his mouth turning down. “Frey, what did you tell this woman?”
 
   “I didn’t tell her anything. I only gave her search parameters.”
 
   I was also frowning. “What is her IQ?”
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?” Colin folded his arms and frowned back at us.
 
   “From the little that I’ve seen of her work,” I glanced at the computer screen, “she has an above average IQ. It wouldn’t be difficult to take the information from the flash drives, combine it with the other things she’s found for us and reach a conclusion.”
 
   “Who is this woman?” Manny wanted to investigate her as well. It was in his voice, his body language, his eyes. Vinnie’s relaxed posture changed. Clearly he had not forgotten Manny’s propensity of digging into people’s lives. 
 
   “She can be trusted,” Colin answered. “That’s all you need to know.”
 
   I was trying to think of the best way to retain our focus on the email when an uncanny realisation dawned on me. “Do you guys realise we are a team? I’ve never worked in a team before.”
 
   Three different postures, one of defiance, one of offence and one of fury all changed in an instant. To horror. 
 
   “What? Why are you looking so disturbed by this thought?”
 
   “Jenny, look at your team members,” Colin reminded me gently. Once I had made up my mind to trust Vinnie and Colin, I grew further and further away from the knowledge of their skill-sets. It shocked me that in the last few days I had stopped thinking of them as what they were. Criminals. 
 
   “Oh no,” I whispered.
 
   “And now you’ve scared us all.” Colin’s smile didn’t look scared. “Don’t worry about me. I’m sure my reputation will survive.”
 
    “It’s not only my reputation I’m worried about.” Manny muttered something unintelligible under his breath. “A whole lifetime of service and this is who I’m working with?”
 
   In all honesty, I had never given Manny’s predicament any thought. It was disturbing enough for me to work with two criminals. I could not imagine how Manny had to be feeling co-operating with the very people he had spent his life keeping off the streets. Deep regret for voicing my observation settled on my shoulders. If I hadn’t said anything, maybe no one around the table would be looking as agitated as they did. I had exacerbated an already volatile situation.
 
   Never before had I missed Phillip’s presence as much as at this very moment. He would have known exactly what to say or do. The perfect mediator. This situation was far beyond my purview. Yet I tried. “Manny, Colin told me something about Francine. Enough for me to feel comfortable to let her be part of this team.”
 
   “Have you met her?” Manny asked.
 
   “No,” I said. “I hold Colin responsible for her.”
 
   “Hey,” Colin complained.
 
   “No,” Manny interrupted. “It’s a good idea. You’re the one who brought her in, Frey. You will be the one paying for any misstep on her part.”
 
   Colin relaxed. “That won’t happen.”
 
   “You better pray it doesn’t. I still want to know who she is.” 
 
   “You can ask her if you ever meet her.” From Vinnie’s vindictive smile I surmised that Francine didn’t introduce herself to too many people.
 
   Manny stifled a yawn and nodded at my computer. “What else does she say?”
 
   “That the third and fourth flash drives were easier to decode, now that she has cracked the first two.” I looked at Colin. “I presume she didn’t physically break them.”
 
   He smiled and just shook his head. 
 
   I returned to the email. “She says that the third flash drive holds details about all auction and private sales. The fourth drive has financial data. It also has a long list of other numbers that she says are all weapon identification numbers. Oh. Oh my, she’s really, really rude here.” I leaned closer to check Francine’s spelling of a number of creative swearwords. 
 
   “Oh, she knows,” Vinnie said proudly. “She’s figured it out.”
 
   Manny looked down at his hands, not saying a word. His eye muscles moving. Indicators of internal dialogue. Another yawn brought him out of his contemplation. He dug the heels of his hands in his eyes and rubbed hard. 
 
   “The old man is tired,” Vinnie whispered meaningfully out of the corner of his mouth.
 
   “What’s the time?” I asked as I looked at the bottom of the computer screen. “It’s past eleven already.”
 
   “Time flies when you’re having fun.” Nothing on Colin’s face indicated the muttered sentence held any truth. 
 
   “Okay.” The resolve in Manny’s voice led me to conclude that he had come to a decision. “Doc, email me those numbers. But email them from your private email to my private email. I’ll give them to Leon to cross-reference with their weapons inventory. How many numbers are there?”
 
   I opened the appropriate file and flinched. “There are two sets of numbers. Together they add up to seventeen hundred and eighty six numbers. That is more than double the quantity of stolen weapons Leon knows about.”
 
   “Not good, not good at all,” Manny said.
 
   “Should I email this to Leon?” I asked.
 
   “No. Email it to my private email and I’ll forward it to Leon’s private email. It’s better that everything stays off official places.” He pushed himself up with a groan. “I’m going home.”
 
   My bottom jaw slackened and my eyes stretched. “You cannot be serious.”
 
   “Like a heart attack.” No heart condition could be pertinent to the case, so I assumed Manny was using a euphemism. He had to be exhausted to regress from the proper English he had been speaking. “Look, it’s late and I’m tired. We’re not going to crack this nut wide open within the next few hours, so I suggest we all get a good night’s rest. Then we can do this again tomorrow, just a bit fresher. Doc, do you think you’ll be able to hold off going through those flash drives for the night?”
 
   I stared at him. How could anyone expect that of me? It was said that every morning, Mozart’s mother used to play a scale up to the seventh note. Mozart’s compulsion to finish the octave is what got him out of bed. He simply had to press the last, the finishing note. What Manny was asking me was worse than Mrs. Mozart’s methods.
 
   “You’re serious.” I could see no deception cues.
 
   “Like a heart attack,” he repeated. 
 
   It took a mere millisecond and then I understood. I giggled. “It’s not funny, but it’s actually funny.”
 
   “Glad to be of some entertainment value here.” Manny walked to the front door. “I’ll be here early in the morning to check out those drives. Try to get some sleep.”
 
   He didn’t wait for any response, just walked to the door with slumped shoulders. I stared at my front door as it closed. “I can’t do it.”
 
   “Of course you can, Jenny.” Colin took my personal computer away from me and started shutting down all running programmes.
 
   “Don’t do that!” My demand came out louder than intended. It didn’t slow Colin down though.
 
   “You need your beauty sleep. Tomorrow is the big event and you need to be fresh and alert for it. God only knows what will happen there.” He was still distressed about me going to the charity function. It was clearly depicted on his face, his body language, his voice.
 
   Not to my recollection had I ever had the desire to please people. Too early in my life I had learned that no matter what I did, people, more specifically my parents, were never pleased with my actions. I adjusted my behaviour to avoid conflict, but never to make people more comfortable. The concern burning lines on Colin and Vinnie’s faces was changing that. I did the unthinkable.
 
   “Fine. I’ll wait until the morning.”
 
   “And you’ll sleep.” An order.
 
   I sighed. “I’ll sleep. But I’ll be up early to work on this. It is your choice whether you want to be here for it.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” Vinnie said as he got up.
 
   “Same goes for me.” Colin smiled when I winced. “Until you are out of danger, you’re stuck with us, Jenny.”
 
   I decided not to reply. I only gave them the most condescending look I could muster. “Make sure everything is where it should be. Including the computers.”
 
   Colin frowned at where he had placed my personal computer. Obviously he couldn’t see that it was at least two centimetres to the left. It was with greater constraint than I knew I possessed that I got up and walked to my bedroom. A few quiet moments alone and I realised how tired I was. It had been two and a half weeks of emotional, informational and tactile overload. I needed to sleep, but would not be able to. There was only one thing that could prevent insomnia. I sneaked back to the dining room table, aligned the computers and the chairs, and returned to my bedroom smiling. Relieved.
 
   Surprisingly, I slept well and woke up Saturday morning feeling refreshed. But that eighth, final note of the scale needed to be played. The increasing discomfort of not having looked at the flash drives sent me through my morning routine much faster than usual. So much so that I made it to the kitchen before Vinnie. I smiled while preparing the coffee. He was going to be unhappy about this.
 
   “You’re too fast.” Vinnie stormed into the kitchen, pulling a T-shirt over his head. I was afforded a glimpse of his muscular torso. Long, ugly scars zigzagged across his left side from his collarbone to below his pants. The soft T-shirt flowed down and covered it up too quickly. I knew so little about this giant man. There was not only the question of his origins and his name, but also these scars that I wanted to ask him about. But the expression on his face did not invite any questions. He stomped towards me and pointed to the dining room. 
 
   “Morning, Vinnie.” I smiled at him.
 
   He grunted a greeting and shook his pointed finger. “Go do your thing on your computers. I’ll bring your coffee.”
 
   Since it had been my impatience for the new information that had driven me into the kitchen so early, I didn’t argue. I sat down in front of the computers and switched them all on. In the two minutes it took all three machines to whirr to life, I glanced at my notepad. The page with all the connected parts was mocking me.
 
   I frowned at Piros’ name in the box with extra angry lines surrounding it. His connection to this case was tenuous. As competent as Kubanóv was at being a covert philanthropist, it was still easy enough to find him. Piros, on the other hand, was exceptionally adept at remaining an enigma. Even as Simon Brun he was an unknown entity.
 
   I pulled my mind away from the riddle of Piros’ identity and opened my email. My stomach tightened in anticipation. I loved this part. The new information. The possibility that this might be the key. Francine had attached two zip files, one for each flash drive. I opened the first one. 
 
   “Jenny.” Colin spoke rather loudly. And he was touching me.
 
   I glared at the long fingers curled around my wrist and looked up. There was more sunlight in the room. I glanced at the bottom right corner of my computer. It was just past eight. I had sat down at half past five. Colin was sitting next to me, Manny at the head of the table nursing a mug of coffee and Vinnie across from me. It surprised me to see Leon sitting between Vinnie and Manny. Next to my right hand was a mug of steaming coffee. I sighed on a shrug. “Good morning.”
 
   “Morning, Doc. What have you got for us?” Manny looked better after a night’s rest. 
 
   “A lot. Oh my, have I got a lot.” I reached for the coffee and smiled my thanks to Vinnie. A quick look at Leon and I was simply too curious. “You also have something. What is it?”
 
   “Morning, Doctor Lenard.” Leon shifted in his chair. “I took all the data that you had on the murders of the artists and did a lot of legwork. Quite a few of the police departments under whose jurisdiction the murders fell, do not have adequate equipment or manpower. That means that the crime scenes and evidence were not processed as well as they should have been. Upon my request, they sent the evidence and we used our resources to rush it through a few tests.”
 
   “The point?” I asked. This was taking too long. People and their annoying need for a long run-up. 
 
   Leon frowned. “The point is that we were able to find ballistic evidence that seven murders were committed with stolen Eurocorps weapons. The other bullets were too damaged to test their striae.”
 
   “Is there a direct link to Crenshaw and these weapons?” Colin asked.
 
   “There is. Manny sent me all those numbers.” The corners of his mouth turned down. “All thousand seven hundred and eighty seven numbers are a match to Eurocorps weapons. This goes back nine years, all within the time that Crenshaw worked for Eurocorps. My guys are digging deeper and with this information I’m convinced they will find evidence linking Crenshaw to the thefts.”
 
   I wondered if Leon had worked through the night. I had come upon my new findings this morning. “I ran a comparison with those numbers and the ones that Hawk had given Vinnie. They’re an exact match of the second set of numbers on the flash drive. From what we know so far, I would postulate that the second set of numbers are the weapons that Crenshaw took for personal gain. The first set of numbers would be much more of an uninformed hypothesis.”
 
   “Just tell us what you’re thinking, Jenny.” Colin shifted in his chair. 
 
   “I would dare hypothesise that Crenshaw had a close connection to Piros and that he procured those weapons for Piros and his private army.” I swallowed and pushed out the words. “The Russian Ninja Turtles.”
 
   “And I would dare agree with you,” Manny said softly. 
 
   “Okay, great.” Colin bit off the words. His breathing was harsh as he pushed his fists into his thighs. “We have all these theories, but artists are still in danger. How does this help us stop the killing?” 
 
   “I suppose it doesn’t.” Leon’s face showed indicators of his own frustration.
 
   “I have something that might help.” Pride raised Manny’s voice. He placed folded sheets of paper on the table. “The guest list.”
 
   Colin, Vinnie and I lunged for the list. Vinnie got to it first, almost knocking Leon off his chair. Once he had it, he handed it to me. “Do your thing, Jen-girl.”
 
   I glanced at the names and a thrill rushed through me. I handed the two typed sheets to Colin. “Read the names to me.” 
 
   As he read, I put the names on the computer. It took ten minutes before I could run a comparison to all the other lists I had accumulated in the last three weeks. 
 
   “This will take about fifteen minutes. Let me tell you now about the information on the flash drives.” As one, the four men leaned towards me. I leaned away. “The one drive consists solely of details of all the auctions and private sales. All the dates, the artworks, who bought what, where it was shipped. Very detailed.”
 
   “And of little to no help with the murders.” Sneering dimples formed on Colin’s cheeks. “Unless you found something in that?”
 
   “No, I didn’t. There was some duplication of the other lists, but nothing new.”
 
   Leon put both hands on the table. “Surely this could be enough evidence to present to a prosecutor.”
 
   “Of course,” Manny answered. “They can go after these stupid rich people buying forged artworks. I don’t really care about them. I want to stop the killing.”
 
   “The fourth flash drive might help us get closer,” I said. “It’s all the financial details of the Foundation.”
 
   “But we already have the financials of the Foundation,” Manny said.
 
   “The official version.” Vinnie rolled his eyes.
 
   “I compared it to the official version and it actually is perfectly consistent. This version only gives more information.”
 
   “Like what?” Leon asked.
 
   “In the official version, payments to consultants are shown. These consultants look legitimate at first glance. On the flash drives these consultants are specified. For example, payments were made to customs officials. Each official’s name, his position, the date, everything is here. There is a lot of payment information like this.”
 
   “Interpol, Europol and a few other guys are going to love this.” Manny smiled as if he had won an award. “Something tells me there’s more, Doc.”
 
   “There is,” I said. “What interested me most were the payments to so-called security firms. A few searches on the internet and on the EDA computer did not give me one hit on these firms. As far as I could find, they don’t exist.”
 
   “Not even registered in Volosovo, thirty-three percent owned by P&S, Simon Brun and a private dick?” Vinnie asked. I silently congratulated myself on recognising his sarcasm.
 
   “No. They simply don’t exist. This list only has the names, the amounts and the banks that the payments were made to. Unfortunately no account numbers. There are five security companies on this expenses list and they all used the same bank, same branch.”
 
   “We need to get that information,” Manny said.
 
   “On it.” Colin held his smartphone against his ear. He winked at me before his attention was drawn to the phone. “Hi, doll. Yes, we’re looking at it now. Great job. Yes? No, I can’t. They’re here. Listen, I’m sending you five company names and the bank they use. Could you please get their account numbers and anything else on them? You are?” Colin’s eyes widened. “Interesting. I’ll tell them. Thanks, doll.” He ended the call and turned to me. “Could you please email Francine that info? She’ll check it for us.”
 
   “Who’s Francine?” Leon asked. I was growing bored of that discussion, so I ignored it and send Francine an email. Leon, Vinnie and Manny were in a loud disagreement when I turned to Colin.
 
   “What did she say that you found so interesting?”
 
   Colin smiled. “She wasn’t surprised that I wanted more information on bank related stuff. She’s working on the last flash drive and she says that it seems to be loads of numbers. In her opinion, they’re all bank account numbers and she’ll send us the names of the account holders. For her finding the five companies’ bank details won’t be much of a challenge.”
 
   “This is so illegal.” Manny dropped his face in his hands. I knew he was right. We were circumventing legal protocol put in place to protect people’s rights, their privacy. 
 
   “Let’s not focus on that now,” I said. “I found something else that was very interesting about the payments made to the security firms. The dates of these payments coincided every time within days of the murder of an artist.”
 
   “Blood money.” Vinnie swallowed and stared out the window. I wondered about his chequered past. Was I under the wrong impression that he had been an assassin? The Vinnie I had come to know was not the kind of person to fit that profile. Yet another layer to this man.
 
   “Jenny?” Colin brought me back to the present. “What does your computer say about the guest list?”
 
   “Oh yes.” I turned to my computer and worked through the results. “There are a lot of important people here. The Head of the EDA will be there, as will your Chief.”
 
   “I’m not surprised Chief Dutoit will be there. He loves these high profile events,” Manny said.
 
   “Kubanóv will be there, but that is to be expected. It is after all his charity organisation. Wait a moment.” Something had caught my eye. I spent a few minutes doing a cross reference and smiled. “Francine emailed me a list this morning with thirty-four students who are currently at universities on scholarships from the Michaelangelo fund.”
 
   “Alive?” Colin asked.
 
   “Yes,” I said. “And all thirty-four are on this guest list. There are sixty-seven artists on the guest list. I don’t know who the other thirty-three are.”
 
   “Around six hundred people were invited. Of these,” Manny pointed at the list, “four hundred and eighty-two have confirmed their attendance.”
 
   A cold shiver went down my spine. My parents’ parties were never that big and I always felt an onset of panic with the sensory overload. Dread for tonight’s event sent my heart racing. “That’s a lot of people. It must be an enormous place to accommodate such a large crowd.” 
 
   “It’s only called the Russian House, Doc. It’s more like a hotel,” Manny said.
 
   “You mean a mansion?” Colin lifted his lip in obvious disdain at Manny’s lack of sophistication. 
 
   “No, I mean it is more like a hotel, you arrogant arse. The ballroom doubles as a conference room and can easily host seven hundred people. Put in a few works of art, tables for everyone and there is still room for a dance floor. There are twenty-four guest rooms, each with its own bathroom. There is even an underground parking area for guests. A hotel.” Manny narrowed his eyes at Colin.
 
   “A mansion,” Colin said, lifting his eyebrow. “You need to get out more, Manfred.”
 
   “Mansion or hotel, we still have to talk about safety tonight.” Vinnie’s grave statement brought stillness to the table. He looked at Leon. “Is Jen-girl going to be safe?”
 
   “Everyone is in place for tonight,” Leon said. “GIPN is getting into place already. They are completely covert and will surround the perimeter. Not one street is uncovered. Apart from Manny and myself, we’ve managed to get four of our best guys inside. Manny and I will keep an eye on you, Genevieve, and four GIPN guys will be at hand to protect the artists or apprehend Piros, whichever comes first.”
 
   “Tell them about the bus,” Manny said.
 
   “Oh yes. Our sources were able to find out that La Maison Russie rented a bus for tonight,” Leon said.
 
   “The bus that is supposed to take the artists to the Alps?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. We took control of the bus arrangements. Our own driver will be taking the artists to a place of safety as soon as they leave the premises.”
 
   “And do what with them?” Colin asked softly.
 
   “We’re not going to arrest them for forgery, Frey.” Manny said. “That is for another time. Their safety trumps arresting them for painting pretty pictures.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile when Colin gasped. “Colin, Manny is baiting you. Look at his orbicularis oculi muscles.”
 
   Colin bit down hard on his jaw before he looked at me. “I don’t even know what those muscles are.”
 
   “They’re the muscles around our eyes.” The frown drawing Colin’s brows together stopped my explanation. I didn’t understand why Colin and Manny needed to irritate each other so much. “Never mind.”
 
   Leon explained in excruciating detail the security detail for the evening. Vinnie challenged all the plans with conspiracy theories of underground tunnels, secret allies and helicopters. It bored me. I turned to my computer and left the men to annoy each other. 
 
   I opened my email in the hopes that Francine might have sent me something. I was not disappointed. Her style was most satisfactory. She didn’t waste time on the silly social niceties most people required. The email was concise and very interesting. 
 
   “Jenny?” Colin’s gentle touch made me aware of the silence around the table. All eyes were on me.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “What are you looking at?”
 
   “Simon Brun, who we are pretty sure is Piros, started and funded the Michaelangelo trust fund.”
 
   “Doc, back up.” Manny sat up in his chair. “Give it to us slowly.”
 
   I was tempted to repeat my previous sentence much slower, but didn’t want to add to Manny’s stress levels. “Francine sent an email. She discovered that P&S, Simon Brun and those five security companies all used that same bank, the same branch.”
 
   “Which bank?” Colin asked.
 
   I looked at the email. “The DBS bank in Singapore. I think Francine might have broken a few laws here. She hacked into those accounts.”
 
   Leon and Manny groaned; Vinnie and Colin smiled. I was looking at the black and white of law enforcement and I didn’t know anymore where I fit in. I ignored the disconcerting cognitive dissonance. “There are a lot of transfers between Simon Brun and the five security companies’ accounts. Most of the transactions are transfers to Brun’s account. The security companies have similar transaction histories, transfers to Brun and three companies in Hungary.”
 
   “Hungary?” Manny lifted his eyebrows and turned to Leon. “What do you think?”
 
   Leon was quiet for some time. “I think we need to ask this Francine to get us the names of all the account holders that Brun and the security companies sent money to. If possible she should find out who the bloody hell this Simon Brun is.”
 
   Manny’s lips disappeared completely. All the muscles in his body tightened until I thought he might get up and hit someone. Instead he looked at me with angry resentment. “Email that Francine woman and tell her to do this. Holy Mother, I can’t believe I’ve come to this.”
 
   “Manny, we don’t have to do it like this. Surely there is another way,” I said.
 
   “With court orders and a long list of legal procedures that will take days to go through. No Doc, this is for the best. I’ll just take the punches as they come.”
 
   I studied Manny, looking for any sign of doubt. It was trying enough for me to feel so fractured between what I thought to have been right and wrong. I did not wish for this upright man to regret his decision. I was taken aback by the unfamiliar empathic consideration evident in my thinking. In Manny’s demeanour there was no sign of uncertainty though, only anger. I turned to my computer and composed an email to Francine. Only my typing broke the heavy silence in my apartment. We had all crossed a line from where there would be no return. 
 
   Francine replied immediately, promising to have something before the event. I didn’t even bother to question how she knew about tonight’s event. Things had rolled out of my control to include so many gray areas that I felt I was slowly drowning. The knowledge of having to be around hundreds of pretentious people tonight did nothing to help my disposition. 
 
   A heaviness had settled between us. There wasn’t anything else to discuss, so Manny and Leon took their leave. They wanted to double-check the security and other things that didn’t really interest me. Vinnie left for the kitchen to prepare a late lunch for us and I stayed in my chair, staring at the computers. As much as I tried, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about the throng of bodies, the demand of social politeness and the probable danger tonight would bring.  
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   “I can’t do this.” I took a shaky breath. “I just can’t do this.”
 
   Colin and Vinnie looked up from their reading material. They were lounging on the sofas in the living area. While I had been in my room, getting ready, they had also changed. Colin looked elegant and handsome in a way that made me think of my first description of him. He looked mysterious and suave, James Bond suave. Vinnie looked even more like a Mafia enforcer than before. The tuxedo pants, blinding white shirt and a bow tie did not soften or civilise his look at all. He looked dangerous.
 
   Their eyes stretched as they took in my attire. I frowned when they continued to ignore my declaration. They were blatantly looking not only at my ankle length sapphire dress, but their eyes lingered where the dress softly flowed around my hips and hugged my torso. It was when Colin’s eyebrows lifted and his eyes rested on the tailored bodice hugging and improving my cleavage that I put my hands on my hips.
 
   “Don’t look at me like I’m a painting you want to steal.” It felt good to speak in annoyance rather than the panic threatening to cripple me.
 
   Colin stood up and walked towards me. “Jenny, if you were a painting, I would steal you and look at you all day, every day. You are breathtaking.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Vinnie smiled and also got up. “Colin is right. You look beautiful, Jen-girl. You’ll steal the limelight tonight.”
 
   I cringed. “I really don’t want that.”
 
   Vinnie looked at Colin as if asking for his help. When Colin only smiled at him, he sighed. “I’m going to say the wrong things, so I think it’s best I go.”
 
   “Where are you going?” I asked.
 
   “To pick up my date for the evening.” He took his tuxedo jacket from the coat tree and shrugged it on. I didn’t know much about men’s wear, but I was convinced that Vinnie’s tuxedo had to be tailor-made. No off the rack suit would fit over his muscular thighs and broad shoulders. “I’ll leave Colin to do the talking. But you must know, Jen-girl, you are a beauty and I’ll be watching your back the whole time tonight.”
 
   His sincerity calmed me, even though his words reminded me why I couldn’t do this. I blinked a few times, trying to smile. I couldn’t. “Thank you, Vinnie.”
 
   He opened the door. “See you guys later.”
 
   “See you, Vin.” Colin was standing next to me. We watched Vinnie close the door behind him. I couldn’t help another sigh escaping my lips. Immediately Colin gently took my hand in his. “What’s bothering you?”
 
   I turned to him, with my hand still in his. It surprised me that I drew strength from his touch, but at the moment I needed it more than my need to understand it. I curled my fingers around his hand and held on tight. “I can’t do this, Colin. I can’t go in there with all those people looking at me.”
 
   He pulled on my hand and led me to the sofas. Once we were seated he enclosed my hand in both of his. “What would happen if people looked at you, Jenny?”
 
   I shuddered. “They will know.”
 
   “Know what?”
 
   “That it’s all a lie.” I waved my other hand around. “That I’m a social disaster.”
 
   Colin was quiet for a long moment, studying my face. “No, I don’t think that is what is worrying you. What is really worrying you?”
 
   My eyes flashed in surprise. Colin was much more astute than I had thought. It took me three false starts before I had enough courage to speak. “I’m scared.”
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “That I’ll be attacked again. That you, Manny and Vinnie will get hurt. That I won’t be able to do anything about it. That I won’t be able to identify Piros. That I won’t – ”
 
   “Whoa, Jenny. Slow down.” Colin squeezed my hand and leaned a bit closer. “You are not responsible for us, to protect us. It’s the other way around. We will be there to protect you. Leon and the GIPN team have the safety of the young artists under control. All you have to do is study people. You know, like you do in cafés, in your viewing room, when I don’t give you the answers you want.”
 
   His last comment elicited a small smile. It didn’t stay very long. “But there will be a lot of people. They’ll be touching me.”
 
   “I’m touching you now.” We both looked down at my hand between his.
 
   “It’s not the same.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “No.” I looked for a way to explain this. “There’s no logic to this. I don’t know why, but I feel safe with you. I trust you. When other people touch me, it feels like they’re attacking me, like they’re draining my energy. Your touch calms me, it makes me feel protected. It really doesn’t make sense. You’re not as strong as Vinnie. He could protect me better. No, this feeling really has no rational grounds.”
 
   Colin laughed softly. “It’s only because of your extreme rationalisation that I won’t take offence.”
 
   “Why? Did I say something wrong?”
 
   “No, Jenny, you didn’t.” His soft smile held hints of affection. He was quiet for some time. “I have an idea. How good are you at dissociation?”
 
   “I excel in that. Sometimes that is the only aid I have when I find myself in a social setting.”
 
   “Great. So here’s my suggestion. When we are at La Maison Russie, you could hold my hand or my arm and only focus on that touch. You can think of it as an anchor.”
 
   I considered it, playing possible scenarios in my mind. “I like it. An anchor. You will be my anchor.”
 
   It was only a glimpse, but I saw Colin’s pupils dilate a moment before he closed his eyes on a pained chuckle. When he opened his eyes, I only saw friendship. I had been so absorbed by this case that I never considered the emotions I experienced around Colin. A frown pulled my brows together when I realised I would have to spend time identifying the individual emotions to see if attraction was amongst them. 
 
   “Jenny?”
 
   I shook my head to clear it from irrelevant thoughts. “Yes?”
 
   “I asked you if you’re feeling better now. Are you ready for tonight?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He was surprised by my answer. “Why not?”
 
   “You will make me feel safe from the crowd. But you can’t protect me from Piros and his army.”
 
   “You’re right, I alone can’t protect you. But we have Vinnie, GIPN, Leon and even Millard.” His lip lifted as if smelling something bad. “He is very good at his job and won’t let anything happen to you.”
 
   “You consider him competent, but you don’t trust him. Why should I trust him?”
 
   “God I hate saying this,” Colin groaned. “Millard is one of the finest detectives I know. He’s also a good person. And I do trust him. Just never tell that asshole I said this.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “First he’ll gloat and then he’ll take advantage of it.” He must have seen the confused look on my face. He was contradicting himself and I needed clarity. Colin sighed and shook his head. “Our history is long and not pleasant. We have a kind of love-hate relationship.”
 
   “That doesn’t make sense.”
 
   His hands tightened around mine while he seemed lost in thought for a few minutes. I gave him time to gather his thoughts. Maybe I wasn’t the only one who needed an anchor. Resolve tightened his lips and he took a deep breath. “I used to, um, appropriate art.”
 
   “Steal?”
 
   “Shit. All right, yes, I was stealing. That was a long time ago.”
 
   “Before the poets?”
 
   “Long before the poets.” A small smile lightened the seriousness around his eyes. “I was good, very good. But I was fast going down a very bad road. I was an arrogant young shit, thinking that I was above the law. There were, of course, quite a few law enforcement agencies trying to capture me, but I was too good. But there was one detective who got close a few times.”
 
   “Manny?”
 
   Colin grunted. “He was good, but I was better. He was on my tail for four years and almost got me three times. As much as he studied me, I also studied him. I think he still hates me for knowing so much about him.”
 
   “You respect him. I can hear it in your voice.”
 
   “He is an asshole, but a very good detective. And fair. I have a lot of respect for that.” It fascinated me that Colin would be angry to admit this. “I usually worked alone, but during one particular job I met Vinnie and we just sort of clicked.”
 
   “An instant rapport?”
 
   “Yes, that. He was... no, that’s his story to tell. Anyway, I used to work alone, but Vinnie came in handy a few times when I needed an extra set of hands or eyes.” His hands tightened around mine again and he took a shuddering breath. “I was contracted to steal a Rembrandt from a museum’s conservation centre. It wasn’t a one-man job, so I asked Vinnie’s help. I had the painting and was ready to leave when I got to Vinnie. He was standing over the body of a museum security guard.”
 
   “Oh my god! Vinnie killed someone?”
 
   “I thought so at first, until I saw the devastation on Vinnie’s face. The guard wasn’t supposed to be in that area, but for some reason appeared out of the blue. Vinnie didn’t expect it and when the old guy showed up, Vinnie did his intimidation thing and the old guy had a heart attack.”
 
   “Oh god, that’s awful.”
 
   “Vinnie was in shock. He took full responsibility for the man’s death, but I knew that he would never survive prison.”
 
   In a flash a few things became clear to me. “You sent Vinnie away and phoned Manny?”
 
   “How do you know this?” He suddenly looked suspicious.
 
   “Vinnie’s loyalty towards you and the way you care for him. I knew that there had to be something very strong to bind the two of you together like this. But I must admit, I didn’t expect something so dramatic. Phoning Manny would be in character for you. He was someone you respected, albeit reluctantly, and you knew he was fair.”
 
   “I really should never get on your bad side, Jenny. You see everything. Yes, that was the reason I phoned Manny. One of the reasons I can’t stand the man is the way he gloated when he arrested me. But I had my revenge.” He grinned. “He had interrogated me for only an hour when he was called out. When he returned three hours later, he was furious. His bosses had ordered him off the case. I think he’s still got a bug up his arse about that.”
 
   I let the last comment go unexplained. “Why did they order him off the case?”
 
   He sighed. “They were the devil and offered me a deal.”
 
   “Are you referring to the metaphor?”
 
   “Yes, I am. I made a deal with the devil that night.” His gaze intensified and I knew that the next sentence was going to be significant and extremely confidential. “The price of my freedom was to work cases for Interpol in an unofficial capacity. They had intel on a lot of artefacts stolen during conflicts, but officially couldn’t do anything about it. They needed someone to get those pieces back without any connection to Interpol. And I fell into their laps.”
 
   “You are Robin Hood.”
 
   Colin laughed. “Trust you to use the one metaphor I abhor.”
 
   “Does Manny know that you work for the good guys?”
 
   “No. Only three people at Interpol know about my work. Most of the cases were so politically sensitive that a hint of this could’ve caused wars.” He grew quiet for a moment. “It was the best thing that could have happened to me. I don’t want to think about where I could be today if I didn’t start thinking about my actions. These cases also opened my eyes to a lot of humanity’s inhumanity.”
 
   “Why don’t you tell Manny?” It was only a glimpse, but the micro-expression on Colin’s face made me utter a shocked laugh. “You enjoy him not knowing. You are outwitting him.”
 
   “And I’m trusting you with this.”
 
   “Of course. And four other people.”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Five people know about your work. Three people at Interpol, Vinnie and I. Five people.”
 
   Colin nodded soberly. My breath grew short with the importance of what Colin had just trusted me with. We sat in silence, lost in our thoughts. It took a few moments for me to identify the emotions pressing on my chest. Respect, admiration and a curious tenderness for the man next to me overwhelmed me.
 
   For once I gave in to my impulse, leaned over and gave Colin a soft kiss on his shaved cheek. “You’re a good man, Colin Frey. A very good man.”
 
   His shock at my atypical display of affection was interrupted by my doorbell, followed by a loud knock. 
 
   “That would be Manny.” I pulled at my hand, but Colin didn’t let go.
 
   “I’ll get the door. Stay here.” He got up, walked to the door with strong steps and opened it only enough to peek through. “Wait here. Don’t argue, Millard, just wait here.”
 
   I blinked at Colin’s tone. He had always been mocking and condescending towards Manny, never commanding in a non-negotiable manner. That must have been the reason why I didn’t hear Manny argue as the door closed. Colin walked back to me and took his place next to me again.
 
   “Jenny, if you don’t want to go, I will support you in this. Millard is waiting for you, but I’ll deal with him.” He leaned in and made sure I was looking into his eyes. “If you decide to go, I will not allow anything to happen to you.”
 
   “Oh, Colin, you can’t make that promise.” I closed my eyes, breathed deeply a few times and reached inside myself to analyse my feelings. “I’ll go. If Manny is as good as you say and I can hold your hand, I will feel safe enough.”
 
   A smile pulled at his lips, but he swallowed it away. He got up and held out his hand to me. “M’lady?”
 
   I put my hand in his and let him pull me up. He weaved his fingers though mine and walked to the front door. He briefly let go to put on his jacket, but immediately took my hand again before opening the door. A scowling Manny was leaning against the wall across from my front door. “What’s going on?”
 
   I was too shocked at the sight of a cleanly shaved Manny dressed in an immaculate tuxedo to answer. 
 
   “I’ll be Jenny’s date for the evening.”
 
   “Not going to happen, Frey. You’re not going. There is no way that you have an invitation and I’m not getting you inside. Not happening.”
 
   “Au contraire, my dear Millard.” Colin pulled an enveloped from the inside pocket of his jacket and waved it at Manny. “My invitation.”
 
   From one second to the next, Manny’s expression changed from annoyance to suspicion. “Is that invite real? Where and how did you get that?”
 
   “I’m not without my resources.”
 
    It was his quick glance at me that had the realisation crash through me. He acquired the invitation through Interpol. I bit my lips to refrain from saying anything and tried to focus on something else. It wasn’t difficult. Manny’s transformation was very distracting. 
 
   “You look fifteen years younger,” I blurted. “And you’re actually handsome.”
 
   “Oh for the love of god, Doc.” Manny’s scowl was back. “You’re not going to distract me from refusing to allow Frey to join us.”
 
   “I wasn’t trying to do that. You really look younger.” I decided to stop this line of conversation when Manny’s lips turned into an angry thin line. “If Colin doesn’t go, I won’t go. He’s my anchor. And his invitation is real and legitimate.”
 
   “What is she talking about?” Manny asked Colin.
 
   “She needs me.” Colin squeezed my hand. “I’ll be by her side the whole night. Now if we’re done with this conversation, our transport is waiting.”
 
   Without waiting for Manny’s response, Colin led me to the elevator. Angry footsteps followed us after a moment.
 
   “We’re going in my car.” Manny started an argument on why we should go in his car. I lost interest in his diatribe and went over the details of what I knew about Piros in my head. I didn’t pay attention to the arriving elevator car and blindly followed Colin when the doors opened to the ground floor. I needed to make sure that I hadn’t overlooked anything concerning Piros. A shocked silence brought me back to the present and I found myself between the two men at the entrance my building. Parked in front of us was a limousine.
 
   “There has to be something illegal about this.” Manny stared at the long vehicle in disbelief.
 
   “Nothing illegal or wrong with a bit of style. Don’t you agree, Jenny?”
 
   I lifted a shoulder. “Will it get us to the event?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Then let’s go before I change my mind.” 
 
   Manny continued to grumble, but he followed us to the car. His arguments to use his car forgotten. The driver was standing at the open passenger door and received a scowl from Manny when he greeted him. I was too nervous to allow rudeness or the lush interior of the limousine to have any effect on me. It was awkward, but I didn’t let go of Colin’s hand when I entered the vehicle first. With conscious effort I relaxed my panicked grip on his hand, but he immediately tightened his hold. I truly hoped that I would have some time tomorrow to analyse the relief and feeling of safety I drew from Colin’s touch.
 
   I leaned back against the seat and allowed Colin and Manny’s conversation to wash over me. They seemed to have reached a truce and were talking about the security procedures taken by GIPN. Colin seemed to understand all the coded police jargon. I didn’t care to ask. My only concerns were to not get lost in my head and to pay close attention to everyone at the event. Above all, I was motivated to put an end to this case. 
 
   Too soon we stopped. I looked out the window and saw a circular driveway with a line of limousines dropping off elegantly dressed couples. We waited our turn to reach the entrance and the doorman opened the passenger door. Manny got out first, followed by Colin. Still holding my hand, he assisted me until I stood between him and Manny. When the latter uttered an inelegant groan, I glanced at him and then followed his line of sight.
 
   Waiting by the door was Vinnie, looking marginally less dangerous because of the woman next to him. She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen in real life. Tall, with the exotic looks of a few races mixed in one, she looked like she walked off the front page of a glossy high-end women’s magazine. The kind of magazine I never read. Vinnie said something out of the corner of his mouth and she laughed without any inhibitions. I liked that.
 
   “Who’s that?” I asked Colin as we moved towards them. Vinnie glanced at our entwined fingers and narrowed his eyes for a second before he gave me a beautiful true smile.
 
   Colin didn’t answer me until we were within handshake distance of the couple. “Jenny, I would like you to meet Francine. Francine this is Doctor Genevieve Lenard.”
 
   “Oh my god, you’re gorgeous.” Francine took a step closer. “I would love to hug you, but I won’t. These guys told me a lot about you, but they never told me that you were so beautiful.”
 
   “You are Francine?” I stared at her in shock. “You are not the only one from whom such knowledge was withheld. In a classic sense you are much more beautiful than I.”
 
   “Should we start a mutual admiration club for you two?” Manny was angry. He was being sarcastic. When he wasn’t glaring at Vinnie, he aimed his hostile gaze at me. Why he was furious with me, I did not know.
 
   “And who is this delightful gentleman?” Francine fluttered her eyes at Manny. I was sure she was being acerbic. His scowl intensified.
 
   “Francine, this is Manny Millard. Millard, Francine,” Colin said.
 
   “You’re the one who–”
 
   “Works very hard for good people and you are the law,” Francine interrupted him with a sharp edge to her words. Manny narrowed his eyes and then nodded in acknowledgement of something unspoken. I didn’t know what that something was. Before I could ask, Francine pointed at the front door. “The party has already started. Shall we go in?”
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   “I thought you would have the names for us before the event.” I looked up at Francine to see a brief frown. We were in one of the front rooms, surrounded by throngs of designer-dressed bodies. Feigned interest, false laughter and idle chatter threatened to distract me. I focused on the warmth of the palm touching mine and waited for Francine to answer.
 
   “I also thought I would have them.” She picked a champagne flute off the tray, which a bulky waiter politely offered to our group. Vinnie and Colin also took flutes. Manny declined and I did not have a free hand. My left hand had a death grip on Colin’s and my clutch bag was in my right hand. Alcohol was not something that I considered a wise beverage at this time. What I needed more was information.
 
   “So you have nothing?” I asked. Everyone looked at me with widened eyes. Maybe my tone had been too displeased. 
 
   “I think I’m angrier about this than you are,” Francine said. She elbowed Vinnie lightly and he took a tablet computer from his jacket’s interior pocket. Big pockets for a big jacket. “But I don’t have nothing.” She swiped the tablet a few times, tapped a few more times and smiled triumphantly. We followed Manny to a mantelpiece and stood close enough so no one could overhear Francine. “This flash drive is the mother load.”
 
   “Francine, English,” Colin said.
 
   Francine glanced at me. “Oh yes. Okay. This flash drive has all the account numbers of anyone who ever had any dealings with the shipping companies. It is divided into the art auctions, the artists, the security companies, which by the way is helping me getting the real names of the owners of these accounts. The encryption to these banks are really good, but–”
 
   “I really don’t want to know this,” Manny said. 
 
   “Ah, of course. You can’t be party to anything that is not strictly by the book. Hypocrite.” Francine rolled her eyes. 
 
   “Would you stop interrupting Francine so she could tell y’all what she’s found.” Vinnie glared at Manny. I wondered why he had the Texan accent again.
 
   “Thanks, Vin.” Francine leaned into him, her eyes on her tablet. “I did a lot of search work on your mister Brun. He has a few accounts all over the world, but his Hungarian account is the oldest. It was opened twenty-five years ago. I checked the photo ID’s he gave when he opened his numerous accounts and each is different. Never the same person’s photo. It’s most definitely a cover identity.”
 
   “It isn’t logical that he would use the same name over and over again. It makes it so much easier for him to be discovered.” I huffed. “Not a very intelligent move for a criminal.”
 
   “Maybe he has some sentimental attachment to the name,” Manny said.
 
   “He also owns property in all these countries where he has his accounts. In Croatia he has a large villa and there he insured some artwork to the amount of,” she checked her tablet, “seven million US dollars.”
 
   “Does it say which pieces are insured?” I asked.
 
   “No, but I can find that for you if you need it. Something that bothered me was the lack of family that I found with all his identities. Except for Hungary. There he listed his wife as Irene Brun.”
 
   “Irene?” A connection was tugging at my consciousness.
 
   “Jenny?” Colin squeezed my hand. “What is it?”
 
   “Somewhere I came across that name. I just can’t remember where.” I needed a quiet place and Mozart.
 
   “Irene is a very common name,” Manny said. “It is also very possible that it is a false identity.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it now, Jen-girl,” Vinnie said. “It’s more important that you check out the people here.”
 
   “Do you have anything else on Simon Brun?” Manny asked. 
 
   “No, but I’m also working on that.” She waved her tablet computer at us. “This tablet connects to my work computers and will let me know as soon as the decryption is complete. I’ve set it up to immediately compare the names of the owners of those five accounts to all the other lists of names that I have. It will also do a general search on those names, which should give us more.”
 
   “We’re running out of time, people.” Stress tightened Manny’s throat so that his speech was strained. 
 
   Tension pulled at my back and shoulder muscles and I wished that I was more comfortable with other people touching me. A deep tissue massage would be a wonderful experience to have. I turned my attention away from the group towards the door and froze. Colin must have felt my reaction. His other hand briefly rubbed my forearm. I glanced at him and he smiled at me. “Wild horses couldn’t keep him away.”
 
   Emotion placed a huge lump in my throat as I watched Phillip make his way through the crowd towards us. Not once did he take his eyes off me. I indulged in the silly thought that if one could’ve chosen one’s parents I knew who I would’ve chosen as my father. A wide smile lit up his face as he reached us.
 
   “Genevieve, you look well.” He lifted his hands and let it drop before he touched me. “Actually, you look beautiful. How are you?”
 
   “Coping,” I answered honestly. “This is not something I’m prepared for.”
 
   “I don’t think anyone was prepared for this.” He smiled at me and for the first time looked at the people forming a protective circle around me. “Good evening, everyone.”
 
   Greetings and introductions were exchanged. Phillip didn’t insist on knowing any more about the case. He was just there to make sure of my safety.
 
   Manny glanced at his watch. “Most of the guests should be here already. Maybe we should start mingling. Do you all have your cell phones?”
 
   “I have my smartphone.” I pinched my clutch bag under my arm and proudly lifted my phone. 
 
   “Will you answer it?” Manny lifted one eyebrow.
 
   “If I must.”
 
   “Tonight you must, missy.” 
 
   Manny asked for Vinnie, Colin and Francine’s numbers. A brief argument about invasion of privacy and someone’s big brother was interrupted by Phillip reminding everyone of the bigger picture. I observed a lot of resentment when the exchange of numbers happened. Just then we were joined by Leon. Another round of greetings and introductions followed before I pulled lightly on Colin’s hand.
 
   “They’re arguing again. Can we please start analysing people?”
 
   “A very good idea.” He looked relieved. “They’re stomping on my last nerve, so I can’t imagine how you must feel.”
 
   As soon as we left, Vinnie and Francine followed us at a distance. Throughout the welcoming and award ceremony at least two of our group were within view. I started relaxing into the feeling of being watched and protected. We were approaching the bar for a much needed glass of water when Manny intercepted us.
 
   “Seen anything?”
 
   “Relevant to the case?” I asked. I had observed a lot of interesting behaviour, but didn’t want to hear Manny’s sarcasm again.
 
   “Yes, missy.”
 
   “I’ve seen a few men with similar posture and movement as the thugs who broke into my place.”
 
   Colin stiffened. “Why didn’t you say anything?”
 
   “They just walked and behaved in a similar manner. It’s not evidence of anything. They’re mingling, but are much more observant than any of the other guests.”
 
   “Some of them might be our guys,” Manny said. “Have you seen anyone who might be Piros?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   Manny sighed. “Okay, let me borrow you for a while. I want to introduce you to my boss.”
 
   “Which one?” I asked.
 
   “The Head of the EDA and the Chief Executive. They’re in the other room.” Manny looked at Colin. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to tag along.”
 
   “Amen to that.” Colin blinked twice and suddenly looked concerned. He turned to me. “Jenny, will you be okay?”
 
   I looked at our hands and for the first time in hours took my hand out of his. The imprint of his hand felt ridiculously permanent on my palm. I rubbed my palm against my thigh and took a bracing breath. “If it’s only ten minutes, I’ll be okay.”
 
   “Millard, you heard the lady. Ten minutes or I’ll come looking for her.” There was no ambiguity in the threat delivered. Even I heard the unspoken implications.
 
   “You don’t get to threaten me, you low life. It will be ten minutes because of Doctor Lenard, not because of you.” Manny gestured for me to go ahead of him and said over his shoulder, “Asshole.”
 
   “I have a theory,” I said as we made our way through the crowd. Manny leaned closer to me and nodded that he was listening. I took my time to draw on my education to phrase what I was about to say very carefully. “You think you are old and settled in your ways. It is not true. You are an exceptionally open-minded person, for some reason reluctant to let anyone see it. I also think that you like Colin, respect him and even like Vinnie. What I don’t know or understand is why you can’t admit to this. Why you think it is shameful.”
 
   Manny was quiet for so long that I glanced up at him. An angry vein was throbbing on his forehead and he was continually swallowing. I had failed to phrase myself carefully. He stopped and breathed as if he had just run up a few flights of stairs. A waiter passed us with a tray and Manny grabbed a glass with an amber-coloured drink in it. In one gulp he emptied the glass and closed his eyes. I waited, watching as his breathing slowed and his face returned to its normal colour.
 
   “Doc, you would drive a man to do and say things that could land him in prison.”
 
   “Technically, I don’t have that kind of power. We are each responsible for our own–”
 
   “Doc,” Manny held up his hand as if stopping traffic. “Now would be a good time to not speak. I’m going to forget the last five minutes and introduce you to my bosses. You are going to be your best social self and you are going to observe the hell out of them.”
 
   He didn’t wait for my response, but turned away from me and walked with measured steps to a small group of people. I followed him, immediately recognising the Head of the EDA and Chief Dutoit from the footage I had watched. They made their excuses and broke away from the group to face us.
 
   “You must be Doctor Lenard.”
 
   “And you must be the Head of the EDA, Sarah Crichton.” I was ready and produced a warm smile. I even allowed her to shake my hand without flinching. 
 
   “Doctor Lenard,” Frederique Dutoit said. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you in person.”
 
   My smile faltered and it took work to not react when we shook hands. In deference to our different nationalities, we spoke English. Chief Dutoit’s English was perfect and without accent. His voice deep and smooth. I needed a moment to ascertain what it was about his voice, his non-verbal communication that was troubling me. Very likely it was just his social pretence. And I always found social pretence grossly abrasive.
 
   I answered a few polite questions about the event. When questions about the case were aimed at me, Manny smoothly interrupted and answered untruthfully or with half truths. I allowed him to lead this strange interaction, aware of how important it was for him. It was also invaluable for me. I was reeling with the revelations of what the Head and Chief were loudly projecting. I wondered if Manny knew how much the Chief hated him, or the Head distrusted the Chief, but valued Manny. Office politics. I couldn’t stand it.
 
   “Genevieve, there you are.” A soft hand rested on my shoulder blade. I turned to be air-kissed by an enthusiastic Francine. “When I heard that you were here, I just had to find you.”
 
   “Um, hello.” Her strange behaviour led me to surmise that she was pretending. I didn’t know if I was allowed to use her name or not. Or what my role in this ruse was.
 
   “Oh honey, look at you. You look fantastic. I just have to hug you.” I was pulled into an embrace that I forced myself to return. While holding me close she whispered into my ear, “I’m sorry for all this touching, but I need you to play along. You need to go to the ladies’ room with me.”
 
   I straightened when she let me go and managed a happy smile. “It’s wonderful to see you too. I didn’t know you would be here.”
 
   “Yet here I am.” She turned to a slack-jawed Manny and smiled brightly at him. Her acting skills were admirable. “If you’ll excuse us, us girls need to freshen up.”
 
   Francine didn’t wait for a response, but grabbed my hand and started pulling me away from the group. I sent an apologetic smile to Manny and his bosses. The cluster of facial muscle movements indicated Manny’s intense anger. Oh dear. I turned my attention to Francine. “What’s happening?”
 
   “Colin got impatient.” She let go of my hand and led us out of the room. “And I needed to go to the washroom, so I thought it was a good plan to get you away from those stuffy suits.”
 
   “Are we really going to the washroom? I thought it was all a ruse.”
 
   “After two glasses of bubbly, my bladder is killing me. So yes, we’re going to the loo.”
 
   “What about Colin and Vinnie?”
 
   “They’re following us and will keep an eye on the doors.”
 
   “Oh.” I followed her to rest rooms more elegant than any of those in the top hotels and mansions I had been in. An anteroom with lush carpets and designer sofas led to a room that looked like it had been carved out of marble. A middle aged lady passed us on her way out, preceded and followed by an excess of perfume. I looked at Francine and she rolled her eyes.
 
   “Rich old ladies.” She nodded at our surroundings. “Stunning, isn’t it? I have only seen this kind of crazy opulence in Moscow and St Petersburg. This is so Russian.”
 
   “It is beautiful,” I said. It was not my taste though. It was cold, impersonal and would take far too much time and specialised products to keep clean. Francine disappeared into one of the cubicles. I made use of the facilities and met Francine at the marble basins with gold-finished taps. I dried my hands on a small hand towel and dispensed of it in a small wicker basket.
 
   An electronic ping sounded next to me and I glanced at Francine. Her eyes widened in pleasure and she grabbed her tablet computer out of her bag. “Results. We have results.”
 
   “What results?” I lowered my voice when three women entered the room chatting about someone’s weight gain. Francine was tapping and swiping the tablet screen without any awareness of our surroundings. I lowered my voice even more. “Maybe we should leave.”

 
   “Hmm?” She looked up and then focused on the sofas by the entrance. “Let’s go sit there. I need a moment to check this out.”
 
   I followed her there and sat down next to her. The sofas were not only beautiful, but surprisingly comfortable. It took less than a minute before I became impatient. “Speak to me, Francine.”
 
   “In a moment.” She swiped and tapped a few more times. When she looked up, her eyes were bright. “Who exactly is Kubanóv?”
 
   “He’s the founder of the charity organisation hosting this event. Why?”
 
   “Simon Brun is married to his cousin.” She tilted the tablet towards me and pointed at the screen. “I followed the bank accounts like I said earlier. His Hungarian account where his wife is registered also required photo ID of her. There are two more bank accounts with her photo, one as Irene Brun, the other as Irena Kubanóv, born in Volosovo, Russia.”
 
   I closed my eyes for a heartbeat, then opened them on a deep inhale. “When you first mentioned her name, I knew I had seen it somewhere. It was on the Foundation’s website. Kubanóv said there that his inspiration came from a few people in his life, one of them being his cousin Irena. So, that is the connection between Kubanóv and Piros. We need to tell Manny and the others.”
 
   “That’s not all, Genevieve.” Francine changed screens on the tablet. It showed a scanned form of sorts. “I checked the name Simon Brun on Interpol’s data base.”
 
   “You can do that?” Understanding hit me when she merely raised her eyebrows. How many agencies was she working for? “Oh, okay. Sorry. Go on.”
 
   “His name was set to send a red alert when searched. I circumvented it.” She waited for two ladies to exit the room before she continued quietly. “Simon Brun was the name used by an undercover agent during the eighties. There is a list here of places he worked, but nowhere does it say who the agent was.”
 
   “We have to tell Manny now.” I got up and took my smartphone from my clutch bag.
 
   It took only two rings before Manny answered. “Where are you?”
 
   “Meet us in front of the ladies room. Francine found something,” I said. The rude oaf didn’t even answer me; he just disconnected the call. Francine and I left the restroom and found Manny, Colin and Vinnie huddling next to a large flower arrangement. They were leaning in close in what seemed a heated discussion. I sighed. They were arguing again. It would seem that Manny had already been close by when I phoned him. 
 
   I narrowed my eyes on a realisation. When we were close enough, I interrupted Manny. “Why aren’t you sneezing?”
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “You said that you suffer severely from allergies to flowers. Why aren’t you sneezing?”
 
   “Because I have really good medication, missy. Now can we get to business?”
 
   “Okay,” I said. “What were you talking about?”
 
   Colin took half a step to the left and nodded at the wall. “What do you see?”
 
   I looked at the beautiful flower arrangement. It held no clues. I raised my eyes and blinked in shock. “Gauguin’s Still Life, The White Bowl.”
 
   “And it’s the real thing,” Colin said. “I’m willing to stake my freedom on it.”
 
   “You still haven’t convinced me.” Manny glared at the painting. “How can you be so sure?”
 
   “While you were arguing, I studied the painting,” Colin said. “Look close enough at the frame and you’ll see that I’m right.”
 
   I stepped closer and focussed on the bottom left corner. “He’s right. You have to look carefully, but I can see where the strip was cut from the painting.”
 
   “I still can’t believe that Danielle would’ve desecrated a masterpiece like this,” Colin said.
 
   “Desperation makes people do strange things, Frey,” Manny said. He looked at me. “Care to share what big new revelations you two ladies got in the restroom?”  
 
   I left it to Francine to fill them in and show them the new information on her tablet. For a few precious moments I allowed Mozart to dominate my mind. I took two steps backwards to gain a minimal distance from all the outraged expressions bouncing back and forth within our small group. As it was, I hoped that we could find Piros tonight and end his reign. Not only was he a megalomaniac tyrant, he was also a traitor. And a serial killer.
 
   My gaze drifted away from our group, over the crowd of pretentious people constantly competing to improve their social standing, yet completely unaware that their presence here put them in association with murderers of the worst calibre. A familiar voice pulled my attention to the left. 
 
   About three meters from me stood Manny’s boss, Chief Dutoit, who was deep in discussion with another man. His tailored suit and manicured hands gave him the look of a pampered businessman. Not quite the kind of company a man of Chief Dutoit’s character would seek out. This anomaly interested me. I paid closer attention. They were conversing in French, arguing about a delayed delivery that could have disastrous financial repercussions. 
 
   Next to me, Vinnie and Manny were trading insults. Vinnie about the depth of the corruption in government agencies. Manny about simpleminded criminals. I smiled. They liked each other. Colin and Francine were focussed on her tablet. 
 
   My mild amusement at my group and interest in Chief Dutoit’s discussion were brought to a brutal halt. All it  took was one word. A word so softly spoken I could barely believe I had heard it, yet I was convinced that I had. In my mind all the separate elements of this case suddenly moved into perfect alignment. One word combined all the loose bits of information to a state of completion where all my observations, analyses and theories came to one single conclusion. The answer to all the questions. The innermost gear powering, driving all the others.
 
   Still arguing, Chief Dutoit and the other man started walking away. Without thinking I followed the voice that had uttered that crucial word. Overcrowding, people touching me and my own personal safety no longer mattered. Hearing that word again was all I could think about. Getting it recorded would be even better. With a start I realised that my smartphone, still resting in my palm, enabled me to do exactly that.
 
   I followed them through two rooms. The crowded rooms made it easy to keep some distance between us. It also provided me with an irrational sense of safety. That last thought made me gasp. Colin. Manny. I should not have left like I had. The sudden vibration of my smartphone in my hand nearly had me screaming in fright. Adrenaline pumped through my system, causing me to answer the call with a shaking hand.
 
   “Hello?” I whispered unnecessarily. I was surrounded by conversation and laughter.
 
   “Jenny, where are you?” Colin sounded winded and worried.
 
   “Um, I don’t know. I went through two rooms. They’ve turned left. It looks like a corridor to the back of the house. Maybe to the right side of the house. I really don’t know. I’m following Piros.”
 
   “You’re what?” Manny’s loud voice made me cringe.
 
   “Am I on speaker phone?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I know who he is,” I said just as I broke free of the crowds. I glanced into the long corridor. I took three steps back into the crowd. “I don’t think it would be prudent to continue talking to you. The corridor is rather quiet and they might hear me. I’m switching on my video app and streaming it to your phone. Find me.”
 
    I ignored three male voices yelling all types of orders at me and tapped the mute button. It took only a moment before I connected Colin via video to what I was seeing. Another tap on my smartphone and it was recording. I took a moment to examine my situation and decide on a course of action. First things first. I kicked off my shoes for comfort and stealth. One calming breath and I walked down the long, dimly-lit corridor, my smartphone leading the way.
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   The men disappeared through an open door into what looked like a library. I stopped next to the door and peeked around the corner. They were standing in front of a solid wooden door against the far wall of the library. Chief Dutoit reached up and took a key from on top of the doorframe. He unlocked the door and returned the key to its hiding place.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said and followed the other man through the door. The door closed behind them and locked with an audible click. I waited until I thought the men might have moved far away from the door. Still holding the phone in front of me, I walked to the door and reached up. I was too short. An impatient growl escaped my lips as I looked around for something to aid me. 
 
   Most of the furniture in the room looked antique and undoubtedly too heavy for me to drag to the door. Except for the small footstool next to a beautiful nineteenth century wingback chair big enough for me to curl up and sleep in. I dragged the stool to the door and retrieved the key. I pushed the stool away and stared at the key. I didn’t know what would greet me behind that door, but I didn’t want to waste any time waiting for Manny and Colin.
 
   As quietly as I could, I pushed the key into the lock and turned. I winced when it clicked and held my breath. No one came storming through the door, so I pulled the door only a centimetre away from the lock. I left the key under the stool, aiming my phone at it so that Colin would know where to find it. My niche, my forte was in the safety of my viewing room, not sneaking around. The shaking of my hands, tightness in my throat and shallow breathing were evidence of that.
 
   It required three deep breaths before I had enough courage to open the door wide enough to look beyond the opening. I was looking at the dark-blue walls of a staircase. Most likely it led to the basement or to a wine cellar. As I slipped through the door and heard the lock click behind me, it felt like I was standing at the top of a staircase leading me to my doom.
 
   The sounds of the party were now mostly muted. The two men’s voices floated up the staircase, which looked uncommonly long going down. I held my phone in front of me like a shield and carefully went down the stairs towards the argument. Two thirds of the way down, I could distinguish their words.
 
   “This is a disaster,” the other man said. “How did they know our plans?”
 
   “Someone must have talked,” Chief Dutoit said. Visual cues were my strength, but it was easy to hear the contained rage in his words. “It was not anybody on my team. Which leaves only you and your trusted right hand man.”
 
   I had reached the bottom of the staircase. I stood on the last step and leaned against the wall, hoping that they were not close enough to see me. Straight ahead of the stairs were rows and rows of shelved wine bottles in a softly lit room. The visible plumbing and ventilation pipes running along the ceiling did not take away from the muted elegance of this space. It was a well maintained cellar. There were even paintings against the walls. Expensive paintings. In relation to the case they most probably were all forgeries.
 
   “Sir, it wasn’t us. I would never betray you.” The other man’s thin answer came from the right. I dared a look around the wall and saw them. Chief Dutoit was standing close to the other man. He was leaning forward, almost nose to nose, his one hand on his hip, the other tightened in a fist. The other man’s shoulders were slightly hunched, his eyes wide. “Sir, I’ve been with you for ten years. I believe in what you do. I would never–”
 
   “Who else could it be?” Chief Dutoit interrupted the other man’s stuttering. “Who else would know what we were planning after the award ceremony?”
 
   “Sir, it was on the programme that the artists would go to a retreat after the ceremony.”
 
   Moving only my arm, I pushed my smartphone past the corner of the wall, aiming it at them. I hoped that the lack of background noise would aid the limited capabilities of the phone’s microphone. The bad lighting most likely would not result in good footage.
 
   “That means nothing.” Chief Dutoit’s voice was growing softer and more menacing. I swallowed my nerves away, hoping that Colin would show up soon. What was taking them so long? I glanced at my phone’s screen. Chief Dutoit was towering even closer to the other man now. “I would like to know what led the police to take all the artists into protective custody. That was–”
 
   A hand clamped on my shoulder and I yelped. Loudly. My smartphone fell to the ground in a loud clatter, but I had no time to worry about my phone. All I could focus on was the terrifying awareness of a sharp blade against my throat. Not again. Please, not again. I swallowed nervously, too late realising that it would move the blade against my throat and possibly cause damage. All conversation in the cellar ceased.
 
   “What have we here?” the man behind me asked. I blinked in surprise as I recognised the voice of the German thug who had terrorised me in my apartment. He still had his hand on my shoulder and pushed me forward. “Come, let’s introduce you.”
 
   A thousand fragmented thoughts fluttered through my mind. Thoughts of Manny’s anger about me not waiting for them, that I would miss him calling me ‘missy’ when he was annoyed with me. That I would miss Colin’s touch, Vinnie’s protective presence and Phillip’s guidance. I was also growing angrier with myself for being so focussed on the conversation between Dutoit and the other man that I never even considered paying attention to the staircase. The curse of my single-minded focus.
 
   I was prodded by the hand on my shoulder and the knife to my throat until I stood in front of Chief Dutoit and the other man. My self-aimed anger and the enormity of the situation were far too significant for me to succumb to panic. If only I would live to tell this story, to face Manny’s anger. I didn’t want this to be my last day on earth. I wasn’t ready to die.
 
   “Doctor Lenard, we meet again.” Chief Dutoit studied me through narrowed eyes. 
 
   “Chief Dutoit,” I answered in French. I wanted us to speak in the language that would give me that word again. “I can’t say that this is a pleasure.”
 
   “I found her lurking at the bottom of the staircase, listening to your conversation,” the thug said in accented French. I wondered if he had not seen my smartphone, or whether he considered it broken and thus harmless when it had hit the floor. Was it still streaming and recording?
 
   “You will have to forgive my colleague’s right hand man for his tactics.” Chief Dutoit nodded at the knife against my throat. “It is only for the safety of the event.”
 
   I considered lying, telling him that I had lost my way. Only for a moment though. My lack of deceptive skills would only anger a man who looked close to the edge. His nonverbal cues were alarming. I had to do something to bring him back from his rage. I forced my muscles to relax, conveying as little threat as possible. I focussed on calming my breathing so that my voice would be controlled, soothing. “It is quite a large selection of wines here. I’m not a big white wine drinker. Only in summer, maybe with a good salad would I indulge.”
 
   Chief Dutoit stilled, frowned, then smiled at me. “What do you favour? A merlot? Cabernet sauvignon?”
 
   “My palate prefers a good Pinot noir. I like its purity, its freshness. The notes of damp earth make me feel one with its origins.” I could not believe I was talking about wine while very possibly facing death. 
 
   “I also prefer a good red wine.” The tightness in his face and posture lightened a bit. “I prefer a Cabernet sauvignon though. It goes well with my preference for red meat.”
 
   “You really are him,” I whispered. “You are Piros.”
 
   We stared at each other. There was no mistaking his pronunciation of the word red in French. Add to that everything else I knew, I was in an eye-lock with one of the most notorious criminals in Europe. I was sure that Manny would be able to align Chief Dutoit’s career-tracks with Piros’ activities. Thinking about Manny, where was he? 
 
   “Ah, Doctor Lenard, you’ve just earned yourself a death sentence.” Chief Dutoit looked disappointed. He nodded at the German who let me go, but stayed close to me. I couldn’t resist the need to touch my throat. It was unharmed. Chief Dutoit, aka Piros, walked closer until he stood a foot away from me. “You’ve been the most fun I’ve had in years. A worthy adversary. All these years and no one got even close to me.”
 
   “They couldn’t get close to you if you were the one leading the investigation, or the one closing it down.”
 
   “True, true. It pays having worked one’s way up the ladder, making friends along the way. It’s always who you know, not what you know.” His smile sent an uncontrollable shiver down my spine. “Tell me, how did you figure it out? I know it wasn’t that idiot, Millard.”
 
   I wanted to, but I didn’t defend Manny. I counted on him not being an idiot so that he could find me and save me from this terrifying ordeal. My hesitation to answer him unfortunately lasted a moment too long. Piros lost his patience and slapped me hard across my left cheek. My head snapped back and I almost lost my balance. When I looked up at him, all I saw past the tears in my eyes was ruthless cold menace. 
 
   “How did you figure it out?” His shouted question was as violent an assault on my senses as the slap. I flinched before I could control my panic and my responses with a measure of Mozart.
 
   “Red,” I said past the tightness in my throat. “I heard you say red.”
 
   I focussed on the micro movements of his facial muscles to keep me grounded. I could see his mind computing what I had just told him until he reached a conclusion. I saw his intent, but it didn’t prepare me. He slapped me viciously across the same cheek as he screamed at me, “Who was it? Who told you where my name came from?” 
 
   I tried, but it was too much for me. The picture of Danielle lying in a pool of her own blood flashed across my consciousness followed by disjointed flashes of financial spreadsheets, shipping manifests, flash drives, Vinnie’s smile, Manny’s frown, Francine’s tablet computer. I sank to the floor of the cellar. If I allowed the black void to suck me in, I wouldn’t feel any pain, I wouldn’t fear for my life. It was beckoning me and I was tempted.
 
   But then I wouldn’t be able to tell Manny who Piros was. On a painful breath I imagined Colin holding my hand while I listened to Mozart. The darkness receded and I opened my eyes. I had my arms wrapped around my waist, keening softly and rocking myself. I must have been like this for a few minutes, because Piros was a few feet away from me, barking orders into a cell phone. 
 
   The other man was watching me with hatred and disdain on his face. His steady hand was pointing a gun at my head. I looked at my own shaking hands. I wanted to be in my viewing room, not here. If not my viewing room, any other place would suffice. I just wanted to not feel so damned terrified. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the German making his way to the staircase.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” The other man’s disgusted question brought my attention back.
 
   “I was slapped. Hard. Twice.” I tried to stand up, but he stepped closer and just shook his head. The gun was close enough for me to see into the barrel. I imagined that I could see the tip of the bullet. I swallowed a few times.
 
   “Your weakness sickens me. People like you should not be allowed in public.”
 
   “For once I agree with you, Pierre.” Piros slid his cell phone into his jacket pocket and walked closer. “It’s arranged. I will leave through the back, my transport will pick me up. You can deal with her. You’ll have to keep it quiet though. The place is crawling with police. Just find out what she knows first.”
 
   “It will be my pleasure.” His smile told me what kind of sick pleasure he would get from following Piros’ orders.
 
   “Doctor Lenard,” Piros looked down at me with all the arrogant power he thought he had. “It truly was a pleasurable few weeks watching you work. You’ve caused me great inconvenience, but a new challenge. I will have to regroup, but it is a long overdue necessity.”
 
   “You won’t get away.” I said it with more conviction than I felt. Surely Manny and Colin should have found me by now. Where were they? Was Piros really going to get away?
 
   “I will.” He smirked. “You won’t.”
 
   Powerless I watched as he turned away and walked to the back of the basement. Presumably to another door that would lead him to freedom. Lead him to continue his evil work. I had to do something. I had to stop this, but I didn’t know what. I wanted to howl with frustration, but didn’t dare do anything with that gun so close to my head. 
 
   Suddenly my senses were overwhelmed by the loudest sound and brightest light I had ever encountered. All my frustration, thoughts and desperate plans made place for panic. It felt like a bomb had exploded in the cellar, but I was still alive. I looked for damage, debris flying about but I couldn’t see anything. The loudness of the bang left me totally disoriented. I fell back on the floor, my hands slammed over my ears, screaming soundlessly. My ears were ringing, nausea causing me to curl into a foetal position. An irrational thought crossed my mind that I had never felt more alive.
 
   I forced Mozart into my mind as it threatened to shut down. When strong arms lifted me against a solid chest and gently carried me away, my breathing became erratic. Bile rose in my throat from the fear of being touched. The fear of being carried to a place worse than where I was. I started squirming, but the hands held me tighter. We were climbing the stairs, away from the cellar. Shouted orders barely superseded the ringing in my ears and I felt even more disoriented and scared.
 
   “Jenny, you have to calm down.” I felt Colin’s voice rumbling where he held me against his chest. I opened my eyes. My vision was back. The bright flash of light must have only blinded me momentarily. We were in the library. Colin sat down in the large wingback chair still holding me to his chest. “I’ve got you. Just calm down.”
 
   “Piros.” I managed to push the word past my lips.
 
   “GIPN has him.” From his breathing I knew he was speaking louder than usual. I was glad. The ringing in my ears was terrible. He touched my face and I leaned into his palm. “God, I nearly died waiting for those arseholes to get their shit together. I thought we were going to lose you. Why didn’t you wait?”
 
   “I was scared we were going to lose the opportunity to catch Piros red-handed.”
 
   Colin bit down hard on his jaw, not taking his eyes off me for one moment. “Never, ever again. You will never put your life in danger like this again. Promise me.”
 
   I stared at the agony on his face, in his eyes. “You care.”
 
   “Of course I fucking care!” He took a few calming breaths. “Jenny, promise me.”
 
   It wasn’t a hard promise to make. I never wanted to experience the last ten minutes again. “I promise.”
 
   “Jen-girl!” Vinnie’s voice boomed across the room. He ran to us and slid to a stop on his knees at our feet. He looked at Colin. “Did you make her promise?” He looked at me. “Did you promise? Your word, Jen-girl. We want your word.”
 
   “I promised Colin that I would never put my life in danger like this again.”
 
   “Did you promise that you would never go into another situation without one of us next to you?”
 
    “Vinnie, that is an illogical promise to make. You can’t always be with me.” I pushed myself into a more upright position. “Why didn’t you guys come to my rescue earlier? Didn’t you get the video I was streaming to your phone?”
 
   “We got it,” Colin said. “Manny and Leon decided that it would be better to send the professionals in to control the situation. We had to wait ten minutes for GIPN to get themselves organised over here.”
 
   “Ten minutes of hell.”  Vinnie’s groan barely rose above the ringing that was still loud in my ears. 
 
   “Doctor I-read-fucking-faces Lenard!” Manny’s angry voice drew my attention to the cellar door. He stormed to us and I felt Colin’s arms tighten around me. Vinnie stood up, but strangely didn’t put himself between me and Manny. Instead he moved to the side. Manny stopped in front of us, glaring down at me long enough for my heart rate to increase. “What the fuck were you thinking!”
 
   “Manny,” I said softly.
 
   “Don’t fucking Manny me! I can’t talk to you right now. I’m so fucking angry with you.” He was short of breath from rage. On a growl he glared at Colin. “You talk to her.”
 
   I blinked in astonishment as Manny swung around and stormed back to the basement. What happened to the dynamics between them while I was in the cellar? There was a sense of co-operation between them that I had not seen before.
 
   “Jenny, are you okay? Really okay?” Colin asked when I looked at him.
 
   “There’s a loud ringing in my head.”
 
   “It’s the stun grenade they used,” Vinnie said. “It produces a loud blast and a flash of light to disorient the enemy.”
 
   “It worked on me,” I said. “Did it work on the German, Piros and the other man? Oh my god, do you know who Piros is?”
 
   “We figured out that Dutoit is Piros while you were playing Nancy Drew,” Colin said.
 
   “I don’t know who she is.” I shrugged off another meaningless name thrown at me. “How did you figure it out?”
 
   “Manny phoned one of his old friends at Interpol to ask about Simon Brun. Seems Manny’s old friend is one of the big guys over there. Big enough to have answers to highly confidential questions. Apparently Simon Brun had made quite a name for himself in the covert world at that time. Enough for this friend to remember the alias and the agent. Bloody Chief Dutoit.”
 
   My response died in my mouth as three men, dressed in black like the thugs who had broken into my apartment, escorted Piros through the cellar door. His face was beaten up, but he looked like he had won a prize rather than being caught. Behind them Manny followed, shaking his hand. My eyebrows lifted as I looked from Manny’s bloody knuckles to Piros’ battered face. I didn’t say anything until they left the room. “Why does Piros look so arrogant?”
 
   “He probably thinks he is too valuable for any law enforcement agency to send him to prison,” Colin said. “He reckons he’s an asset who will be valued and given special witness protection status.”
 
    “How do you know this?” I asked.
 
   Colin silently stared at me until I realised his work for Interpol must have taught him a lot about these kinds of situations. My understanding must have been evident on my face. He shook his head at me when I opened my mouth to say something about this. I closed my mouth and bit down on my lips for good measure. Colin smiled for the first time since I opened my eyes to find myself in his arms. I was still in his arms. I tried to sit up, but he held on to me.
 
   “Colin, let me up. I can’t sit on your lap.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   I frowned. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Well then. Stay here until you feel better.”
 
   “I feel fine.”
 
   “Not light-headed?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “What about your cheek?” 
 
   My hand floated up to touch the sensitive swelling where I had been slapped twice. “I don’t think anything is broken. It really hurts though.”
 
   “You will get checked by the paramedic.” Manny’s gruff order caught me by surprise. I hadn’t seen him come back into the library. He was standing with his hands on his hips a scant few feet away, the corners of his mouth pulled down. “What are you doing on Frey’s lap?”
 
   “She’s lightheaded,” Vinnie said as if it would answer more than just that one question. He had seated himself in the adjacent chair. He looked exhausted.
 
   “He’s touching you.” Manny looked totally put out by this. Colin looked smug. I wanted to change the topic.
 
   “What about the German and the other man? Who is the other man? Where are all the guests?” I asked.
 
   Manny studied me for a while. At least this time it wasn’t with intense rage twisting his facial muscles. I only saw inflexible determination. “This is how it’s going to be, missy. You will first allow the GIPN team doctor to check you. If, and only if, he says that you are okay, will I answer all your questions. You will not complain when he needs to touch you to determine that you are okay. Understood?”
 
   There was only one correct answer. “Yes.”
 
   Fifteen minutes later I was still on Colin’s lap, but had just endured being prodded and touched by a dark skinned doctor with dreadlocks and gentle hands. Colin’s hand rubbing small circles on my back had helped me focus on calming my breathing when the doctor pressed against my cheekbone. As soon as he said I was okay, but might consider x-rays just to be sure, I leaned away from him. Vinnie stood up and scowled at the doctor until he left. All the while Manny had been talking on his cell phone. As soon as the doctor left the library he dragged an antique chair closer and perched on it. He looked uncomfortable on the spindly legged chair.
 
   “Phillip will visit you at your apartment tomorrow. He sends his regards.” He gave a crooked smile. “He knew we weren’t going to leave you and he didn’t want to overwhelm you with too many people around.”
 
   I looked around and noticed that there were still a lot of police type people walking around the house, but mostly we were alone in the library. I didn’t feel overwhelmed sitting on Colin’s lap, Vinnie less than a foot to my left and Manny sitting right in front of us. How my life had changed in less than a month. 
 
   “Will you answer my questions now?” I asked.
 
   “Doc, you’re not good for an old man’s mental and physical health.” He ignored Colin and Vinnie’s snorts. “Okay, here’s the rundown. The other man was Piros’ lawyer. Had been for the last fifteen years. A crooked lawyer to boot.” 
 
   “Like all lawyers,” said Vinnie.
 
   “His name was on the list of payments on the flash drives,” he continued as if Vinnie didn’t exist. The sense of their co-operation a thing of the past. “He’s in custody as is the German. Both of them immediately asked for legal representation.”
 
   “Will they get it?” Colin asked.
 
   “Maybe not immediately. This is an international case with terrorist roots. Piros and his associates don’t have much but the most basic of human rights after what they have done. Piros thought he would be able to cut a deal, but there is no chance of that ever happening. Not with the crimes he has committed.”
 
   “And we have evidence,” I said proudly.
 
   “That we do, Doc. That we do.”
 
   “What about the artists?” I asked.
 
   “After the ceremony they were put on a bus, GIPN intercepted them and took them into protective custody. They are all young people, at first arrogant, but started talking very quickly when they realised their freedom was at risk. We should get even more evidence from them.”
 
   “And they’re safe,” I said.
 
   “They are. If only you had enough sense to keep yourself safe, missy.” He frowned at me. “You, the rational, logical, level-headed, intellectual genius, followed a known mass killer into a basement. Have you no sense of self-preservation?”
 
   Manny was getting agitated again, so I refrained from commenting on his habitual redundant use of adjectives. “You talked so often about catching him red-handed, I didn’t want to lose the opportunity. To be honest, I didn’t really think much about my own safety.”
 
   “I swear to all that is pure and holy, Doc. You need a keeper.”
 
   “I do not.” All three men made disagreeing noises. I was deeply offended. “I do not need a keeper.”
 
   “Anyway,” Manny continued. “While you were busy giving us heart attacks with your mindless behaviour, the GIPN team moved all the guests to the other side of the house. They’re still vetting all the guests and have so far detained twelve men.”
 
   “Those men I noticed to be military types?” I asked.
 
   “Possibly,” Manny said. “I’m quite impressed with the GIPN team and the police helping them. They’re good. The whole cellar takedown happened fast, efficient–”
 
   “And saved my life,” I said. We were silent for a few moments. I didn’t know what they were thinking, but I was still trying to tie up loose ends. “What about Kubanóv? We know that he has to be involved with this.”
 
   “We have no evidence, Jen-girl,” Vinnie said.
 
   “That doesn’t matter now,” Manny said. “He got away.”
 
   Colin tensed. “What do you mean he got away? We know he must have been bankrolling Piros and this whole operation.”
 
   Manny’s answer got interrupted by his cell phone’s annoying ringtone. He glanced at his phone and grimaced. “Give me a moment.” He walked away from us as he answered his phone. The call didn’t last very long. There was purpose to his steps as he moved back to us.
 
   “What’s up, dude?” Vinnie sat up in his chair, looking concerned.
 
   “Don’t call me dude. You have to leave.”
 
   “Because I called you dude?” 
 
   “No, you simpleton. All of you have to leave now. Take Doc home.”
 
   I pushed away from Colin. “Why?”
 
   “I’ve kept most of this investigation under wraps and I think I’m going to pay for this within the next ten minutes. The Head of the EDA just told me that the Secretary General from Interpol, the Chief of Police and a few other head honchos are all on their way here. I have no doubt that they are going to ask me about the help I received. Doc might be okay admitting to working with me, but I’m sure you two wouldn’t want all these guys seeing your faces.”
 
   Vinnie jumped up from his chair. I wasn’t ready to leave yet, but didn’t have a choice when Colin stood, picking me up. “Hey! I still have questions.”
 
   “They’re going to have to wait, Doc. I’ll come around tomorrow morning for a debrief.”
 
   I wanted to argue, but Colin and Vinnie were already moving to the back entrance. Only when we left the house did Colin listen to my near panic pleading. He gently lowered me until my feet touched the ground. But I didn’t need to walk anywhere. We were next to the limousine that had brought us here, the driver patiently waiting for us by the open back door.
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   I woke up to the heavenly smell of full roasted coffee and breakfast. A glance at the antique clock on my dresser made me groan. How could it possibly be three in the afternoon? I seldom slept in, but to sleep more than half the day away was a first for me. I left my room half an hour later, showered and feeling refreshed.
 
   “At bloody last.” Manny stood up from the dining table with a welcoming frown. “I thought you would never wake up.”
 
   “Leave her be, Manny.” My gaze swung to Phillip lounging on a sofa with the Sunday paper spread out around him. He got up and walked towards us. “You only got here fifteen minutes ago.”
 
   “And he’s already eaten three servings,” Vinnie said from the kitchen. He picked up a mug of coffee and a plate laden with food and brought it to the table. “Here you are, Jen-girl. We’ve already eaten. Except for Millard. He’s still stuffing his face.”
 
   “Oh, give me a break. I’ve been under the microscope for the last sixteen hours.” Manny sat back down. He was still wearing his tuxedo pants and white shirt. It looked like he had been wearing it for more than twenty-four hours. The shirt had a coffee stain down the centre and looked like it had been lying at the bottom of the laundry pile for three weeks. Manny looked worse than his shirt. His skin was gray from exhaustion, his stubble making him look even more bedraggled. We sat down at the table. The men stared at me.
 
   “Well, aren’t you going to say something?” Manny asked me.
 
   I took a sip of coffee. “Where is Colin?”
 
   “In his room, taking a super secret call,” Manny said.
 
   “Why are you angry about it?” I asked.
 
   “He just pisses me off.” He sighed heavily. “And I’m really tired, so everything is pissing me off. Except the food. It’s really good.”
 
   Vinnie wasn’t fast enough to hide his surprise at the compliment, or his pleasure. “Um, thanks. There’s more.”
 
   I spent the next five minutes assuring them that I was feeling okay, despite the horrid bruise on my cheek. Phillip needed extra convincing. I spent another five minutes reassuring Colin when he joined us.
 
   “Enough.” I raised my hands in a blocking motion. “Tell me what happened after we left, Manny.”
 
   He pushed away his empty plate with a satisfied grunt. “There was almost a riot with all those VIP guests. They didn’t want to be vetted. A few were even under the impression that La Maison Russie was part of the Russian embassy and thus not under French jurisdiction. That was soon cleared up. Altogether fifteen men were taking into custody for questioning. It seems that they were all working either for Piros or for the lawyer.
 
   “Piros is being held in extra secure holding and very likely will be tried for war crimes, amongst others. The bastard quickly lost his smile when he realised that no one was interested in cutting a deal with him. Interpol will launch a thorough investigation together with the law enforcement agencies of all the countries involved. Another investigation will be undertaken into all the forgeries. I swear that the head of the art crimes division was giggling like a teenager when I told him about all the evidence we have. I wouldn’t want to be someone whose name is on the cruise list or art buyers’ list. The Foundation is also going to be investigated and, of course, Kubanóv.”
 
   “What about him? Has he been found?” I asked.
 
   “He landed in Russia today, claiming that he has no knowledge of any wrongdoing. He issued a statement at the airport that he was going to demand a full investigation into the Foundation and find the culprits who used his charity to fund their illegal activities.”
 
   “Son of a bitch!” Vinnie slammed his hand on the table. “He’s behind it all and he’s going to get away?”
 
   “We have nothing to tie him directly to anything. It disgusts me, but we will need concrete evidence before anyone would even consider going after a man as powerful as Kubanóv.” Manny waved his hand to change the topic. “That can be a fish we catch on another day. As it is, we’ve caught a mammoth. After so many years reigning in terror, Piros will pay for his crimes. And I’ve been fired.”
 
   “What the fuck?” Vinnie was the first to react after five seconds of stunned silence. “They can’t do that. Can they?”
 
   “Why, Manny?” Phillip asked. “Is it because of co-operating with us?”
 
   Manny smiled. “You mean co-operating with these criminals?”
 
   “Watch your mouth, old man,” Vinnie said. 
 
   Colin was strangely quiet. 
 
   “No, it was not about working with you,” Manny said to Phillip. “Or working with them. It’s actually a decision that the Head and I had been discussing since the beginning of this case. The EDA is not the type of place to be involved with investigations like this.”
 
   “But this is what you do,” I said. “This is what you are good at.”
 
   “I thought that a change in career at the EDA would be good for me, but I can’t seem to get away from the detective in me.”
 
   “Now what?” Colin asked.
 
   “First I need to get back to Interpol’s headquarters. We only took a break after the sixteen hours of discussions about the case. It will take a while to tie this up and hand all the different investigations over. Then I’m going fishing.” He scowled when Colin and Vinnie laughed. “I need to get away for a while. I’ve had a few offers and need to decide what I want to do. What about you two criminals? Ready to change your ways?”
 
   “Not in this life, dude.” Vinnie took obvious pleasure goading Manny. True to form Manny responded with an insult and it took ten minutes before Phillip stepped in to calm everyone down. I simply sat back and enjoyed the familiarity of the personalities around my dining table. 
 
   “I will miss this,” I said softly. 
 
   “I think we all will, Jenny.” Colin touched my forearm. “This was a unique time for me.”
 
   “For all of us,” Phillip said. “Genevieve, would you like to take some time off?”
 
   “Oh no, please. I need to get back to work. To my viewing room.” To safety.
 
   Phillip stood up. “Then I’ll see you tomorrow. I have to go to a family dinner and need to do a few things before then. Colin, it was a strange experience meeting and working with you. Vinnie, the same.”
 
   We all stood up and walked to the front door. Phillip left and Manny took his tuxedo jacket from the coat tree. “Doc, I’ll be in touch about some of your lists, but you should be rid of me soon.”
 
   “I don’t want to be rid of you, Manny.” I felt sad. This seemed so final. “I’ve grown quite fond of your disapproval and frowns.”
 
   He gave a tired laugh and took a cautious step forward. “I’m going to kiss you on your cheek, but I don’t want you to go all weird on me.”
 
   “I won’t go all weird on you,” I said and offered my cheek. He placed a gentle hand on my shoulder and pecked me softly on my cheek.
 
   “Look after yourself, Doc.” He stepped back and shook Vinnie and Colin’s hands. “Crime really doesn’t pay. Next time we meet I might have to arrest you.”
 
   “In your dreams, Millard,” Colin said.
 
   “I’ve done it before, Frey,” Manny said as he stepped through the door. “I will do it again.”
 
   The door closed and it was just me, Vinnie and Colin. 
 
   “Jen-girl, I’m going to abuse your hospitality for a few more days before I fly to visit my auntie Helen in New York. Is that okay?”
 
   “It’s very okay, Vinnie. Stay as long as you like.” I couldn’t keep the relief out of my voice. I had grown used to having people in my space. Not just people. These two men. Vinnie walked to the dining table and started cleaning up. Colin and I stood in silence looking at him work.
 
   “Jenny,” Colin started, but stopped when I raised my hand. I took a few deep breaths to enjoy this moment before the inevitable took place. Change. Life was all about change. Something I didn’t like. I sighed my acceptance.
 
   “You have to go,” I said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Was it the phone call earlier?” I asked. “Just after I woke up?”
 
   His lips lifted in a half smile. “Did you see it on my face?”
 
   “No, your shoulders. They were tense.”
 
   He took my hand in his and played with my fingers. I thought of a documentary I watched about specialists who work with traumatised or sensitive animals. Through touch they desensitised the creatures until they were able to function normally in their environment. I wondered if Colin’s touch was desensitising me. For the first time in my life I enjoyed another person’s touch.
 
   “Jenny?” Colin squeezed my hand to get my attention. “Are you listening?”
 
   “Sorry. Yes, I’m listening.”
 
   “I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, but it shouldn’t be longer than a week. Maybe two.”
 
   “It’s okay. We all have to get back to our lives.” I sounded sad. I was sad. I pushed my shoulders back and raised my chin. “When you get back and Vinnie is back from New York, he can cook dinner for us and we can catch up.”
 
   “I might be back before him.”
 
   “Can you cook dinner?”
 
   Colin laughed. “I’ll bring a pizza. Is that okay?”
 
   “I prefer Chinese take away.” 
 
   “Good to know.” He pulled at my hand. Slowly, with enough time for me to pull away, he leaned closer. I took a shaky breath and closed my eyes. Soft lips gently rested on my forehead for a long moment. I opened my eyes as Colin pulled back. “Till next time, Jenny.”
 
   I did not respond. I just stood back while he picked up a black travel bag next to the sofa and opened the door. One last smile and Colin closed the door behind him. I didn’t know how long I stood there looking at the door. Thinking. About life, about change, about touch, about people.
 
   I had new people in my life. New people who would complicate my life, but also enrich it. They might leave, but they would be back. I knew I could trust them. I knew I could trust Colin. Even though he was a reputed thief, known for breaking and entering. On this thought I frowned at my front door and said, “He used the door.” 
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   Art theft. Coded messages. A high-level threat. 
 
   
Despite her initial disbelief, Doctor Genevieve Lenard discovers that she is the key that connects stolen works of art, ciphers and sinister threats.
 
   Betrayed by the people who called themselves her friends, Genevieve throws herself into her insurance investigation job with autistic single-mindedness. When hacker Francine appears beaten and bloodied on her doorstep, begging for her help, Genevieve is forced to get past the hurt of her friends' abandonment and team up with them to find the perpetrators.
 
   Little does she know that it will take her on a journey through not one, but two twisted minds to discover the true target of their mysterious messages. It will take all her personal strength and knowledge as a nonverbal communications expert to overcome fears that could cost not only her life, but the lives of many others.
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   “Genevieve, you have to help me. I killed two men.”
 
   “Francine?” I cringed at my redundant request for confirmation of identity. The sight in front of me shocked my sleepy brain into full alert. My hand tightened around the front door handle and I stared at the grievously injured woman in the hallway. 
 
   “Help me, please.” Her voice was hoarse as if she had been screaming. Her left eye was swollen shut and her face freshly bruised. 
 
   I could not read her expressions. My throat tightened with that realisation. My connection to other people depended on my world-renowned ability to read nonverbal cues. But Francine’s face was too damaged to allow much muscle movement. A cut on her cheek was still oozing blood, and she was bleeding from other places too. There were rust coloured splatters all over her clothes. I couldn’t see if it was from her injuries. Maybe it was her victims’. A shudder rolled down my spine.
 
   When the insistent ringing of my doorbell had woken me at two in the morning, I had not expected to find the woman who had been avoiding me for two weeks on my doorstep. The exotic beauty I knew to be a computer genius, an exceptional hacker and an enthusiastic proponent for conspiracy theories was weaving, looking ready to lose consciousness. I had only ever seen her looking like a supermodel. The hunched-over figure at my doorstep did not resemble that at all. 
 
   “Please?” Her whispered plea brought my attention to her swollen lips.
 
   “But you killed two people.” How could I let a killer into my home?
 
   “It was in sel...” A gurgling cough punished her body and she reached out to me. Instinctively I recoiled, but she didn’t notice. Her breathing was becoming laboured and it didn’t take my three doctorate degrees to know that she needed medical attention.
 
   “Oh, for goodness’ sake.” I stepped away from the door and opened it wider. “Come on in then.”
 
   “Colin,” she wheezed as she staggered to my expensive sofas. I closed the door, made sure all five locks were secured in place and hurried over before she reached the living area. With an internal groan, I spread the beige mohair throw over the sofa and watched her lower herself in obvious agony. “Please get Colin here.”
 
   “You of all people know that I can’t get a hold of him.” I had met Colin and Francine five months ago when working on an art crime case. My life had been in danger while investigating the murders of art students. Francine had proven herself to be an invaluable asset when she offered her computer hacking skills. Skills she used for a few government agencies.
 
   Colin, on the other hand, was a criminal. He was an accomplished thief, infamous, and honourable. In that trying time five months ago he had proved himself to be one of the good guys – a concept I had learned from my boss. Not only was Colin a thief, but he was a thief who worked for Interpol. At last count only five people knew of his unconventional job. His cooperation with the law was something neither him nor the powers that be in Interpol wanted to be known. After working side by side with him, I had thought he was my friend, but he had disappeared out of my life a month after the case had closed. That had been four months ago.
 
   At first I had thought he had to be working on some assignment, but after not being able to contact him on the number he had given me, I had become concerned. Three weeks ago I had asked Francine if she could track Colin with her computer skills. We had met only once after that before she too started avoiding my calls. All this rejection did not sit well with me. 
 
   “How am I supposed to get Colin here if I can’t reach him?” I asked.
 
   “Send him a 911 text to the number you have. He’ll phone you.” 
 
   “How can you be so sure?”
 
   Francine’s facial muscles tried to draw together into a pleading expression. “Please, Genevieve. We need him. Just send that text.”
 
   Apart from my boss, Francine was the only one who called me Genevieve. Mostly, people called me Doctor Lenard. Three other people used different names for me, but that was in the past. 
 
   For a moment I studied her. As usual she was dressed in the best designer clothes, now torn and ruined by bloodstains. She favoured her left side and I wondered if she had been stabbed. There wasn’t a large bloodstain in that area, so it was most probably broken ribs. I had a lot of questions about her presence on my sofa. Including the suspicion that her injuries had something to do with her reason for avoiding me. Now she was telling me that we needed Colin. I balked at the ‘we’.
 
   A pained groan and tears streaming from her swollen eyes drew me out of my thoughts and put me into action. I stomped to the kitchen, grabbed my smartphone off the counter and swiped the screen. Within three seconds I sent the text message and was staring at the little screen, waiting for Colin to call. My smartphone’s screen lit up and a silly ringtone filled my apartment. I swiped the screen.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Jenny, what’s wrong?” Worry raised Colin’s voice from its usual deep rumble. Hearing his voice again for the first time in four months made me happy, sad and angry at the same time. But mostly angry.
 
   “Francine killed two men.”
 
   “She... wait... what?” He took a deep breath. “Is she with you?”
 
   “Yes.” The more he spoke, the angrier I was becoming. It limited my social vocabulary.
 
   “In your apartment?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m on my way.” 
 
   “I’ll phone the police.”
 
   “No!” Again he took a breath audible enough for me to hear. “Let’s first hear what happened.”
 
   “She killed two men, Colin. There is nothing more to it. She told me so herself. I should phone the police.” My words were clipped.
 
   “Wait a moment.” 
 
   I heard some clicking noises and narrowed my eyes. Those noises not only came through the phone, but also from a window in the back of my apartment. 
 
   My lips tightened and I turned around. “I have a front door.”
 
   “That you always lock.” Colin smiled as he walked to me in long strides. Something was not right. His usual confident walk seemed impeded in some way. Seeing him after such a long time overwhelmed me with all kinds of emotions which distracted me from my observations. “Hello, Jenny. Did you miss me?”
 
   “You left me.” My lips were tight, my brows pulled together and my voice cold. “After all that irrational talk about friendship, you disappeared without a word.”
 
   He studied me through narrowed eyes until I became uncomfortable. “I missed you too.”
 
   My discomfort made me reach for a change of topic. I turned to the living area. “Francine is over there.”
 
   Colin looked past me. The frontalis muscles on his forehead lifted his eyebrows and his mouth went slack. Textbook example of shock. He rushed to the sofa and fell on his knees next to Francine.
 
   “Oh, honey, what have they done to you?” He gently lifted a stray strand of hair from her bloody face. Without looking away from her, he addressed me. “Get some clean towels, Jenny.”
 
   “All my towels are clean. Always.” I groaned at the thought of my designer white towels. There was no conceivable way I would ever use them again. Not after they were stained by someone else’s blood. With a sigh of resignation I got four soft, fluffy, brilliantly white hand towels.
 
   “Who did this, Francine?” Colin asked.
 
   “The hacker,” she wheezed. Her good eye was glazed over and her speech slurred. “Or his thugs... security compa... systems... they go... all the systems.”
 
   I walked closer, feeling a distinct discomfort in my chest. It took a moment for me to realise the discomfort I was feeling was concern. I did not feel concern. Not usually. Concern was reserved for people we cared about. I had not known that I had grown to care for Francine. I handed the towels to Colin. “She doesn’t look good. We have to phone an ambulance.”
 
   Francine jerked at my suggestion and Colin murmured reassurances to her. He gently dabbed at her face. “Francine, honey, I know someone at a private clinic. No one will even know you’re there.”
 
   She shook her head and winced. “They’ll get me there. He got into the systems. He knows.”
 
   “Why didn’t you come to me?”
 
   “Genevieve needs to know, Colin. She’s everywhere on... he got the... systems.”
 
   Everything in my being stilled. “What do I need to know? Who are you talking about? What systems?”
 
   Colin was frowning at Francine’s strange statements, but didn’t answer me. His attention was on her. “The person I know at the clinic will register you under any name I give him. We can even register you there as a man, but you need to get medical attention.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.” She had barely uttered the last word when another painful cough caused more tears to stream from her eyes. It took her a minute to catch her breath. “Okay, but I’ll only go if Genevieve goes with me.”
 
   “What? No.” Distress tightened my throat and raised my voice. This was becoming too much for me. Francine appearing beaten up at my door in the dead of the night, Colin showing up three seconds after he contacted me for the first time in four months, and now Francine was insisting I accompany her to a hospital. “Why?”
 
   “I trust you.”
 
   “But you trust Colin. You’ve known him for longer. He’s also a criminal.” The words shot uncensored out of my mouth. I was distraught by the intensity of the compulsion not to go to a hospital.
 
   For a moment it looked as if Francine had lost consciousness, but then she opened the eye that had not completely swollen shut. “Please, Genevieve. Just don’t let them take me.”
 
   “Who? Let who take you?” I turned to Colin. “Who is she talking about?”
 
   “I don’t know.” He gently pressed the towel against her still-oozing wound. “Get dressed. The clinic is not too far from here.”
 
   “No. I’m not going.” None of the books on friendship I had recently read said anything about being supportive to the types of people in my living area. “She killed two people. It’s bad enough that I had you and Vinnie constantly in my life.”
 
   “Why, thank you, Jenny.”
 
   I didn’t understand why he would thank me, so I continued, “I’m not going to become an accomplice, after the fact, in people’s deaths.”
 
   “They tried to kill me,” Francine said quietly. Colin and I looked at her in surprise. I had been sure she had lost consciousness.
 
   “Who tried to kill you?”
 
   “The hacker,” she said.
 
   Francine had never told me exactly what it was that she did. All I knew was that it involved hacking and other computer-related activities. She had claimed that she worked for the good guys, but a small micro-expression had left some doubts in my mind. 
 
   My ignorance concerning all things information technology often made me feel paralysed in her company. Those times I would concentrate on reading her nonverbal cues. Like now. I narrowed my eyes, but it didn’t help me read her any better. Her face was simply too swollen for any natural muscle movements. “I don’t know if you’re telling me the truth.”
 
   “I am...” Another cough stopped her mid-sentence. Her ragged breathing was worrying, but it was when her body slumped into my sofa that my chest tightened again. I was worried about a killer. Very worried.
 
   “She needs a doctor now, Colin,” I said.
 
   “We’ll take my car.” Colin stood up and again I noticed the difficulty in his movement. I wondered what had happened in the time he had been unreachable. He straightened, pulled out his smartphone and tapped the screen a few times before holding the device to his ear. “Francine’s been attacked. We’re here at Jenny’s. Yes. Sure.”
 
   I watched Colin through narrowed eyes as he walked to my front door while talking to the other person. He unlocked the door and opened it. I recognised the voice before the large man dressed in fatigue pants and a black sweater stepped into my apartment. Vinnie. 
 
   I stormed to the front door, stopped in front of the two men and pointed an angry finger at them. “You left me. You both left me. Vinnie, I thought you were my friend. But you left me.”
 
   My accusations brought remorse to both men’s faces. Vinnie looked in pain. He rocked on his feet as if wanting to move towards me. If I went by his behaviour before he had absconded, he wanted to pull me into one of his unsolicited hugs. I would not appreciate it. I was too angry.
 
   He broke the silence, his gravelly voice regretful and his eyes sad. “Jen-girl, I’m so sorry. It wasn’t an easy decision, but it was the best decision.”
 
   “What decision? Why did you have to make that decision?” I didn’t understand what was happening and didn’t like the feeling. Vinnie had entered my life at the same time as Colin and Francine. At first he had been my bodyguard, but later I had thought him a friend. He had left a month after Colin had cut off all contact. His last words to me had been reassurances that he would bring Colin back. “You told me that friends always wanted the best for each other. How was leaving me and then ignoring me for months the best for me? And who are you to make that decision?”
 
   Vinnie flinched at my cold anger. “Jen-girl, we’ll explain.”
 
   “Good idea.” Francine’s soft voice brought our attention back to the sofa. “Look at me. This could’ve been Genevieve. You should’ve told Genevieve.”
 
   Vinnie gasped as Francine hugged her side and groaned. He rushed to the sofa. 
 
   Colin closed the door. “I’m sorry, Jenny.”
 
   “It’s not enough.” I turned my back on him and walked to the sofa. “Vinnie, you need to take Francine to the hospital.”
 
   “We’re taking her to the clinic,” Colin said. 
 
   “Okay.” Vinnie seemed to immediately know where this clinic was. He was on his haunches next to the sofa, talking quietly to Francine. He leaned over, carefully lifting Francine against his chest, and stood up in a movement so smooth that I stared at his legs. Vinnie was not only tall, but exceptionally strong. For a short while I had felt safe when he had been my bodyguard. Francine would be safe with him. 
 
   Colin followed them to the front door and addressed me over his shoulder. “Bring those towels, please.”
 
   “I’m not going.” I leaned back and folded my arms over my chest. 
 
   “Jenny, it will be much easier if you help me.” Colin was using his negotiation voice. It annoyed me.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Please get dressed, bring the towels and meet us at the car.” He opened the door for Vinnie. “We can argue about this while I’m driving our friend to the hospital for life-saving medical treatment.”
 
   If the situation were not so dire, I might have been more offended at his undisguised attempt at emotional blackmail. Not that it would ever work on me, but it did make me think. In the months since we had first met, Francine had gone out of her way to be my friend. She had frequently met me at a bistro close to my office for lunch. Every time had been at her initiative, not mine.
 
   “Genevieve, please. I need you.” Francine’s voice was weak, the pleading in her tone strong. Was this what friends did? Help each other despite very probable legal ramifications? The books didn’t say. 
 
   With an angry grunt I walked to my bedroom to get dressed. Life had been much simpler before these people who called themselves my friends entered my life. 
 
   By the time I reached Colin’s car, Vinnie had climbed into the backseat with Francine in his arms. I handed Colin the towels. He gently put one under her head and closed the door. He turned to me, sincerity in every micro-expression. “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t thank me yet. You left me. For months. Then you appear in my flat within seconds of me contacting you. Don’t think I didn’t notice that you must have been in the vicinity. We are going to have an argument while you’re driving.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he said and opened the passenger door for me. There was too much I wanted to say to him at that moment. Eventually I simply groaned and got into the high seat of his SUV. I took juvenile pleasure in pulling the door out of his hand and slamming it.
 
   As soon as Colin pulled away from the curb, he pushed a few buttons on the dashboard screen. The sound of a phone ringing filled the car. 
 
   “Allô,” a tinny, but distinctly male voice answered. He sounded awake.
 
   “Paul? This is Andrew Marvell.” Colin gave me a quick smile. I shook my head at his false identity. His use of the names of seventeenth-century English poets was how I had exposed him in the first place. I knew that if I checked, Andrew Marvell would also be an English poet.
 
   “Andrew?” The voice laughed. “It’s been years. How are you?”
 
   “Still invisible. How are you?” 
 
   “Still the best.” His English was exceptional, the French accent barely audible. There was a slight pause. “It’s two-forty in the morning. I take this is not a social call?”
 
   “Unfortunately not. I have a friend with me who needs medical attention. She needs it without any paperwork.”
 
   “Done. How bad is she?”
 
   “She’s been badly beaten. Maybe some broken ribs, hopefully no internal bleeding.”
 
   “You know where to bring her. I’ll be waiting for you.”
 
   “Thanks, Paul.” Colin glanced at his watch. “We should be there in another five minutes.”
 
   Unsurprisingly the streets were empty. This time of the morning was too late for the night owls and too early for the early birds. About the only time that there was a lull in the constant movement of the city. Knowing that there was a killer in the backseat, I thought it was a good thing there were no witnesses.
 
   After four months of fretting about Colin’s safety, three months of Vinnie’s absence and two weeks of Francine avoiding me, I now found myself cocooned in this SUV with them. Reunited. And infuriated. I had so many arguments that I didn’t know where to start. “I’m not going into the hospital.” 
 
   Colin smiled. “That only took thirty seconds.”
 
   “You timed me?”
 
   “I had a bet with myself.”
 
   “That doesn’t make sense. How can you bet against yourself? There will be no winner.” I caught myself before I digressed further. “I’m not going into the hospital.”
 
   “So you said.” He glanced at me. “Why not?”
 
   I inhaled, but didn’t get a chance to speak.
 
   “And don’t tell me it is because Francine killed two men. We still don’t know the whole story and I do not believe you are so judgemental that you won’t give Francine the opportunity to explain. I can also understand that you are extremely angry with me and with Vinnie, but you still wouldn’t let that keep you from being there for your friend.” His voice softened. “What is the real reason, Jenny?”
 
   I might be the one with degrees in psychology and nonverbal communication, but Colin had a natural ability to see deep into people’s psyches. It annoyed me that he knew me so well. Especially since he had not been in my life for the last four months to know me any better. Yet he knew when to push me for explanations and when to leave me be. I wished he would leave me be about going into the hospital.
 
   “Ignoring me won’t work,” he said as he turned into a narrow street.
 
   “I don’t like hospitals,” I said.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it.” I turned away from him. 
 
   We entered the parking lot of an upscale medical clinic. Colin parked close to the entrance and turned to me. “I’m sorry, Jenny. The last four months have been hell. Part of that hell was the decision to exclude you from what was happening. I will explain everything to you as soon as Francine is taken care of. Until then I sincerely hope that you can see how much I regret all this time we’ve lost.”
 
   I studied his face in the harsh light of the clinic entrance and saw regret. I also saw stress lines that had not been there before. Equally important was what I couldn’t see. There was no arrogance or smugness, not even a trace of humour. Whatever had happened had been bad. Colin was sitting quietly, allowing me to scrutinise his face. It was the combination of all these factors that eased my anger.
 
   “I will accept your apology after a complete explanation.” 
 
   “You guys... really weird.” Francine’s weak voice broke the moment. “Where are we?”
 
   “At the clinic, honey.” Colin got out of the car and I followed suit. He opened the backdoor and I could hear Francine’s disjointed complaints about security. I didn’t know if I could take her seriously. She was always convinced that there was some or another conspiracy surrounding an event. 
 
   “Don’t use my name. The hacker... my uncle. Colin, my uncle.”
 
   I frowned at the fragile quality to her voice. “What about your uncle? Is he in danger?”
 
   “They stole his... oh–” She gasped when Vinnie moved and she slumped back against his chest. 
 
   The sliding doors to the clinic opened behind me. I turned as an overweight man came to us. He was wearing a white overcoat which led me to believe that he was a doctor. I never understood how doctors could smoke, use drugs or be overweight. He stopped next to Colin and peeked through the window into the car. “This your friend?”
 
   “Yes,” Colin said. This doctor showed not one cue of surprise or shock at the unorthodox situation. Instead he turned to Colin.
 
   “Andrew, good to see you.”
 
   “Good to see you too.” Colin shook the man’s hand. “Thanks for helping me out.”
 
   “No problem.” He leaned in and spoke to a groaning Francine. “Shall we get you inside and see what the damage is?”
 
   He didn’t wait for her response, but immediately stood back and waved at the door. A young man pushed a gurney through the entrance and hurried to the car. Vinnie exited the vehicle and laid Francine on the gurney with a gentleness belying his ruthless criminal appearance. She groaned only once in pain. The young man started pushing the gurney, but she gripped the sides and started shaking her head.
 
   “No! Not without Genevieve. Where is Genevieve?” There was hysteria in her voice. I cringed and pushed myself against the car.
 
   “Who’s Genevieve?” Paul asked and then followed Colin’s pointed look towards me.
 
   “Jenny?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Jenny, come on. Francine needs you.” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “She’s your friend and right now she needs you.” His voice was losing its apologetic gentleness. He was appealing to my rational side.
 
   “I didn’t ask for her friendship.” My heart was hammering in my chest. I could taste the fear on my breath. The hated blackness frequently threatening to smother me moved into the periphery of my vision. I closed my eyes and envisioned a clear sheet of music paper. I drew the G-clef and started mentally writing Mozart’s Symphony No. 5 in B-flat major. I didn’t even hear Colin move until he was standing in front of me.
 
   “Jenny, I’m here. Tell me when you’re ready.”
 
   I wrote five bars of the first movement before I felt control come back to me. I slowly opened my eyes and looked into Colin’s intense gaze. 
 
   “I’ve never had friends. I don’t know how to be a friend. I must be abysmal at it, because you left me. All of you,” I whispered. “And I haven’t been in a hospital for fifteen years. I genuinely don’t want to go in.”
 
   “Oh, Jenny.” Remorse was all over his face and in his voice. “I’m deeply sorry for the pain I’ve caused. We have a lot to talk about and deal with. Do you think you could put your anger and your fear aside for Francine? At this moment her health, her life, should take precedence. Right?”
 
   “Logically, yes.” If only I could convince my psyche that this hospital was not going to leave me emotionally scarred like all those other times in a past best forgotten.
 
   He leaned in even closer, his nose almost touching mine. “Use your logic and your Mozart thingie to help Francine. Please, Jenny. Do this for me.”
 
   I breathed deeply. Twice. “I’ll do it for Francine.”
 
   His face relaxed. “Thank you.”
 
   “Can we maybe move this along?” Paul asked from the open sliding doors. Francine coughed again and even I cringed at the painful sound. I walked to the gurney and the orderly started pushing it towards the clinic. I was walking on the one side, Vinnie on the other, concern pulling at his face.
 
   Once Francine’s coughing stopped, she turned frantic eyes on me. “Please don’t leave me. Not once. Please.”
 
   “I will only promise to go in with you and stay with you until you feel safe.” This might result in me staying days in the hospital, but I was not going to promise anything more than this. “Okay?”
 
   She swallowed with difficulty, nodded once and her body went completely slack. I followed the gurney through the doors and briefly had to call up Mozart. I could feel my heart beating in my suprasternal notch, that little hollow above the breastbone. As I followed the gurney down a brightly lit corridor, I wondered how it was possible that my promise had calmed Francine, but utterly terrified me. 
 
   Only Colin’s footsteps directly behind me and the unfinished first movement of the symphony in my head were keeping the blackness at bay. I could only hope Colin and Vinnie would not desert me again. 
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc374897022][bookmark: _Toc374899264]Chapter TWO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “So, why are you scared of hospitals?”
 
   I took my eyes off the silent television screen in Francine’s private room and made sure Colin saw the disdain on my face. “I’m not scared. I merely experience a very strong repulsion towards such institutions.”
 
   “Jenny, you can colour it with whichever fancy words you want, it is still a phobia.”
 
   I slumped in the luxury lounge chair. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “Oh, come on, I’m dying of boredom here. Francine’s sleeping peacefully from all those drugs they pumped into her, you are ignoring me, undoubtedly doing something interesting in your head, and I’m left watching a muted news show.”
 
   “I was not in my head. I was also watching the show. It’s much more interesting without the sound. Look at the president’s bodyguard, the one to the left.” I pointed to the screen. Neutrality and objectivity did not exist in the media, but this news programme came the closest in its reportage of current events and especially the political arena. “Can you see how he is shifting from one foot to the other? And there. He’s just pulled his ear again.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “He’s bored.”
 
   Colin laughed, but quickly quieted after a glance at the sleeping Francine. It had taken two hours of probing and testing, but Paul and another doctor, a woman in her early fifties, had determined that nothing was broken or severely damaged. When the older doctor had whispered a question about why Francine had been used as a punching bag, Paul had cut her off with a glare. That had made me wonder how many unregistered patients he was treating in this clinic. 
 
   The hospital looked more like an upscale hotel than a medical facility. Each patient had their own private room. The examination room I had been forced to go into with Francine was nothing like the rooms I had spent days in as a child. At least here I had been able to focus on the tasteful art on the walls and the soft classical music filling the elegant rooms. It wasn’t the usual clinical white walls and rooms filled with medical equipment. 
 
   An hour ago, they had pushed Francine into her room and she had fallen into an exhausted sleep. Vinnie had left about twenty minutes ago to shower and change. His clothes were stained with Francine’s blood. I had been focussing on the muted television to order my thoughts before I confronted Colin. For the last few months I had thought I would never see him again. I didn’t feel ready for this confrontation.
 
   “Tell me more,” Colin said, pulling me back to our inane discussion.
 
   “The president is not comfortable with what the Minister of Education is saying.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   [bookmark: _Toc374897023]“He’s looking askance at the Minister. We do that when we are suspicious of others or what they are saying. And the micro-expressions around his mouth confirm this.”
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t believe anything that man says in any case.”
 
   “The Minister of Education?” I squinted at the screen. The running ticker tape at the bottom of the screen was saying that the Minister of Education was announcing budget cuts, but promised that it would not affect teachers’ salaries.
 
   “Yes, him. That man is a menace to society and is only in office because of his family connections.”
 
   “Nepotism is as old as time.”
 
   “I could maybe accept it if the person benefiting from his bloodline were competent. This man is not. President Godard should replace him.”
 
   I turned my attention fully on Colin. “I did not know you were interested in politics.”
 
   “I’m not really interested. It’s not like I call France my home country, but the last elections were so rife with scandals that it was difficult to not become interested.”
 
   “Are you talking about the scandal surrounding the other candidate’s wife?”
 
   The corners of Colin’s mouth pulled down. “A woman who leaves her children’s care to nannies, boarding schools and drivers is no role model for any group of people. According to those reports she didn’t see her seven-year-old daughter for an entire semester. That is unacceptable.”
 
   I blinked in surprise. “Do you expect a woman to stay at home and raise the children?”
 
   Colin dropped his chin and looked at me from under his eyebrows. “Jenny, you know me better than that. I don’t have any preconceived idea about family structure or role division within a family. I just believe that both parents should play active roles in the raising of their children. Not leave it to anonymous caregivers and teachers.”
 
   “Does that mean that you approve of the new president? Even before he was inaugurated nine months ago, both he and his wife were constantly in the news with their presence at their son’s school activities.”
 
   “In that sense I approve of him.”
 
   “But not in another sense?” I asked. 
 
   “I don’t agree with all of his policies. I do think though that he was the best choice out of the running candidates.”
 
   I turned my attention back to the television screen and watched President Godard walk off the podium, ignoring questions being shouted at him from persistent reporters. He reached his wife, a strikingly elegant woman in her late forties. The media loved analysing her fashion, parenting methods, and diet, but most of all held up the success she had in her medical career as a banner for female empowerment. 
 
   The president put his hand on the hollow of her back and walked with her off the screen. That gesture was unconscious and significant. Not only did he immediately touch her the moment he was close enough, but she leaned into that touch. I had seen them on screen enough times to know that their relationship was one of mutual trust and respect. 
 
   “So why are you scared of hospitals?” Colin’s quick change of topic caught me off guard and I almost answered him. 
 
   “Where have you been the last four months?” I countered. I was angry again and it was audible.
 
   “I honestly missed you, Jenny.”
 
   I had also missed him, but didn’t know why he would bring it up now. I was still waiting for an explanation, so I didn’t say anything. I simply looked at him without blinking and without any expression. This made him smile. I didn’t know why.
 
   “With you everything is so black and white, so simple.”
 
   “That is not true. I’m fully aware of the many gray areas in people’s lives, thinking and communication. I just choose to not communicate like that.” I was an expert in nuances of nonverbal communication, not of verbal communication. Colin had made a point of omitting the use of metaphors and slang when he spoke to me. At first it had been difficult for Vinnie, whose linguistic use was exceptionally colourful. Both of them had respected my need for the literal use of language. The television completely forgotten, I narrowed my eyes at Colin and enunciated slowly, clearly, “Explain.”
 
   He shifted in his chair, uncomfortable. “I must first say a few things.”
 
   I never understood why people needed to announce their intentions like this. Since he was waiting for my permission to continue, I nodded.
 
   “You are scary good at reading people and I know that you are reading me at this moment. That is why I need to tell you that I can’t tell you everything.” He held up his hands when I inhaled to object. “Just let me finish explaining first, please. I can’t tell you everything for all kinds of security reasons.”
 
   “Which means that you went away on some Interpol mission.” I watched his face closely for a reaction and was not disappointed. I didn’t know how long he had been living a life of secrets, but my pronouncement made him notably uncomfortable. He couldn’t resist a quick glance at the closed door.
 
   “Yes,” he said quietly. “It was mandated by... them. I can’t tell you where I went and what I did. If you ask me about this, I will have to lie to you, so please don’t put me in that position.”
 
   There was infinitely more to his story than some mission he had been on. I could see it. I analysed his face and again he sat patiently, waiting for me to reach a conclusion. “Okay. I won’t ask you about where you were or what you did. Anything else I can’t ask you about?”
 
   He closed his eyes for a moment, considering. When he looked at me there was only sincerity on his face. “No, not that I can think of. Let me tell you what I can before you start asking questions.”
 
   “Okay.” I leaned back in my chair.
 
   “I was sent on a mission four months ago. As usual these things happen so fast that there isn’t much time for packing or goodbyes.”
 
   “But you phoned me to say goodbye.” I remembered that conversation clearly. I had not enjoyed it. As a rule, I avoided telephonic conversations. I abhorred it. That one in particular had made me feel uncomfortable and powerless. “You also promised to phone me the next week.”
 
   Colin rubbed his hand over his face. “I know, Jenny. I made time to phone you. But things very quickly went south when I got there. I was there for only five days when I was made.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   He smiled. “It means that I went undercover and someone discovered that I wasn’t who I pretended to be.”
 
   “So I made you six months ago when I discovered that you used all those false identities?”
 
   He laughed softly, shaking his head. “Yes, you did. Only this time, the guys who made me were not as friendly as you.”
 
   “I’m not friendly.”
 
   An unfamiliar smile pulled at Colin’s mouth. Lay people called it a knowing smile. What did he think he knew about me? I didn’t like being the recipient of that smile, but waited for him to continue. 
 
   “When my cover was blown, I got beaten up pretty badly.”
 
   My chest tightened. “How badly?”
 
   He crossed his arms. Classic blocking behaviour. He didn’t like remembering or talking about this. “Bad enough that Vinnie had to come and get me out. I spent six weeks in hospital and the last six weeks in physiotherapy.”
 
   The tightness in my chest grew worse. That explained Vinnie’s disappearance too. “What happened?”
 
   “I’m not going to tell you what happened, Jenny. I can’t. I’ll tell you about my injuries though.” His tone indicated that he was trying to placate me. My lips thinned, but I listened. “Altogether nine ribs were broken, I had some internal injuries, but it was not too bad. There was extensive damage to my right leg. The femur was broken in four places and there was, still is, a lot of muscle damage.”
 
   “That’s why you’re walking differently.” My breathing was shallow. I was scared for him, for what had happened to him. “Is there permanent damage?”
 
   “Oh, my leg will never look as pretty as before. The scars are quite big, but the physio helped a lot and my leg now only gets stiff when it’s cold or when I’m sitting for too long. The doctors promised me that with exercise I should gain full mobility again. At least the damage to my hands was not that bad.”
 
   My eyes flew to his hands. His hands were in fists, tucked under his arms. On an inhale, he uncrossed his arms and uncurled his fingers for me to see.
 
   “There are a few small scars, but I can’t see anything strange.” My breathing shuddered. I dreaded to ask. “What did they do?”
 
   “They broke all my fingers.” He closed his fists again when I gasped. “That was more painful than my leg.”
 
   “You were tortured,” I whispered in horror.
 
   “Yes.” His lips thinned. “I didn’t want these guys anywhere near you, Jenny. I needed to heal and to walk again before I could let you see me.”
 
   “Why?” A fleeting expression around his eyes and mouth clued me in. “You thought I would not be able to handle your injuries, that I would not cope. You arrogant arsehole.”
 
   “Jenny.” He sounded shocked at my expletive. “I didn’t want you to worry about me.”
 
   “And disappearing out of my life without a word didn’t worry me?” A sneer pulled at my lips. “You need a few classes in psychology.”
 
   “God, I’m sorry. I didn’t know how to handle it. I still don’t know. That whole mission went belly up.” He blinked twice. “The mission went bad and I didn’t want any of that to touch you.”
 
   It grew quiet between us. I needed time to think about this, to analyse how I felt about it. This was a lot to assimilate. A question that had been nagging at me came to the fore. 
 
   “Where were you tonight when I phoned you?” I asked. The pull of his mouth and tension around his eyes gave me worrisome clues. I leaned forward and glared at him. “What are you ashamed of?”
 
   “I’m not ashamed.” He flinched at my pointed look. “Not really ashamed, rather worried about your reaction.”
 
   “My reaction to what?”
 
   He straightened his shoulders and looked me in the eye. “I bought the apartment next to yours and have been living there for the last six weeks.”
 
   For a few seconds I forgot to breathe. With a stuttering gasp, I jumped out of my chair and walked away. I stopped in front of an exceptional reproduction of a Frida Kahlo self-portrait. I focussed on the two parrots sitting on her shoulders, hoping it would calm me. It didn’t work, so I closed my eyes. 
 
   “Jenny?” Colin’s voice reached me through a fog of Mozart’s String Quartet No. 8 in F major simultaneously playing in my head while I mentally penned it down. 
 
   I opened my eyes and found myself sitting in Colin’s chair. I didn’t know how I had got there or how long I had been sitting there. He was kneeling on the floor in front of me, looking very concerned. “Are you with me?”
 
   I stared at him. For a long time. Eventually he sat back on his heels and waited. I stared some more.
 
   “All this time and you’ve been living right next to me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why what?”
 
   “Why did you buy the apartment next to mine? It wasn’t for sale.” 
 
   “I made Monsieur Blier an offer he didn’t want to refuse.” He sighed. “I wanted to be close enough to keep an eye on you and make sure you were safe.”
 
   “Safe from whom? These people who had tortured you? And how did you plan to protect me if you were so badly injured?”
 
   “Vinnie has also been living there.”
 
   I closed my eyes and wrote a few more bars of the string quartet. I was experiencing so many emotions, I didn’t know which to allow dominance. I went with the safest emotion. “I am truly angry with you right now, Colin. You had no right to make these decisions on my behalf. You didn’t make the right choice. You kept a lot of important information from me. I’ve changed my mind. I’m not ready to accept your apology.”
 
   “Jenny, don’t be mad at me.” 
 
   Colin’s plea was interrupted by soft groans coming from Francine’s bed. We jumped up and walked across the Persian rug to her side. Even though my anger was replaced by concern for Francine, I was not going to forget about this topic. 
 
   “Oh God, where am I?” Francine reached up and gingerly touched her face. 
 
   “You’re in the hospital,” I said. 
 
   Her good eye widened slightly. “How did I get here?”
 
   “Don’t you remember?” Colin asked and leaned towards her. Worry tightened his features.
 
   “You’re here too?” She looked surprised to see Colin standing next to me. It was difficult for me to ascertain what was going on in her head. I cursed the swelling on her face. Only one eye was open enough to see the pupil, but it was by no means enough to tell anything. It was also ghastly looking into an eye that was so bloodshot.
 
   “Maybe we should get the doctor.” Colin straightened and turned to the door.
 
   “No.” Francine’s outburst stopped him. “I’m just disoriented, Colin. Give me a moment to get myself together.”
 
   Colin caught my eye, lifted his eyebrows and nodded his chin towards Francine in some nonverbal message. I had no idea what he was trying to communicate. Francine tried to push herself higher against the pillows, but fell back with a groan. “This really hurts.”
 
   “The doctor said that he could give you more painkillers if you woke up and needed it,” I said, ignoring Colin’s pointed looks.
 
   “I don’t want anything that will make me feel dull.” Francine slowly inhaled and on the exhale pushed herself up to lean higher against the pillows. The pain must have been significant because her natural colour was replaced by a sickly gray pallor. She breathed slowly a few times with a clenched jaw. “God, this really, really hurts. What did the doctors say?”
 
   “That you are badly beaten up and badly bruised. Nothing is broken, but they say that it will be a few days before you should get out of bed and at least a week before you’ll move again with some level of comfort.”
 
   “Great,” she said with forced joy. “So I can go home now?”
 
   “You should stay here for at least another day,” Colin answered.
 
   As they started disagreeing about this, the ringing of my smartphone came from my handbag. I walked away from the growing argument and picked my bag off the floor. My phone was in its usual pocket inside the bag, ringing and vibrating. I took it out and frowned at the screen. Why did people not pay attention to what I said? 
 
   The purpose of having a smartphone was for me to use the camera and recording functions, unobtrusively stealing moments from people in cafés in order to study their body language at a later time. It was not for people to phone me. Apparently this did not matter to the people who considered themselves part of my life.
 
   I swiped the screen to answer the call. “Wait.” I placed the phone against my chest and turned to Francine’s bed only to see her and Colin staring at me. “I’m going to take this call outside.”
 
   I left the room in search of a private corner. It was ten o’clock in the morning and the hospital was a hub of activity. After two minutes walking along the hall, I returned to Francine’s room. She was still arguing with Colin, but stopped mid-sentence.
 
   “There is no quiet place in this hospital,” I said with disgust, my smartphone still clutched against my chest.
 
   “Use the bathroom,” Colin said. 
 
   Francine’s upscale private hospital room came complete with its own, fully equipped bathroom. Only when I closed the door behind me did I wonder if I should’ve thanked Colin for his idea. I shrugged it off and brought the phone to my ear.
 
   “Yes?” I spoke quietly, hoping my conversation could not be heard in the other room.
 
   “Genevieve, you might want to be more polite when you answer your phone.” Phillip Rousseau, my boss and mentor of six years, was speaking in his patient voice. Never a good sign.
 
   “I don’t like phones,” I said and waited. When Phillip didn’t say anything, I started thinking. He had been the first person in my life to treat me with any kind of respect. The least I could do was return that. I did, after all, hold him in very high esteem. “Good morning, Phillip. How are you today?”
 
   “Good morning, Genevieve.” There was a smile in his voice. He knew he had won this round. “I’m a little worried. Where are you?”
 
   “I’m at a hospital.”
 
   “A what?” The smile disappeared from his tone. “Why are you at a hospital? Are you okay? What happened? You never go to hospitals.”
 
   Not only was Phillip my highly respected boss, but he had in some way taken on a paternal role in my life. He had also taken on worrying about me. Something I had difficulty growing accustomed to.
 
   “I’m fine. It’s not me. It’s–” The bathroom door burst open. Colin walked towards me shaking his head. I asked him, “What now?”
 
   “Who are you talking to, Genevieve?” Phillip asked in my ear.
 
   “To C–” 
 
   Quicker than I could think to react, Colin snatched my smartphone out of my grip. Thief. He held the phone against his chest. “Who’s this?”
 
   “Phillip.” Colin had met my boss during that first case. We had all had a common goal, so there hadn’t been time for my boss, the head of an exclusive insurance company, to take exception to Colin, an art thief. I held out my hand. “Give me my phone.”
 
   “Not yet.” He paused until I raised my eyes to his face. He looked worried. “Jenny, this thing with Francine is serious. Don’t tell Phillip who you’re with. At least not until you’ve heard what Francine has to say.”
 
   “I will not lie to Phillip.”
 
   “You don’t have to lie,” he said with a groan. “Just don’t tell him the whole truth.”
 
   I considered myself to be a rational person, not driven by emotion. Not at all. But this had been a trying morning. And at the utterance of his ridiculous request, I was furious. Again. I schooled my face while considering my next step. On my nod, Colin handed me my phone.
 
   “Sorry about that, Phillip.” Something in my tone must have alerted Colin because he tilted his head to one side and looked apprehensive. “I am at a health facility with a person of dubious repute that I met a few months ago. We helped a mutual friend, a person with unparalleled technological skills and fashion sense. This person had a similar unfortunate experience as I did that same few months ago.”
 
   By the time I finished, Colin was scowling, anger pulling the corners of his mouth down.
 
   “What?” Phillip’s voice tightened with concern. “You’re at the hospital with Colin and Francine was attacked? Is she okay?”
 
   “I knew you’d get it!” I smiled triumphantly. Colin’s lips compressed with annoyance and he left the bathroom. This petty action gave me unadulterated pleasure. “Francine is badly bruised, but she’ll be okay. She’s arguing with Colin at the moment, because she wants to go home and he insists she stays longer in the hospital.”
 
   “How did you get involved in this?”
 
   I gave him the quick version of this morning’s events. Including the part where Francine confessed to murdering two men. I did leave out the part where Colin had been tortured and spent months recuperating. 
 
   “Why have you not phoned the police?”
 
   I knew this question would lead to other questions. Ones that I didn’t want asked. Not until I had more answers from Colin and was less angry. “Why did you phone me on my phone that I never use for speaking to people?”
 
   “I was worried. You’re always in your office by eight o’clock. When you didn’t come, I wanted to know why.”
 
   “Now you know.”
 
   “Will you be coming in today?”
 
   “If it’s not necessary, I won’t. I would prefer to go home and rest. Unless there is something urgent for me to work on.”
 
   “There is a new case I would like for you to look at, but it can wait until tomorrow.”
 
   “What new case?” My mood lifted. I loved a new challenge. It would also take my mind off my new neighbours.
 
   “Nothing urgent. A string of robberies over a period of time. It can wait until tomorrow. Take the rest of the day and go to the cinema, go shopping, go for a massage. Enjoy your day off.” Phillip was always trying to get me to go to recreational places other people frequented.
 
   “You know I won’t go to those places. Studies have shown the bacteria present on a cinema seat range from E.coli to faecal matter.”
 
   “Oh, for the love of God, stop.” He sighed. “I don’t know why I’m still trying. At least attempt to enjoy the time off.”
 
   I finished the call and went back into Francine’s room. Colin was standing next to the bed, his arms folded, and his tongue appeared very briefly between his lips. He was smug. Francine looked resigned. It appeared as if the two friends had come to some compromise. They stopped their whispered conversation as soon as they noticed me. 
 
   “She’s going to stay in my apartment until we can sort this out,” Colin announced.
 
   “The apartment next to mine?” My throat hurt as I pushed the words past my lips.
 
   “Yes. It would be safer for everyone.” Colin looked less smug now. Even though I saw constant flashes of remorse on his face, I couldn’t stop being angry. “Vinnie will look after her.”
 
   “And you?” I asked, dreading the answer.
 
   “Oh, I’ll be staying with you, in my old room.” His smile was charming. I hated it when he tried to be charming. “It will be just like old times.” 
 
   “No, no, no, no, no.” I didn’t care that I sounded like a panicked stuck record. “There are three bedrooms in your apartment. You will stay there. I’m still angry with you. I don’t want you in my apartment. And it took me four days of cleaning to have my place back to normal after the last time you stayed with me.”
 
   Colin’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “I left your place in perfect order.”
 
   “There were dust particles under your bed.” I grunted and gave in to the urge to clarify. “Not your bed. The bed you had used. There was a smudge on the left-hand corner of the windowsill, bits of fluff from your clothes on the shelves in the wardrobe and a scuff mark on the floor under the desk.”
 
   Francine’s laughter, causing her to groan in pain, stopped me. The list of dirt left behind by the thief was much longer and I truly wanted to recite it. 
 
   “Oh Genevieve, you’re priceless,” Francine said past another groan. She sobered and looked at me with an intensity that warned me something significant was about to be said. “Thank you for being here. I can remember asking you to stay, but also remember thinking you wouldn’t.”
 
   Shame briefly touched my awareness. I blinked it away. “That’s what friends do for each other.”
 
   Not even the swelling in her face could disguise the relaxation of her facial features and the genuine smile pulling at her swollen lips. 
 
   “You’re my friend,” she said as if announcing it. “I’m glad that I have you as my friend.”
 
   Surprise stole my speech. Here I had been thinking that they had all deserted me because I was socially unacceptable. Now I was faced with a declaration of this magnitude. I reached for a suitable riposte, but came up empty. 
 
   “You don’t have to say anything,” Francine said. Because her voice was still scratchy, I couldn’t tell if it was hurt, annoyance or pain I detected in her tone. “I understand. And I trust you. Why else would I have asked for you to stay with me?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I took two steps towards the door. I had thought that Francine had insisted on those lunches with me from a need to speak to someone unbiased. She had shared with me her life philosophies and loved that I never ridiculed her. When I hadn’t agreed with her, I had told her so and presented my counter-arguments to her flawed reasoning, sometimes resulting in a fun intellectual debate. 
 
   Now she told me that she trusted me. What was I supposed to do with her trust? Phillip trusted me to do my job, but until six months ago I had never had anyone trust me with their emotions or personal well-being. How did normal people deal with this on a daily basis? From my raised heart rate and shaky breathing, I knew that I was challenged with more than I could handle.
 
   I grabbed my handbag and walked to the door. “I have to go.”
 
   “Why?” Colin asked. 
 
   “Because I have to go. I can’t stay here.” 
 
   “But you promised that you’d stay with me,” Francine said.
 
   “I promised that I would stay until you felt safe.” I took a moment to study her body language. “You’re feeling safe. I’m leaving.”
 
   “You’re a coward, Jenny.” Colin shook his head. “One of the bravest people I know, but a total coward.”
 
   “That doesn’t make sense at all. I’m leaving.”
 
   It wouldn’t take much for me to agree that Colin was right. I was a coward. Admitting to it didn’t make me stay in Francine’s room though. In reality, it made me leave Francine’s room without another word and hasten my steps out of the hospital. 
 
   I walked into a cold, sunny day to realise that I had no transport home. There was no rational reasoning that could get me to go back into the hospital asking Colin for a ride home. A shudder went through me at the thought of using a taxi. People thought taxis were cleaner than other public transport, but that was generally not true.
 
   This once I would ignore my germ-anxiety and get into one of the taxis parked in front of the hospital. I wanted to get home. Away from reappearing thieves and friendship proclamations. This emotional overload had me desperate for something normal. It had been three days since I last scrubbed the bathrooms and it would be the perfect therapeutic action to deal with this.
 
   As I gingerly got into a taxi I thought about the implications of Colin’s return into my life. And Vinnie and Francine. What else were they bringing with them into my safe world? I wanted to not think about this. I wanted the simplicity of cleaning my apartment and the predictability of going to work tomorrow. The thought of a new case perked me up. If only for a few minutes.
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   “This is the new case?” I lifted one of the thick files from my desk. If it weren’t so heavy and full of loose bits of paper, I would’ve shaken it at Phillip in annoyance. Instead I put it on top of the others and rested my hand on it. “Five files this size and you told me it could wait? Is this a cold case?”
 
   “Good morning, Genevieve.” Phillip walked into my viewing room and pulled a chair closer. “How are you this morning? I see that you’ve found the files.”
 
   When I had stepped into my office ten minutes ago, these files had been waiting for me on my long desk. Above the desk, my ten top-of-the-range computer monitors, arranged in a wide semi-circle, were dark. Apart from placing my coffee mug on its designated coaster and glancing at the files, there hadn’t been time for much else. Phillip’s presence in my viewing room indicated that he had requested to be informed as soon as I stepped into the building. He only ever did that when he was concerned about me.
 
   I turned away from the files and watched Phillip place the chair at a comfortable distance from me. He understood and respected my need for personal space. “Were you being sarcastic?”
 
   The risorius muscle pulled at the corner of his mouth. He was fighting a smile. “Yes and no. But I don’t want to argue with you on this beautiful Tuesday morning. Let’s talk about Francine. How is she?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “What do you mean you don’t know?”
 
   I was becoming faster in recognising the feeling of guilt. I pushed it away. Despite my cleaning frenzy yesterday, there was still chaos in my chest. I had worked so hard during my teens and twenties to never have this feeling, but these people had brought it all back into my life.
 
   After I had cleaned the oven a second time last night, I had accepted the necessity to sit down and analyse what was behind my desire for hygiene. Behind the tightness in my chest. A cup of camomile tea later I had identified the predominant feeling as betrayal. What I didn’t know was whether I wanted to address this with Vinnie, Francine and especially Colin. I was, however, determined to insist on a complete explanation from Colin. I also wanted to hear the full account of what had happened to Francine so I could make an informed judgement call. 
 
   As it was, her admission of murdering two people horrified me. I didn’t know if there was anything she could say that would make me look at her favourably again. The fact that she was so deeply pleased with calling me her friend didn’t help either. It only exacerbated the maelstrom of emotions. 
 
   “I mean I don’t know. I left the hospital yesterday shortly after our phone conversation and have not spoken to her since. She was awake and arguing when I left.”
 
   “You didn’t phone to find out about your friend?” He shook his head. “Never mind that. Where is Colin?”
 
   “I don’t know and right now I don’t want to talk about it.” The strain in my tone must have alerted Phillip. His eyebrows were raised and I knew he was concerned. I didn’t want him to ask the question I saw on his face. “Tell me about the thefts.”
 
   Phillip narrowed his eyes at me, no doubt letting me know that he was allowing me to evade his questioning. He glanced at the files. “It’s strange. In the last four weeks, five thefts occurred in very secure and, in two of the cases, very secret locations.”
 
   “So it’s not a cold case. Were they insured by Rousseau & Rousseau?”
 
   “Two of these cases, yes.”
 
   “Then why are we dealing with all five thefts?” My mind was adding all the pieces together. I narrowed my eyes. “Are we doing this as Rousseau & Rousseau or are we doing this for someone else? Interpol?”
 
   Instead of answering me, Phillip got out of the chair and opened the electronic doors to my soundproof viewing room. “She knows.”
 
   “I knew she wouldn’t take long to put two and two together.” The familiar scratchy voice with its crisp British accent identified its owner. Colonel Manfred Millard. He entered my viewing room, looking as rumpled as always. A beige raincoat was squashed under his arm, his white shirt looked like he had worn it for a week, and the fumbled Windsor knot of his outdated tie didn’t make it up to the unbuttoned collar of his shirt. But there was a genuine smile lifting his unshaven cheeks and crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Hello, Doctor Face-Reader. Looking good as always. Still as annoying as always?”
 
   “Hello, Manny. You’re smiling, so you are not sarcastic and angry. Why do you think fondly of me as annoying?”
 
   Manny laughed. “That is why, Doc. That is why.”
 
   Phillip rolled the third and only other office chair to my desk and motioned for Manny to sit. “I’ve just started telling her about the case.”
 
   My first contact with Manny had not been amicable at all. It had taken us a fair amount of time to reach any form of cooperation. He had reluctantly admitted respecting my expertise and I had had to concede to his superior investigative skills. At that time he had been working for the European Defence Agency. After that case he had accepted a position at Interpol. I wasn’t completely sure what he was doing now. “Why is Interpol interested in this case? When did you get this case? Phillip, why did you not tell me about this yesterday? I could’ve made some progress by now.”
 
   “Whoa, hold your horses, Doc.” Manny lifted his hands.
 
   “What horses? I don’t own any horses.” I turned to Phillip. “Will you please answer my questions?”
 
   Phillip’s mouth was quivering again, fighting another smile. He won control. “Let me give you a quick run-down and then Manny can tell you their interest. The first theft took place four weeks ago in an elderly woman’s home. She had quite a few valuable artefacts in her home, but most significant was what was in her safe. She had an Alberto Giacometti bronze sculpture, more valuable than all of the art in her home combined. We’re talking close to one hundred million dollars. She was attacked, gagged and bound while two men raided her home. They took a few other pieces of the art, broke into her safe and took the Giacometti as well.”
 
   “Is she okay?” I asked.
 
   “Traumatised, but fine. She’s also furious. Her home and all the content is insured by us and protected by a highly reputable security company. She had a custom-made security system installed, maintained by the security company who had three guards on her property at all times.”
 
   “Is she a celebrity that she needs such security?” 
 
   “No, but she comes from old money. Lots of it. She never got married and has no children.”
 
   “How did the thieves enter her home? How did they get past the security system and the guards?”
 
   “That is a mystery that infuriates the security company. Their exhaustive investigation into the event reached no conclusion. Their system showed no activity during that period. The guards were found not guilty of any neglect of duty. Their statements were supported by the evidence that no alarms were triggered even though the owner said that she had repeatedly pushed the panic button in numerous places around the house. This company is one of the most respected in the country, used by many high-profile individuals.”
 
   “The owner of this company is some family member to someone high up in Interpol,” Manny interrupted. Clearly he couldn’t wait any longer for Phillip to finish. “Because his company is completely dependent on its reputation for reliability, he took this to his relative in Interpol. The next day it was on my desk. That was two days ago. Once I looked at it, I knew exactly who would be perfect for helping me tie this thing up quickly, so I got in my car.”
 
   “You drove all the way here from Lyon?” I asked, knowing that Manny was stationed there at Interpol’s headquarters. 
 
   “Yes. Coming here was recommended.”
 
   “They want you to work with us on this,” Phillip said. “They know you have connections with the insurance industry.”
 
   “After the last fiasco, the whole world knows.” Manny looked displeased with this. 
 
   I didn’t want to waste precious cognitive function on understanding his annoyance. The case was more interesting. “What about the other thefts?”
 
   “Similar stories. Highly protected, highly valued artefacts of all eras, genres, mediums. In only one other case were the owners attacked. The other three times the owners were not at home during the robbery.”
 
   “Are these professional thieves?” I asked this question with Colin’s face in my mind. He might be working for Interpol, but he was still a thief. Would he be capable of doing something like this? At his own admission, he had been in the city for the last six weeks.
 
   “Most definitely not,” Manny said. “Professional art thieves will get in, take what they’re there for and get out. You can ask your boyfriend if this is true.”
 
   “I don’t have a boyfriend,” I immediately answered. And then I understood his meaning. It annoyed me. “Colin is not my boyfriend.”
 
   Manny snorted his disdain. “Well, these guys were complete amateurs. They fooled around. In one house, they even stole iPads, DVDs and three tubs of ice cream.” 
 
   “Was it the same group at all five robberies?” I asked.
 
   “No. Two of these were committed the same evening, in two different countries.”
 
   “Two different countries? Where?” That eliminated Colin from my suspect list.
 
   Manny closed his eyes for a moment. “One was here in France, in Lille, the other in Germany. The police also found footprints at the various crime scenes, none of them the same. Some crime scenes had only one set of footprints, different to the other crime scenes. Other crime scenes had two or more sets of footprints from different perpetrators. It is all in the reports there.”
 
   I looked at the files Manny pointed at. “So, what do these cases have in common? Except of course the theft of valuables?”
 
   Manny had now completely taken over from Phillip. He counted on his fingers. “The thief or thieves knew exactly where to go. In the Lille house, the owner had a secret safe built into a secret wall. The wall was hidden behind a curtain, the safe hidden behind a panel covered by a valuable painting supposed to serve as a red herring.”
 
   I searched my mind for the meaning of that idiom and then nodded proudly for Manny to continue.
 
   “None of the safes were broken, lock-picked or blown up. The thieves knew the combinations to get in. One safe had a fingerprint lock which the thief managed to override. All the homes were insured, but by different companies. Maybe the most significant similarity is that all of them employed security companies.”
 
   “Not all of our clients have security companies in their employ,” Phillip said. “We highly recommend it to our clients, since they are all high-end with sometimes priceless valuables in their homes. Some people simply don’t want that intrusion. They would rather take the risk and pay a higher premium on their insurance than give strangers access to their home. Even if those strangers are security guards. Most of them do however have alarm systems, even if it’s only to scare away stray cats or the odd thief.”
 
   I thought about this. “What about surveillance cameras on those properties that were broken into?”
 
   “They were also overridden. While these guys were cleaning out the safes, the entire security system functioned as if everything was normal,” Manny said.
 
   The door swished open and Angelique, Phillip’s personal assistant, entered. As usual she looked elegantly formidable, except when she glanced at me. Then she looked terrified. She took another tentative step and addressed Phillip. “Sir, there is an urgent call for you in your office.”
 
   “Can’t it wait, Angelique?” Phillip insisted on an informal, yet respectful work atmosphere. Angelique never looked comfortable being addressed by her first name. Everyone in the office called Phillip by his name. She refused.
 
   “No, sir. It’s Madame Lenoir.”
 
   “Her house was also broken into.” Phillip jumped out of his chair. “Let me take care of this and I’ll get right back.”
 
   “No problem. Doc and I will catch up,” Manny said. Phillip followed Angelique out my viewing room and Manny turned to me. “So, Doc, how have you been?”
 
   “Well, thank you, Manny. How have you been?” I was well practiced in insincere interest and the exchange of mundane questions and answers. 
 
   Manny laughed. “Are you only asking me to be polite?”
 
   “Yes.” I gave it some thought. “Actually, no. I haven’t seen you in five months and you’ve been working at Interpol. I suppose that you have done quite a lot of interesting things. That does make me interested in how you have been.”
 
   “Um, thanks, Doc. I think.” He leaned back in his chair. “Joining Interpol was a good move for me. We did a full investigation into Kubanov after that whole drama five months ago. Did you know we had a breakthrough in our search for evidence against that arsehole?”
 
   “No.” The Russian criminal disguised as a philanthropist’s actions had steered me on a path where I had seen far too much of the dark side of human nature. He had been at the centre of the case that had brought Colin, Vinnie and Francine into my life. He was a man who needed to be incarcerated. Preferably forever. “What evidence?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter now. Nothing ever came from it.” He sighed heavily. “When I agreed to join Interpol it was on the condition that I could pursue the Kubanov case.”
 
   It had taken weeks of Mozart to forget the terror I had experienced because of Kubanov. “So what happened to your investigation?”
 
   “We got some solid leads that would’ve connected Kubanov to more international crimes. If we had been able to get our hands on that evidence, we would’ve had a good case against him.” He slumped in his chair. “When I reached that point in my investigation, the top guys took an interest, grabbed all the files from me and said that they would get their own guy on it. Can you imagine that?”
 
   “No.” I only said this because Manny looked at me with expectation to share his disgust.
 
   [bookmark: _Toc374897025]“Exactly! The bastards sent their guy and if scuttlebutt is to be believed–”
 
   “What is scuttlebutt?” I asked.
 
   “It’s navy slang for rumours.”
 
   “You’ve never been in the navy. Why would you use that term? Why not just say rumour?”
 
   Manny bit down hard on his jaw for a few seconds. “Yes, you are still as annoying as always. Rumour. There, I said it. Rumours were flying that the person they had sent in to gather the evidence on Kubanov had been killed. My case went cold after that. I wasn’t allowed to pursue Kubanov anymore.”
 
   “Why not? I thought you were put in charge of your own specialised investigation unit. Did you get demoted?”
 
   “I did not…” Manny took a deep breath. “Apparently something happened that is far above my specialised pay-grade. I have carte blanche on which cases I take, as long as it is related to white collar and art crimes.”
 
   “What about conflict with your co-workers? Wouldn’t they be resentful of your power to take cases from them?” I had read that some of the fiercest competition came within law enforcement, especially investigative services.
 
   “Not that I really care, but these guys are so overrun with cases that I’ve found them immensely grateful to hand anything over. I can have any case I want.”
 
   “Except the Kubanov investigation.”
 
   His face tightened with anger, but his response was interrupted by Phillip’s return. He lifted an eyebrow at Manny’s body language, looked at me, but didn’t say anything. He sat down and glanced at the files on my desk. Manny and I had completely gone off topic.
 
   “We have to solve these thefts, Genevieve. As soon as possible.”
 
   “Of course. Why do you sound more stressed now? Did something happen with your phone call?”
 
   “Yes. Madame Lenoir is threatening to sue us. She has no leg to stand on, since we have nothing to do with her security at home, but it is a nuisance any which way. Now I’ll have to get the lawyers involved and it will cost time and money that I don’t want to waste on this.”
 
   Phillip was venting. Academically I understood the need people had for this. I sometimes needed to vent. But it was boring. I picked up one of the files and flipped through it while Phillip addressed Manny when he saw that he had lost my attention. I scanned the police reports and looked at the crime scene photos. Something caught my eye and I picked up another file. Five files later I was frowning.
 
   “Why has this flower not been identified?” My questions interrupted Manny in the middle of some unimportant observation about rich people’s sense of entitlement. Both men looked at me with raised eyebrows. I shook a photo at them. “The flower?”
 
   “What flower, Genevieve?” Phillip asked.
 
   “The flowers that were left at every scene.” I pointed at a red flower on the mantelpiece. “It is out of focus and too far for me to identify what kind of flower it is, but the same red shape appears in all five crime scene photos.”
 
   “What?” Manny grabbed the photo out of my hand and studied it. “Show me the other photos.”
 
   I laid five crime scene photos next to each other. In chronological order. At each scene the flower was in close proximity to the safe that had been broken in to. In one photo the flower was on what I guessed to be an eighteenth-century cherry wood wall unit. In another, the red flower was on the desk in front of the wall where the open safe was an empty husk.
 
   Manny and Phillip leaned in to look at the photos on my desk. They were too close to me, so I pushed my chair a bit back and waited. They were looking back and forth at the photos. The change in their breathing was audible as they noticed the flowers in each photo.
 
   “Well, I’ll be damned.” Manny slumped back in his chair and looked at me with wide eyes. “Doc, you’ve just seen something that none of the detectives had noticed.”
 
   I sucked my lips in and bit down hard on them before I angered Manny again by remarking that he also had not noticed this. Phillip was still looking at the photos, so close now that his nose was almost touching my desk.
 
   “This is most frustrating.” Phillip sat up and nodded at the photos. “In some photos it looks like it could be a tulip, in others a Laeliocattleya.”
 
   “A whatsit?” Manny looked at Phillip as if seeing him for the first time.
 
   “It’s an orchid hybrid.” As he looked at the photos, his lips pulled into a brief pout, indicating his uncertainty. “No, it can’t be. Oh, I don’t know. Manny, did the crime scene investigators bag the flowers?”
 
   “I’ll have to check the evidence catalogue.” 
 
   “Could you do that now?” I asked.
 
   “Um, sure. Do you think this is important?”
 
   I glared at Manny.
 
   “Oh, this is too easy.” Manny laughed. “Doc, you make for such an easy target. I got your goat, didn’t I?”
 
   “I don’t have a goat,” I said in a tight voice. Manny and Phillip started laughing, so I had to wait until they settled. This was it. I was going to have to enrol in some course to enrich my knowledge of metaphors. I didn’t enjoy being laughed at. 
 
   “Sorry, Genevieve,” Phillip said. “This was very amusing.”
 
   “So I surmised.” My voice was still tight. It sobered Phillip, but Manny continued looking full of mirth.
 
   “Give me a moment to phone the office. They’ll check the evidence and we might have an answer.” He got up and walked out of my viewing room, chuckling to himself.
 
   I wavered for a moment, but then decided I had to know. “What just happened?”
 
   “Manny was only teasing you, Genevieve,” Phillip answered gently.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “With your three degrees in psychology, you don’t know?”
 
   “Some people tease to establish dominance.” I had written a paper on it in my first year in university in Tokyo.
 
   “You know this is not Manny’s intention.”
 
   “No, it would appear that his teasing would fall in the other category. It is done out of playful affection. I can see it in his nonverbal cues.”
 
   “But you don’t look overly happy with it.” Phillip ended his statement in a question form. In the six years he had been my boss, I had learned to interpret it as his request for an explanation.
 
   “I don’t understand it. Why would Manny feel affection towards me? I’m nobody to him.” 
 
   Manny returned to the viewing room. He grunted something and put his phone in the breast pocket of his jacket. 
 
   “My guys will check these flowers.” He fell into his chair. “What else did you see in those files, Doc?”
 
   I was happy to return to a topic of a lesser emotional nature. “Apart from the flowers on the photos, I didn’t see anything you don’t already know, but I haven’t studied the files thoroughly yet. For that I would need some time.”
 
   “Take all the time you need, Doc. Just make it really fast.” Manny looked at one of the dark monitors on the wall. “It doesn’t compute. From the crime scenes it is obvious that these guys are rank amateurs. Yet they knew where all the security features were, they disabled it and had their sights only set on stealing the most valuable pieces in each home. Some of them then continued to steal crap, but nothing else of true value. It is almost as if they were stealing on order.”
 
   “A crime syndicate?” I asked. This was a feasible theory.
 
   “That would explain the differences and similarities.” Manny sat up and looked more animated. “The main guy found a way to get into the security companies’ systems, getting the security codes and specs for each of these homes. He employs small-time criminals to do his dirty work for him, giving them everything on a silver platter. All they have to do is get him something very specific from that home. If they choose to take anything else, it is their prerogative. Hence the stolen iPads and ice cream.”
 
   “And he gets them to leave a red flower,” I said.
 
   “Yes, I have not forgotten. The questions now are why were these houses specifically targeted? Why were those specific items so significant to the brains behind this ring? And why the flower?” 
 
   Manny’s phone started ringing and he took it from his jacket pocket. A brief and one-sided conversation ensued. He ended the call and put the phone back in his jacket pocket. He took a deep breath before he faced me. “I have to go. Work your magic, Doc. Find out what connects the art, the flowers and the other things.”
 
   I ignored Manny’s final order to phone him, and waved off Phillip reminding me to take breaks and eat something. There was something about this case that didn’t sit right with me. My subconscious had already recognised it and I needed to get to work so that it could filter through to my conscious brain.
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   “Jenny?”
 
   I blinked at the monitors in front of me. I had been staring at the ten monitors for what felt like hours. It wouldn’t come as a surprise to me if I had started hallucinating. I took a shaky breath and turned to my right. I wasn’t hearing voices in my head. Colin was sitting next to me. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked.
 
   “Right now I’m appreciating the amazing equipment in this room. I had no idea you had such a set-up here, Jenny. This stuff is seriously high-tech.” He glanced at the three antique-looking filing cabinets. “Maybe not everything, but you have a super-cool place here. Why didn’t you ever tell me about this?”
 
   “What would be the purpose of such a discussion?” I was annoyed. This reminded me of the first time I had met Colin. Then he had also avoided answering my questions by diverting my attention. I was not going to let it happen again. I lowered my chin and stared at him from beneath my brows. “What are you doing here?”
 
   He smiled. “Office buildings are not quite my hang-out spots, but Phillip insisted.”
 
   “Phillip phoned you? Why?” That was odd. And suspicious. 
 
   “He is worried.” Colin leaned back in the chair and awkwardly stretched his right leg out in front of him. “What’s this all about? Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.” I took a deep breath and lifted my eyebrows to remove the frown on my forehead. It wasn’t that easy to not tighten my lips though. “What exactly did Phillip say?”
 
   “He simply asked if I could come to the office. He said that you needed some help on a case and he thought I could give you some inside views.”
 
   I looked hard for any sign of deception, but couldn’t find a single one. 
 
   “I’m telling you the truth, Jenny. But I don’t think that Phillip was telling me the truth. I think something happened that got him worried and that is why he phoned me.”
 
   “I believe you.”
 
   Colin exhaled and his facial muscles relaxed. “Thank you. Now tell me what happened. Did you have an episode?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “Okay. Then what happened?” Colin narrowed his eyes and I watched his mind work. It was fascinating to see his thoughts being represented in and around his eyes. His mouth remained largely passive. A slight widening of his eyes warned me. He straightened in his chair and looked at me with concerned intensity. “Jenny, speak to me.”
 
   “There is nothing to tell. Phillip gave me a case this morning and I’m working on it.” I huffed. “I can’t believe he called you in to help me.”
 
   “Tell me about the case.”
 
   “Give me a moment.” I didn’t have an office phone in my viewing room. Phillip was the only one in this company who talked to me. If ever something had to be said, he came to my viewing room. Short business communication was usually done via email. I opened my inbox. There was a two-sentence email from Phillip explaining that both he and Manny had agreed to bring Colin in on the burglary case. I read it twice. “Do you know that Manny also agreed to you being in this case?”
 
   “Millard?” Colin lost some of the colour in his face. I had gotten to know him quite well during the Piros case and the weeks after that. Granted, four months had passed since, but it didn’t explain the flash of fear, immediately followed by rage I saw written all over his face. “Is he also involved in this?”
 
   “He’s the one who brought the case from Interpol to us.”
 
   “Of course. I should’ve known.” 
 
   The micro-expressions flitting across his face surprised me. I was not easily surprised. I pointed at his face and twirled my index finger around. “There is so much rage there. Before you left me I only ever saw contempt, annoyance and disgust when you talked about Manny. But never rage. What happened, Colin?”
 
   “I can’t talk about it.”
 
   “Can’t or don’t want to?”
 
   “Both, actually.” He looked at my finger until I realised I was still twirling it. I dropped my hand in my lap. He leaned forward. “Jenny, remember when I said in the hospital that there are certain things that I won’t be able to tell you?”
 
   “Because of the high level of security and your work at Interpol. Of course, I remember.”
 
   “This is one of those things I am not able to tell you.”
 
   “Why?” I stopped speaking when Colin shook his head. His lifted eyebrows and pointed look indicated that I was to stop this line of questioning. The slight annoyance I felt brought back the complete outrage I had experienced at the hospital. 
 
   “Uh-oh. Are you thinking again about yesterday?” Colin had his hands up, his expression pleading. “Just give me ten minutes to explain.”
 
   “What are you going to explain when you can’t or won’t tell me most of what happened in the last four months? Or what Manny has done to you? And how are you going to explain being my next-door neighbour?”
 
   “I told you yesterday that I bought the apartment next to yours to make sure that you are safe.”
 
   “Safe from what? Or who?”
 
   “I can’t tell you.”
 
   On the inside I let out a frustrated scream. On the outside I simply stared at Colin. This was the control I had worked so hard at maintaining. It felt good to have it back. I didn’t speak. I just stared.
 
   “Oh, come on, Jenny.” His brow had deep furrows from his exasperation with me. He sighed and rubbed his hand hard over his face. “Okay, I will tell you this: the guys who captured me have looked into my life. I won’t be surprised if they found out that there is a connection between us. I didn’t want to be the one who led these monsters to your door.”
 
   “So you planned to keep them from my door by moving in next to me?”
 
   “It sounded like a good plan at the time.” He smiled ruefully. “Vinnie warned me that you would be very angry with us for keeping this from you.”
 
   “He was right. You should’ve known better.” Something he had said distracted me from my irritation with him. When it reached my cerebrum, the thinking part of my brain, I forgot about Colin’s four-month absence and his new apartment. “This is it!”
 
   I turned to the monitors and lost myself in the data on the screens for a few minutes. Colin’s insistence that I speak to him pulled at my concentration and I absently waved my hand in his direction. It grew quiet next to me. Five minutes later I swivelled my chair to face him. “Tell me about Francine’s hacker.”
 
   Colin looked up from his smartphone. “You are like quicksilver.”
 
   “We no longer say quicksilver. It is archaic. It is called mercury. Why would you compare me to mercury? People who have mercurial temperaments are emotionally unstable. I am not emotionally unstable.”
 
   “No, you are not. But you must admit that you are quick to change focus.”
 
   I thought about this. “That is true. Now tell me about Francine’s hacker.”
 
   “I assume you are talking about the hacker she was ranting about yesterday while in and out of consciousness?” He waited for my nod before he continued. “After you left Francine refused to talk to me. She said that she would only talk to you.”
 
   “Why? I know she trusts you implicitly. Why wouldn’t she tell you?” 
 
   “I don’t know. No matter how I cajoled her, she would not tell me about the mugging, who attacked her or what some hacker has to do with any of this.”
 
   “And you are here to convince me to speak to her.”
 
   “Can we please first clear the air between us?” He leaned towards me. “I know one can never go back to how things were before, but I would like for you to give me the benefit of the doubt. I didn’t contact you for almost four months because my mission was sensitive and because I didn’t want to put you in danger. I bought the apartment next to you because I really like your apartment building, the area and of course I wanted to make sure you were safe. I didn’t tell you because–”
 
   “You wanted to protect me.”
 
   He sighed. “Yes.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about this any more.” If this discussion continued, I would confess to him how I had thought it was something about me that had made him and then Vinnie avoid me. The words were pushing against my teeth, waiting to be uttered. I also didn’t want to admit exactly how much I had missed him. And Vinnie. 
 
   “I need to know that we are good, Jenny.”
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean. I’m more than good. I’m an expert at what I do.”
 
   Colin laughed softly. “What I meant was that I need to know that things are okay between us. That you might trust me again.”
 
   “Trust is earned.”
 
   “Granted. And as I did in the past, I will show you that I am worthy of your trust.”
 
   “Agreed. Now can we please change the topic? Where is Francine?”
 
   “She’s in my apartment. She refused to stay longer in the hospital and we took her home this morning. Vinnie is with her.” Regret flashed across his face. “I’ve already moved my stuff into your apartment. Before we argue about that, you know this is the best choice. I respect that you don’t like change and that you might not want me in your apartment, but with recent events, I think it is wiser if Vinnie stays with Francine and I stay with you.”
 
   I closed my eyes and wrote three lines of the second movement, the Larghetto, of Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 27, one of the pieces I used when I needed calming down. There was something so restful about E-flat major. Once my cognitive, rational side was in control again, I processed my observations of Colin while he had been talking. My eyes flew open. “It’s not about keeping me safe. This is about you not wanting to be close to Francine. Why not?”
 
   “Gods, you are good. Francine is, how shall I say, not an excessively tidy person. Vinnie doesn’t mind this, he likes cleaning up. I can’t stand the kind of mess she creates. Once we were on a…” He stopped. I suspected he had been about to reveal some criminal activity. “We shared a hotel suite once and after a week I wanted to strangle that woman. Her underwear was everywhere, on the sofa, in the bathroom, in the kitchen, for God’s sake. Why couldn’t she keep it confined to her room? I nearly broke a leg stumbling over one of her boots lying in the middle of the living room. I even found potato chips in the bath tub. How did she spill potato chips in the bath tub?”
 
   Colin, the accomplished thief who secretly worked for Interpol, looked flustered. It was amusing to observe.
 
   “And don’t get me started on the singing. You sing beautifully in the shower. Francine? She sounds like a drunken turkey on heat. It’s terrifying.” He leaned in. Pleading was evident in all his nonverbal cues. “Please, Jenny. Please let me stay with you.” 
 
   The discomfort of Colin mentioning my shower singing and the confusion about an inebriated fowl temporarily derailed my amusement. His distress was genuine. “I don’t like this, but will concede. Just promise that you won’t kick your heels against the wooden floor when you are working at the desk in the guest room. That scuff mark was hard to remove.”
 
   He smiled. “I promise.”
 
   “Okay, so when can I speak to Francine?” I needed to find out more about this hacker. My mind was trying to connect something, but there were pieces missing. I hoped that Francine could provide some pieces.
 
   “Now.”
 
   “I can’t leave the office now. It is still working hours.” 
 
   Colin was about to contradict me, but was interrupted by the quiet swoosh of the viewing room door. Phillip walked in and studied us for a few moments. His eyes conveyed concern. I wondered if he was worried about me, about Colin’s presence in his prestigious firm or whether he had made the right decision by calling Colin. I didn’t know, but his frown disappeared and his breathing deepened. He pulled the third chair closer and sat down.
 
   “Genevieve, I hope you don’t mind that I phoned Colin.”
 
   “I do mind. I didn’t, I don’t need him.”
 
   “That is not why I phoned him.” He paused. “Okay, it is why I phoned him, but not in the way that you assume. I thought that Colin might be helpful with this case. Manny agrees with me. Manny had to go back to his office, but he said that we should meet tomorrow morning to discuss this case.”
 
   The increased tension in Colin’s body language was becoming distracting. Something in this conversation was causing him a lot of distress. I looked at him. Few people were comfortable with me studying them as openly as Colin. Even Phillip would flinch at times when I gazed unblinkingly at him. Colin never even shifted in discomfort. He just sat there allowing me to put together what I saw.
 
   It was that trust that held my tongue. I nodded and turned back to Phillip. “What time tomorrow morning?”
 
   “Ten o’clock. Will you give a report on what you’ve found on the burglaries then as well?”
 
   “Sure, I will have a report ready then.” I should be able to add a few interesting things once I had spoken to Francine.
 
   “Good.” Phillip turned to Colin. “Thank you for coming. I don’t know what is going on between you and Manny, but he does seem to trust you. Genevieve trusts you and that is enough for me. But be careful. I don’t ever want a repeat of what happened last time you were helping on a case.”
 
   “Neither do I,” Colin said. “My main concern is Jenny’s safety. Has always been. The case, any case, will always come second to that.”
 
   “That is exactly what I wanted to hear.” Phillip got up and looked down at us. “I’ll leave you kids to have fun. Do what you need to, go where you need to. Let’s close this thing quickly and quietly. Before another rich old lady decides to sue us.”
 
   Before I could take issue to what he had said, Phillip left the room. Colin’s soft laughter made me glare at him. “What?”
 
   “You did not like being called a kid.”
 
   “Of course not. I’m thirty-four years old. Most definitely not a kid. And you are… I don’t know how old you are.” This realisation truly bothered me.
 
   “I’m thirty-eight. And I would greatly appreciate it if you did not share this information with anyone.”
 
   “Why not? Surely your age isn’t top secret?” I pulled away from him. “Or are you one of those people who define themselves by the relationship between their looks and their age? No, no. You aren’t that vain. Then why the secret? I don’t mind people knowing how old I am.”
 
   “Identity theft.” 
 
   It didn’t take long for me to comprehend. “Aha. The more information people have on you, the easier it would be for them to impersonate you, steal your credit details and take over your life. Oh my goodness, should I stop telling people how old I am?”
 
   Colin laughed. He shook his head. “I’ve missed this.”
 
   “What?” I was still fretting about the danger I had put myself into by telling people my age.
 
   “Laughing.” His quiet admission pulled me out of my train of thought. What I saw on his face made my chest hurt. I wanted to say something. Do something. Maybe touch him like normal people did. None of this came naturally to me. It was achingly difficult for me to be a friend.
 
   “I don’t know what to say.” Distress tightened my throat and my words came out strangled. 
 
   “You don’t have to say anything, Jenny. Just be you. That’s what I need right now.” He cleared his throat, unconsciously announcing a change in the mood, in the subject. “Why don’t I drive you home and you can tell me about the cases on the way?”
 
   “I have my own car.”
 
   “And you have secure parking here. I’ll drop you off tomorrow morning. Why put any more environmentally destructive gasses in the air?”
 
   Before I knew it we were in a heated debate about global warming and the credence to the many varying theories surrounding it. I put the files in the side pocket of my computer bag. They barely fit. Colin took the heavy bag from me and carried it to his car. The argument gained momentum until we were halfway to my apartment and I realised that he had used this as a distraction to get his way.
 
   I gave him five minutes of silent anger until I relented and told him everything that I had learned about the burglary cases. We were still discussing this when he guided me past my front door to the neighbouring door. A flash of annoyance returned, but I banked it. For now I needed some information from Francine.
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   I ignored Colin’s question and walked deeper into his apartment. The more I saw, the more confused I became. I stopped in front of one of the walls in astonishment. Footsteps sounded over the wooden floors and stopped next to me.
 
   “Did you do all of this?” I asked, waving my hand around the flat.
 
   “The interior decorating? Some of it, yes. The art? That’s another story.” He reached to the wall filled with masks and took an Inca funerary mask. “These masks I actually did pay for, just like you. Do you think that we bought our masks from the same guy in Peru?”
 
   “I always wondered how you knew what it was when you first saw it in my flat.”
 
   “On the first day we met,” he said. He had broken into my apartment and I still remember him studying my apartment as if it was an interesting piece of art. He replaced the mask that was an almost exact replica of the one hanging in my apartment. “Tell me what you think.”
 
   I turned my back on the mask-filled wall to face the rest of the open-space living area. I didn’t know what to think. I most definitely didn’t know what to say. Colin’s apartment was similar to mine in layout. Admittedly, I had never been in this apartment, even though I had been living next door for six years.
 
   The same as in my apartment, Colin’s was divided into two sections. The first was a cavernous room that in my apartment hosted a living area and reading area opposite each other on each side of the front door. Colin had his living area on the opposite side and didn’t have bookshelves lining the walls and forming a semi room-divider. There he had filled the walls with paintings, masterpieces if I were not mistaken. Whether they were authentic, legally obtained or forged I had no way of ascertaining. Colin was, after all, a master forger and art thief.
 
   Deeper into the apartment, the kitchen and dining areas were on the same opposing sides as in my apartment. A corridor between these two areas led to the three bedrooms that both our apartments had. Every inch of wall space was covered in art. Oil paintings and watercolours, sketches, photography and even a mosaic that I shuddered to think some museum might be wanting back. 
 
   I took my time walking around and inspecting the front part of his apartment. Sculptures were tastefully placed on antique tables. Persian carpets covered parts of the wooden floors. Our apartments had a lot in common, yet Colin’s was more masculine. And the art was much more expensive than the pieces I had collected. I placed my handbag and computer bag with my work computer on one of the dark blue sofas.
 
   “Where are your books?” I asked.
 
   “In my study. I set up a library and reading area there. Your place inspired me.”
 
   “Evidently.” 
 
   Colin looked amused by my annoyance. I was appreciating a bronze sculpture that looked suspiciously like an original Picasso. He joined me. “Don’t you like my interior decorating skills?”
 
   “It looks to me like art is not the only thing that you copy, Mister Frey.” I looked pointedly at the open area. “Should I be disgusted or complimented by this blatant display of mimicry?”
 
   “Wow.” Colin took a step away from me. “That cut deep, Jenny.”
 
   “Jen-girl.” Vinnie’s booming voice broke into our conversation. I turned in time to see him storming towards us from the bedrooms. “You are here.”
 
   “I am,” I said. Watching the almost two-metre-tall giant coming towards me changed my emotional state. I went from annoyed to happy. Despite the last four months, I was genuinely happy to see Vinnie. I was less pleased when he didn’t break his stride and he swept me into his arms. My feet lifted off the floor and I hung helpless in a strangle hold.
 
   “I’m so, so, so, so, so sorry.” He repeated this a few times in my hair. I felt his muscular body tremble with emotional overload. That was the only reason I didn’t try to wriggle out of his arms. Vinnie was very kinaesthetic. He was a touch person. And he was a hugger. I didn’t like being hugged. He knew it, yet was still hugging me. I really wanted to wriggle.
 
   “Vin, put Jenny down. You’re smothering her.” There was humour in Colin’s voice. 
 
   I felt myself being slowly lowered, but Vinnie didn’t let go of me. At least I wasn’t squashed up against his chest anymore. He did, however, hold my shoulders in his huge hands so I couldn’t move away. At the hospital he had barely made eye contact and had avoided me most of the time. Not now. He looked me over as if making sure I was uninjured.
 
   “You’re even prettier than I remember.”
 
   “Vin.” Colin groaned. I couldn’t see him so I didn’t know if he was embarrassed or annoyed. 
 
   “What? She is,” Vinnie said, still looking at me. He leaned in until his nose almost touched mine. I quickly wrote two bars of Mozart’s Serenade No. 11 for wind instruments in E-flat major to not give in to the claustrophobic panic his proximity induced. “Jen-girl, I’m sorry. Colin told me that you were hurt by us not contacting you. I knew that it was not the right thing to do, but we didn’t know what else to do. It was never our intention to hurt you. You’re one of my best friends, Jen-girl. I never want to hurt you.”
 
   I completely forgot about my dislike for being touched. The intensity of Vinnie’s remorse overwhelmed me. That and yet another friendship declaration. This was becoming too much for me. I looked around him at Colin.
 
   “Okay, Vin.” Colin must have seen the desperation on my face. He stepped in and peeled Vinnie’s hands off my shoulders. “Let the pretty lady go. That’s a good man.”
 
   The relief of having my body to myself again was immense. I stepped back and concentrated on my breathing until I had my equilibrium back. After four months of limited social exposure, I now faced the challenge once again to interact. If I didn’t have my experience as a child pretending to socially fit in and my extensive training in psychology to fall back on, the feeling I had now would have been severe enough to trigger an episode. I reached for the right thing to say to Vinnie.
 
   “You’ve picked up weight.” 
 
   “Oh, Jen-girl, I missed you.” Vinnie laughed and slapped his stomach. “I put on more muscle, not fat. Being stuck in this apartment with Colin was boring. I had a lot of time to work out.”
 
   “Oh.” What else could I say to that?
 
   Vinnie looked around the apartment. “What do you think? Cool, huh?”
 
   The moment I saw Vinnie’s chin raise and his chest puff out, understanding descended upon me. “You decorated this place.” 
 
   “You don’t have to sound so surprised.”
 
   I was still trying to find my way through all the emotions of these two men being back in my life. Stepping back into social interaction was not as easy as it had been for me as a child. As I had grown older, I had become less tolerant of inane social niceties. But there was no denying its importance in this situation. All the indications of remorse and the desire to make amends were in Vinnie’s demeanour. I reached for my training and years of observing people. I didn’t fake a smile, but I modulated my tone.
 
   “Everything makes more sense now, Vinnie. You moved in here with Colin when he was still physically weak. That leads me to conclude that you had to move his furniture into this apartment.” I knew I was on the right track. Their faces told me. “He was too weak to really care what went where and you thought copying the layout of my apartment would be an easy solution. Especially since you had more important things to worry about. Once the furniture was placed, Colin grew used to it. So, when he was strong enough, he didn’t move anything.”
 
   “You told her, dude?” Vinnie looked at Colin with widened eyes.
 
   “I only told her that we moved in here six weeks ago. The rest she all deduced.”
 
   “Pretty and smart, just like I remember.” 
 
   We stood in silence for a few seconds. Then I realised they were still waiting for my verdict on the apartment. 
 
   “The apartment looks artfully decorated,” I said quickly, more interested in the reason I was here. “Where is Francine?”
 
   “Here I am.”
 
   We turned to the kitchen area. Francine was wearing black yoga pants and a matching body-hugging T-shirt. Her hair was washed and styled, diamond earrings dangling, gold watch on her one wrist and a diamond bracelet on the other. Her face was bare of make-up, yet multicoloured. And terribly swollen. 
 
   I took a step towards her. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”
 
   “I probably should, but then I would feel like I was sick or dying or something. And it’s not sexy.” She pulled her shoulders back, winced and walked towards us with a determined limp. She carefully lowered herself on the large dark blue sofa. “Since my usual clothes and shoes are too painful to wear, I have to make up for it with the diamonds. And there is no way I’m lying in bed wearing these fabulous diamonds.”
 
   As illogical as it was, I knew that many women used make-up and accessories the same way soldiers of old used war paints. It was a form of readiness for battle, whether it was fighting to the death or dealing with traffic, children and corporate pressure. In my everyday life, accessories were only necessary if they were useful.
 
   “Let’s sit down.” Colin’s suggestion brought me out of my musings. I took a seat next to Francine. Colin and Vinnie settled on the two wingback chairs facing the sofa. They started talking about Francine’s injuries, the men insisting she stay in bed, Francine arguing that she was well enough to be walking around. It was irrelevant and boring.
 
   A thought came to me. “Francine, shouldn’t you let your family know that you’ve been injured?”
 
   Fleeting expressions pulled at her swollen face. The one I took interest in was emotional pain. “No, it’s okay. I wouldn’t want to worry them. It’s not that bad in any case.”
 
   “Why did you kill those two men?” The gentleness in my voice surprised me. It made Francine blink away tears.
 
   She sat a little straighter and immediately grabbed the side of her broken ribs. “Vinnie, could you get my iPad, please?”
 
   “Sure thing, doll.” Vinnie got up and walked towards the bedrooms. I turned to look at Francine, waiting. She smiled. At least she tried. The cut and swelling on the left side of her mouth made it difficult for the muscles to function properly.
 
   “I hacked into the security system of the pharmacy across the street. They have a camera aimed at the alley where I was attacked. I had to enhance the video since this was quite far away, but you can see everything. The two men attacking me, me defending myself until I had to take those bastards out.” Her voice cracked on the last words. She tried to sound tough, but was not hugely successful. Vinnie returned and handed the tablet computer to Francine. She swiped the screen a few times and handed it to me. “Just tap on the play button and you can watch the whole thing. Unfortunately, maybe fortunately, there isn’t any sound, only the visual.”
 
   “It’s all I need,” I said and tapped the screen. A grainy gray movie started playing. I watched Francine coming out of a door into an alley, followed by two couples who looked like they were partygoers.
 
   “Pause it quickly.” Francine waited until I tapped the screen and looked at her. “This is an invite-only club. They change their location almost weekly to some out-of-use warehouse or building. It’s very elite and underground. This is where the morally and ethically corrupt rich go to close deals that would be way unacceptable anywhere else. Here you can associate with known criminals without anyone ever thinking anything strange. Or talking about it. Everyone there can be investigated for some kind of crime, no matter how petty, violent or white-collar complex. They’re all bastards and arseholes.”
 
   I frowned. “Then why did you go?”
 
   “I got the invite from someone I had worked with in the past. Needless to say, he is not as pure as the driven snow. He did help me expose a human trafficking ring, so I never gave him up to any of the government guys I work for.” She lifted one shoulder. “Anyway, I’ve known that these kinds of clubs have recently been on the government guys’ radars. A lot of designer drugs change hands and back-door deals are made there.”
 
   “And you thought gaining access to this shadow society would win you favour with some law enforcement agency.” 
 
   “How did you…” She stopped and sighed. “Yes, I thought it would get me back in their good books.”
 
   “You were in their bad books?” I wasn’t sure what this implied.
 
   “Oh, I might have pissed off a few people when I hacked Interpol’s ever-so-secure system.”
 
   “You did what?” Colin’s voice startled me. He was sitting next to me on the arm of the sofa. I had not heard him move. He was glaring at Francine. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “Isn’t it obvious that I would start there to look for you when you disappeared?”
 
   “Can we stay on topic, please?” I didn’t wait for them to respond and turned my attention back to the tablet resting on my lap. Francine’s admission did not go unnoted though. I placed it in a special compartment in my mind to later analyse. I tapped the screen.
 
   “No, wait,” Francine stopped me once again. I paused the video for the second time. “I’ll finish quickly. I was stupid to go. But I really wanted to give Interpol something to like me again, so I went. As soon as I got in, I had a bad feeling. It was as if the bouncer had expected me. I’ve learned a few things from you, Genevieve. I noticed his body language shift when he saw me. He glanced to a table at the back. I got in, had a quick look around and decided to leave. I wasn’t there for more than ten minutes. I didn’t even order a drink. If you rewind this video, you would see me go in.”
 
   “Later. Can I watch the video now?” When Francine nodded, I tapped the screen and watched. The two couples stumbled to the left as Francine moved to her right, towards the camera. The moment the laughing couples were out of sight, two masked men left the building from the same door and ran to Francine. 
 
   She must have heard the footsteps and started turning to the sound, but they were already on her. One man punched her hard in the face. She fell backwards into the arms of the taller man. He grabbed her around her waist and lifted her off her feet. The first man punched her again.
 
   At first she allowed her body to go slack, giving both men the illusion of compliance. Her body language communicated female pleading and fear. The tall man loosened his hold slightly and the first man moved in. As soon as he was close enough, she used the tall man’s hold on her as leverage and delivered a jarring kick to the other man’s groin. He dropped to the ground in visible agony. 
 
   She didn’t wait for the tall man to recover from the shock of her sudden display of violence. Francine fought like a martial arts student. My trainer would have been impressed with her. I most certainly was. The tall man was still holding her, his face an easy target when she slammed her head back into it. There was no doubt in my mind that move had broken his nose. 
 
   He reacted by holding her even tighter, but was not immune to a ten-centimetre heel jabbing into his foot. His mouth opened wide in a scream and he released her. By now the second man was slowly pushing himself up. The moment Francine’s feet touched the pavement, she started running. The first man grabbed at her and managed to catch her left calf. It was enough to unbalance her. She slammed into the ground.
 
   The tall man limped over as she kicked at the hand still holding her calf. Both men’s body language conveyed severe aggression. She had provoked fury in them. The tall man reached her side and kicked her so hard in her ribs that I flinched. I was amazed that her injuries were not more serious. She had lost one shoe, her pantyhose were ripped and she was curling in on herself to protect her torso from being kicked. The tall man delivered a few more kicks until Francine’s body appeared to relax in unconsciousness.
 
   The first man crawled over. One of her frantic kicks must have connected with his head. He was bleeding from a deep cut above his right ear. He lifted his right hand and an involuntary gasp left my lips. He held a large knife in his hand and a sneer pulled his mouth into a cruel smile. He was going to kill her. 
 
   Obviously these men did not have a high intellect or they would’ve learned from experience. Francine used the same tactic as she had earlier. Still pretending to be unconscious, she waited for the first man to be close enough before she executed a sequence of elegant moves so fast I could only see flashes of moving limbs until she punched him hard in his throat. His head snapped back and he dropped to the pavement, clutching his throat. Her punch had been hard enough to cause possible damage to his spinal cord. It definitely caused his trachea to collapse. He was going to die from lack of oxygen.
 
   The tall man stared at his comrade for a second. His nostrils flared, increasing his oxygen intake and so preparing him for action. Francine must have seen this. She grabbed the first man’s knife from the pavement, jumped to her feet and staggered. She favoured her left side, her ribs causing her enough pain to inhibit her agility. The tall man reached behind him and pulled a revolver from the back of his dark pants. Francine didn’t give him time to move it past his side. 
 
   With a speed that only a rush of adrenaline could provide, she stepped into him and drove the knife into his heart. How he did not see it coming or react to it, I didn’t know. The weapon dropped from his hand onto the pavement and he looked down in surprise. His eyes locked on the knife protruding from his chest and he slowly went down on his knees. He looked up once at Francine before he fell over and stilled. The first man had stopped moving. The horror on her face was visible despite the grainy image. She bent over and heaved. I tapped the screen and looked at her.
 
   “They tried to kill you.”
 
   “Yes.” Her eyes were glued to the paused screen on the tablet computer. She looked pale under the bruises.
 
   “Why?”
 
   She looked at me. “Watch the next two minutes.”
 
   Usually I preferred to watch political thrillers or art films. Movies with absurd amounts of violence didn’t appeal to me. Watching someone I had recently called my friend get beaten up was not pleasant. I steeled myself and tapped the screen again. 
 
   Francine was frantically wiping her hands on her dress. That explained the blood on her designer garment. Her movements were disjointed and I could see that she was in shock. Wearing only one shoe, she stumbled out of view.
 
   “I went to my car and came straight here,” she said softly. “Continue watching.”
 
   For a few seconds I only saw the two bodies lying prone on the pavement. A dark, shiny pool grew from the tall man’s chest. Blood. I shuddered. The door opened and three men, also dressed in dark clothes, walked to the death scene. They didn’t even take time to check the attackers’ vitals. One man rolled out two sheets of what looked like hard plastic and within a minute both bodies were rolled and bound. One by one, they carried the bodies to the left of the camera, out of view. When they returned, they disappeared inside only to come out with cleaning equipment a few seconds later. They started cleaning the pavement.
 
   “They spend about ten minutes doing that,” Francine said. “I’m sure that pavement has never been that clean.” 
 
   “What happens after they finish cleaning?” I asked, watching them scrub the pavement with hard-bristled brooms. 
 
   “Nothing. People come and go. I watched the video until it became light. No police. Nothing,” she said again. “My guess is that they put the bodies in a car and got rid of them somewhere. God, I can’t believe this happened.”
 
   I tapped the screen and looked at her. “You are an excessively paranoid person. Why would you go to a place like this? What made you think it was safe?”
 
   “I got hacked.” I couldn’t clearly see the anger in her face, but her tight fists and hard breathing communicated it loudly. “The only way that could ever have happened is if someone had physical access to my computers. Every single one of my computers has been built from parts, none of which has imprinted hardware ID’s. I also compiled my own operating system with FreeBSD…”
 
   She must have noticed the confusion on Vinnie’s face and lack of interest on mine. Colin was the only one nodding his head in understanding. Francine sighed heavily. “My computers were completely safe from external hacking. I would never, never, insert a CD or USB drive in my computer without knowing where it came from, who it came from and what was on it. In other words, someone had broken into my super-secret apartment and loaded their crap onto my computers.”
 
   “Do you know who?” I asked.
 
   “I’m working on it. When I checked my connection logs, I noticed traces in the data. That is how I knew I was hacked. Now I’m working on finding the little bastard.”
 
   “But what does this have to do with you attending this party?”
 
   “Ah, yes. Sorry. I get angry every time I think about some bastard breaking into my place, raping my computers, and forget what I was really talking about. This bastard had access to my entire database, so he knew all my communication, everything. A lot of success in hacking relies on psychology. You need to know what your intended victim will respond to. Studying my communication must have made it clear that I would’ve accepted an invitation from my contact. So they made the invite to look like it was sent from him. Someone had wanted me to be there.”
 
   I allowed this new information to process for a few seconds. “How easy is it to hack someone’s system?”
 
   “Most systems are shockingly easy to get into,” she said. “Banks, law enforcement agencies and a few other institutions have better security. Breaching that is a challenge, especially to get in and out unnoticed. Your company installed a professional security solution, which is pretty much an internet security package. This is then regularly audited by a computer security company. On top of that, the firewall and packet filter made getting into your computer a bit of a challenge, but not much.”
 
   “When did you hack into my computer?” I asked. This was the better question of many begging for answers. The other questions would require knowledge that I did not have. The fact that she had gotten past the security that Phillip had once boasted of was interesting. Phillip would be livid. I was curious.
 
   “You’re not angry that I hacked your computer?” Francine blinked a few times when I lifted my shoulders in a universal sign of indifference. “Okay. Well then. I got into your computer months ago. Why do you ask?”
 
   “I think that someone hacked my computer yesterday. Things were different when I got to work today.”
 
   My calm announcement was met with an outburst. Vinnie jumped out of his seat, demanding to know who it was. Colin overrode any reply with a barrage of questions. I was almost amused by them attacking me with questions without waiting for any answers. Almost. Being boxed in by Francine on the one side, Colin on the other and Vinnie hovering over me was becoming too much.
 
   I had expected a reaction, but not one so overwhelming. It made me take notice. I saw the worried look Francine gave Colin and the slight headshake he gave her as a warning. I also noted Vinnie’s posture change from friend to bodyguard. This had to be connected to the secrecy between them that I had observed a few times. I wondered if it was related to the case and whether I needed to know why they were so concerned. 
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   “I think we’ve all calmed down now,” Colin said, sipping his coffee. They had realised that their method of bombarding me was not getting them anywhere, so Colin had suggested a time-out. While Colin had gone to make coffee, Vinnie had explained the expression to me. I liked it. 
 
   “Genevieve, why do you think your computer was hacked?” Francine asked.
 
   “I always log off any program or site before I switch off my computer. When I switched it on this morning, I was already logged into my email account. And two of the icons on my desktop had been moved.” 
 
   “Have you told Phillip?” Colin asked.
 
   “No. I forgot about it when he and Manny came into my office. Then I lost myself in my work until you appeared. And I wasn’t a hundred percent sure.”
 
   “From the little you’ve told me, it is not conclusive that your computer was hacked,” Francine said. “But taken in the context of what has been happening, I’m convinced.”
 
   “What has been happening?” I thought back to our trip to the hospital. “Does this have to do with your uncle?”
 
   “I think you should tell the whole story now, Francine,” Colin said. “I, for one, would seriously like to know what’s going on.”
 
   “Yes, of course. My uncle’s house was broken into a couple of weeks ago,” she said.
 
   “Is he okay?” Colin asked.
 
   “He’s fine. Just supremely pissed off. Nobody wants to take responsibility for what he calls the royal fuck-up.”
 
   “How old is your uncle?” I couldn’t keep the surprise out of my voice.
 
   “Eighty-three. He’s actually my great-uncle.” She rolled her eyes. “He thinks he’s still forty. My uncles tried for years to get him to move into a retirement village, but stopped when he threatened to disown them last year. His body might not be the strongest, but his mind is sharper than most thirty-year-olds’.”
 
   “Should I assume that your family is affluent?” I asked.
 
   Vinnie snorted. “You could say that.”
 
   “Yes,” Francine said. “My mother’s family comes from old money. There are a lot of artworks that have been in the family for generations.”
 
   “Her family is the Lemartins,” Vinnie said with meaning. 
 
   “I don’t know what that means,” I said when all three of them looked at me expectantly. Was I supposed to react in some way?
 
   “They are one of the most influential families in France,” Colin explained. “Old money, high standing and power.”
 
   I was about to comment on Francine’s lack of social standing when I noticed the warning on Colin’s face. I pressed my lips together. Francine saw this and laughed, but immediately grabbed her ribs and breathed through the pain.
 
   “Don’t worry, Genevieve, this is one of the reasons I started hanging out with you. You don’t give a fig about social importance. It’s annoying to be with people who are in awe of my bloodline. You’re not. And you’re most likely right in whatever it is you’re thinking right now.” She started ticking off on her fingers. “I’m financially independent from my family and they so don’t like it. But that is not the biggest issue they have with me. My loving family doesn’t want anything to do with me because I don’t care about the stupid little elitist clubs they belong to. I don’t brownnose, I don’t care what other people think of me and I definitely don’t care about their money.”
 
   She had become more emotional talking about her family, so I didn’t think it prudent to ask about the many words she used that I was not familiar with. I did, however, understand the gist. I had always been a social outcast. At least until I had learned to copy social behaviour. Personally, I had never felt the strong urge for belonging, but knew it was important to most people and they would do whatever it took to gain acceptance. Anyone not succumbing to social pressure was remarkably courageous in my opinion.
 
   “You’re brave,” I said.
 
   “Or just stupid,” Francine said with a smile in her voice. “At least that’s what my mother’s family always told me. Except for my great-uncle. He is a bit eccentric and as he gets older, he supports me more.”
 
   Most often people said more by not saying something. Francine’s omission of support from her parents was telling. I also observed her increased discomfort with this topic. She had seldom ventured into her personal history during our lunches.
 
   “Back to the burglary,” she said, her tone less emotional. “Two weeks ago, my great-uncle was in Monaco for the weekend when his house was broken into. Of course he is insured, and he also employs a security company to watch over his house. He has a top-of-the-range security system throughout the property, but none of the alarms were set off during the burglary. There was no visible point of entry, no broken windows and the security cameras did not record anything. Basically, the crime did not happen, except for the missing art.”
 
   I glanced at Colin. His left eyebrow was lifted and the corners of his mouth turned down. “Just like the others.”
 
   “What others?” Vinnie asked.
 
   I told them about the burglaries that I was looking into. Colin had to listen to it for a second time. He shook his head when I finished. 
 
   “You haven’t told them everything, Jenny.”
 
   “God, these burglaries are definitely all related,” Francine said. “I want to find these bastards. What else is there about this case?” 
 
   “At some of the crime scenes the thieves left a red flower. The type of flower has not yet been confirmed and I’m not a botanist so I couldn’t identify it from the photos. Because these cases took place in different places with different types of law enforcement agencies handling it, no one picked up on that similarity.”
 
   “You did,” Francine said.
 
   “I saw the flowers on the crime scene photos. Manny confirmed it.”
 
   “Millard?” The venom in Vinnie’s voice surprised me. “He’s involved in this?”
 
   “He’s the one who brought the case to Rousseau & Rousseau,” I said. The glances between the three of them became too much for me. “What is going on here? You’re having whispered conversations and I can see from your nonverbal cues that you have a secret you don’t want me to know. Usually I wouldn’t care about people and their secrets, but this happens whenever I talk about this case. It also happened when we were in the hospital. What is this about?”
 
   “You have to tell her,” Francine said. She had said this before.
 
   “Tell me what?”
 
   There was a moment of silence. Francine shifted next to me.
 
   “Fine, I’ll tell her,” she said and immediately continued, not giving the men a chance to stop her. “The reason I insisted on having you in the hospital with me was to know you were safe. And also for you to find out what has been happening. I had hoped the men would tell you, but obviously they haven’t. I think your life is in danger.”
 
   I laughed. “My life? Who would be interested in me? I sit in a viewing room all day. If I’m not analysing video footage of interviews, I’m looking for anomalies in data. How could this put my life in danger?”
 
   “How many people have gone to jail because of your body language analysis? Or because you found an anomaly in some accounting somewhere that caused a forensic investigation?” 
 
   I was surprised that Francine knew so much about my job. I knew I hadn’t told her about this. She must have learned this while illegally accessing my computer. “In the last six years? Eleven people have been sentenced to time in prison and twenty have been given suspended sentences. There are even two people who were extradited.”
 
   Francine stared at me with her mouth slightly agape. “Wow. And you don’t think that maybe one of these people could be pissed off enough at you to come for revenge?”
 
   “My contract states that I will never be named in any legal proceedings.”
 
   “Nobody knows that you’re the one who got them investigated?” 
 
   “No. So you can see how I strongly doubt that my life is in danger.”
 
   Francine’s lips thinned as much as it could through the swelling. She grabbed her tablet computer and narrowed her eyes. “Two minutes. Time me.”
 
   I looked at my watch, even though I suspected her order to have been symbolic rather than serious. She was tapping away on her tablet computer. I looked at Colin and Vinnie. Maybe they knew what Francine was doing, but both of them just shrugged.
 
   “Here.” She pushed the tablet in my hands. “Look.”
 
   “It was one minute and,” I glanced at my watch, “twenty-three seconds.”
 
   “Look,” she almost shouted.
 
   I narrowed my eyes at her tone, but looked at the screen. The corrugator procerus muscles pulled my brow lower and together. “This is my email account.”
 
   “Your secure work email account. I’m totally in your system now. Whatever is on your internal main server is mine. Anything that you’ve saved, worked on, emailed, it is all mine. Your contact lists, your data, anything private that you might have revealed in emails or saved on your system. I can send emails in your name, I can download all your data, I can open all your files. You are mine, bitch.” She closed her eyes briefly. “Um, sorry. That one just slipped out.”
 
   “What is the point you’re trying to make?” I asked.
 
   “She’s trying to tell you that even a weaker hacker could get in after some time and know everything about you within a few hours,” Colin said. He lifted an eyebrow at Francine. “Maybe you should tell Jenny how you got into her system.”
 
   Francine sighed. “I was just trying to prove a point. Truthfully it would take me longer than this to hack into a secure system, especially from a tablet. When I first got into your mail server, it took me eighteen minutes. Now I had all your access data and that is why it only took one minute and twenty-three seconds.”
 
   “A rather dramatic way to make her point,” Colin said. “But it shows that some hacker could get into your mail or computer, and they would know which cases you worked on, who you had investigated or audited. You are not as secure as you think. Or as anonymous.”
 
   “But these are white-collar criminals. Like you. They are not violent killers.” My voice tapered off towards the end and I tried my best to not look at Vinnie. Nobody had ever said it out loud, but I was pretty sure he had committed many violent crimes in his past. Maybe not his recent past, but he was not a gentle sophisticated art thief. From bits and pieces that I had overheard and observed, I had drawn the conclusion that he might have been a mercenary. Although not the kind working for the government. I tried not to ponder too much on that.
 
   “Did you see you have four new emails?” Francine asked.
 
   I squinted at the screen. Indeed there were four new emails in my inbox. One caught my attention.
 
   “What’s wrong, Jenny?” Colin asked.
 
   “I didn’t order anything,” I said and opened the perplexing email.
 
   “What didn’t you order?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “Oh, she got an email that there is a package waiting for her in her mailbox.” Francine was leaning closer to look at the table computer in my hands. “This email says that it has ‘urgent’ written on the packaging.”
 
   “You don’t have mail delivered to your apartment?” Colin asked.
 
   “No, I don’t like strangers knowing where I live. I got a mailbox at this twenty-four hour office centre to limit accessibility to my private life.”
 
   “And now you know that someone with hacking skills can have full access without much effort.” Sympathy softened Francine’s tone. “If you let me, I can make sure that it will take the best of the best hackers days to get into your computer. And your smartphone.”
 
   “My smartphone?” I glanced at my handbag next to me. My smartphone was in its usual pocket inside the lining of my bag. “Of course. It is also a computer and has internet access, so it is equally hackable.”
 
   “And it can remotely be switched on and off. It can even record voice and video without your knowledge. And like any other smartphone, it can be used to trace your location with incredible accuracy.”
 
   Cold flooded my body. This was not a life I wanted. As it was, I already was bordering on obsessed about my safety. I had five locks on my front door and a reinforced door to my bedroom. And one for my bathroom. It had become part of my evening ritual to check all the locks. Sometimes I checked twice.
 
   Sure, I was aware of the dangers of hackers. That was why I never opened unsolicited attachments and I never downloaded something that hadn’t gone through two virus checks. I also had an antivirus programme and passwords on my smartphone. My proactive internet security attitude used to make me proud. Now these attempts seemed feeble. And useless against people like Francine.
 
   “Jen-girl?” Vinnie’s voice carried the tone of someone who had been calling me for some time.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Would you like me to go and get this package for you? I have to go to the shops in any case. We’re going to need more supplies if I’m to cook for all of us.”
 
   “You don’t have to cook for me, Vinnie,” I said. “I’m going home.”
 
   “Which is next door and you don’t have enough food in your fridge. You’re staying for dinner.” Vinnie stood up. “So, do you want me to get this urgent package for you?”
 
   I suspected there was more to Vinnie’s offer. My lips tightened on the realisation. “You don’t want me to go out.”
 
   “No, that’s–” He had the decency to look abashed when he saw my sceptical glare. “Okay, it’s true, but I only want you to be safe. I honestly do have to go to the market to get some stuff for dinner, so it’s no hassle to get your package.”
 
   I resented his logic and the convenience. With a lack of graciousness in my tone, I relented. “Fine.”
 
   Vinnie took the key to my mailbox and listened carefully to my instructions. One of the reasons I had chosen this specific company to have my mail delivered to was the anonymity. The shop front provided normal copy and print services twenty-four hours a day. The mailboxes were located in a secure room to the left. I had a key-card that gained me entrance to the mailbox room and a key for my specific mailbox. The only time I had ever had contact with someone in the shop front was the first day when I had collected my key-card and keys. Since then I only received an email whenever mail arrived. They wouldn’t even notice if it were Vinnie who picked up my mail instead of me.
 
   After some more shared looks with Colin, Vinnie left. 
 
   “What are you not telling me, Colin?” I asked.
 
   “Oh, there are so many things that I’m not telling you,” he answered with a smile. I did not appreciate his humour. He sobered when I just stared at him. “This unexpected package is suspicious, Jenny. Vinnie wants to make sure that everything is okay before you handle it.”
 
   “Isn’t this an overreaction?” I asked.
 
   “It’s not a big enough reaction,” Francine said. Her tone warned me that she was about to say something of utmost importance. I stilled and readied myself to listen and observe. “As you know, I am known for my suspicions about larger entities at work.”
 
   “Francine, you’re paranoid and think that everything is a conspiracy,” Colin said.
 
   “You say potato.” She shrugged. “Because of my personal beliefs, I became even more suspicious about the break-in at my great-uncle’s place. I didn’t suspect the guards, because I had vetted them.”
 
   “By hacking into some law enforcement agency’s system and running a background check on them?” Colin asked.
 
   “Of course. They all came out clean. I worked through a list of who I thought could have had something to do with this. The whole event was simply too well organised. The thieves must have had some inside information. That led me to the security company. It took some time, but I found the traces in the data. Someone had hacked into their system and had spent an extended period in Uncle Franco’s account.”
 
   “Your great-uncle’s name is Franco?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.” She blinked a few times and returned to the topic. “The hacker is not all that good. I managed to locate him.”
 
   “You found him?” Colin asked. “You know where he is?”
 
   “I know where he was.” The corners of her mouth pulled down a bit through the swelling. “When I got a trace on him through his hack on the security company’s system, I found his little nest. He tried to hide where he was with zombie computers and proxies, but I found him.”
 
   “Where is he? We should tell Manny.” My suggestion elicited frowns from both of them.
 
   “He’s gone. When I got his IP address and I got into his computer it was easy to get his address.” She gave a half shrug. “When I contacted my guy at Interpol, he was still too pissed off with me to act immediately to catch this guy. By the time they got to his apartment, he and his computers were in the wind.”
 
   “But can’t you locate him again?” I asked. “You got into his computers before, you can do it again, right?” 
 
   She looked defeated. “The short answer is no. The slightly longer answer is that he has not switched on his computers again, so it’s impossible to trace him that way.”
 
   “But there is another way?” I had heard it in the tone of her last sentence.
 
   “I hope so. When I got into his system, I copied everything. It is as if I have his computer on mine. I know where he’s been, the sites he visits most often and I’m keeping a watch for him to return there. The moment he logs in to one of those sites, he’s mine. I will find him again.”
 
   “Didn’t he find you too?” My question brought a scowl to her bruised face.
 
   “Yes. But not by remotely hacking my system. He had to have broken into my place. I will get that son of a bitch. I would just like to know how and why he targeted me.”
 
   “Wait,” I said, thinking of all she had told us. It was outrageous in its improbability and lack of facts. “Two weeks ago your great-uncle goes on holiday and his place is robbed. You suspect something, hack into the security company’s computer system to find that they had already been hacked. Somehow the hacker now knows you know. He breaks into your super-secret apartment to get physical access to your computer, which he hacked. He then uses that information to lure you to a party to kill you.”
 
   “Exactly!” She sat up. “So you agree with me that there is a conspiracy.”
 
   “What conspiracy?” I squinted. “Wait, I didn’t agree to anything. I’m merely considering the feasibility of this presumed sequence of events. I also wonder why you were considered enough of a threat to eliminate. I don’t see a conspiracy.”
 
   “Well, I think that there is some conspiracy and I plan to find it.”
 
   “So where do I fit into all this? Why am I in danger?” I asked, thinking about her incoherent ramblings on the way to the hospital and her earlier proclamation.
 
   She glanced at Colin. I didn’t see his expression, but hers told me that I wasn’t going to hear the real reason. “My gut is telling me that the hacking into my uncle’s security company and the hacking of your company is connected. And before you shout at me, I know you don’t believe in gut feelings, but my gut has never been wrong.”
 
   “I don’t shout.”
 
   She smiled. “No, you don’t. But you do get offended at anything that is not factual. I promise you that I will find that facts to prove that my gut is right. Until then you just have to be careful.”
 
   “Why did you hack into my computer initially?” I asked.
 
   She squirmed a little and exhibited more nonverbal signs of discomfort. “Um, I, um, have to know what is happening in the lives of the people I care for. I just check every now and then to make sure that you are safe.”
 
   “Do all of you think I need protection?” I asked through clenched teeth. “I have seven years of self-defence training, I have a superior intellect. I might not function so well socially, but I am not completely useless.”
 
   “None of us think that you are, Jenny.” Colin rested his elbows on his knees and looked intently at me. “When people care about someone, they will do anything and everything to protect that person.”
 
   “But I don’t need protection.”
 
   “This douche just tried to kill me,” Francine said. “He’s been in your system, so yes. I think that you need protection.”
 
   “Jenny, look at what we have so far.” Colin was using his reasonable tone. “Burglaries that show similarities, a red flower at each crime scene tying them together, a hacker who got not only into the security company’s system, but also yours and Francine’s. It also looks as if all the burglaries were ordered, as if someone is behind this all. Think, Jenny.”
 
   I pressed my fingers against my temples. I didn’t want this to be true, but Colin was right. “Fine. I’ll concede that it looks like this might be a syndicate. But there is still so much we don’t know. So far there is nothing that connects the victims. I looked through all the police reports today and there is nothing similar. Except that these houses were supposed to be protected and that the most valuable artwork in the house was stolen.”
 
   We started arguing back and forth about what was known about the case. I got bored after ten minutes. After fifteen I withdrew into my head. Maybe a few pages of mentally written Mozart would make that connection that had been knocking at my consciousness since this afternoon. A breath before the connection passed into my consciousness, Vinnie’s insistent calling brought me out of my head. I glared at him.
 
   “Don’t look at me like that. I cooked you dinner.” He snorted, turned around and walked to the dining area. Colin and Francine were already seated at the table. I hadn’t realised I had been in my head for such a long time. I joined them at the table.
 
   “I also got your package. I left it in your apartment,” Vinnie said as he started dishing up for each of us. The helping he put on my plate was three times as much as I could consume, but I refrained from commenting. Something else was much more pressing.
 
   “How did you get into my apartment?” I asked.
 
   “Oh. Um. Well.” He winced.
 
   “We all have keys to your apartment, Jenny,” Colin said.
 
   “How? I changed the locks after you left me.” The looks on both their faces told me everything I needed to know. “Of course, you are thieves who are experts in breaking and entering. How often do you go into my apartment?”
 
   “Almost never,” Colin said. I believed him. “We only go in after some service people have been in. To make sure that there aren’t any bugs in your place.”
 
   “Stop, just stop talking.” I carefully put my cutlery on my plate. I had such tight control over my movements that my hands were shaking lightly. “I’m going to my apartment. I don’t want to talk to you anymore.”
 
   Ignoring their protests, I grabbed my handbag and computer bag from the sofa and went to my apartment. There were too many things for me to process. Personal things which included my new neighbours, my new housemate, the access they had had to my apartment and everything else. Since I had never liked agonising over emotional situations, the bits of information and that connection wanting to break through to my consciousness were much more appealing. Maybe an hour in my bathtub would help my cognitive processes. It might also relax my tense muscles.
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   The bath had not been as relaxing as I had hoped. Usually a good book would be enough to settle me for the night. Not tonight. I forced myself to go to bed by eleven, knowing that tomorrow I had to be ready for my meeting with Manny. I also wanted to be rested so that I could figure out what the meaning was of the shared looks between Colin and Vinnie. But by three in the morning, I was remaking my bed for the fourth time. I had twisted the sheets out from under the mattress. 
 
   I looked down at my bed, contemplating whether it was worth getting back in. I decided it wasn’t. There was work that could be done instead of me twisting and turning in bed all night. This break in my routine did not sit well with me and I walked into the kitchen, the corners of my mouth pulled down. First priority now was coffee. I placed my favourite mug under the coffee machine spout, flipped the switch and waited.
 
   “Can’t sleep?” Colin’s voice right behind me startled me into a shriek. I swung around, glaring. He lifted both hands, palms up, and was trying his best to hide his laughter. “Sorry, Jenny. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”
 
   I mentally wrote five bars of Mozart’s String Quintet No. 4 in G minor while staring at Colin with narrowed eyes. He was standing two feet away from me, barefoot, dressed in sweatpants and a white undershirt. Sleepwear. When I felt calmer, I turned back to the coffee machine in time to stop it before it filled the mug too much. I took my coffee and leaned against the counter.
 
   “When did you come in? And where?” 
 
   “About an hour after you left. Through the window. That might be why you didn’t hear me.”
 
   I was not getting into another argument about him using the front door. I walked around him to the dining room table. My computer bag was on its usual chair, the first one from the right. “I was actually hoping that you had changed your mind.”
 
   Colin followed me, pulled out a chair and sat down, his right leg stretched out in front of him. Only now did I notice the mug in his hand. Had he also been suffering from a sleepless night?
 
   “You seriously thought I would change my mind?” he asked.
 
   I sat down across from him, placed my mug on a coaster and started unpacking my computer bag. “No. I knew you had made your decision. I did, however, have an irrational moment of hope.”
 
   He didn’t respond. I paused in my unpacking to look at him. I couldn’t see any sign of offence or hurt, so I continued. I placed my work laptop in front of me, but didn’t open it. I put a notepad in front of the computer and carefully aligned three pens to the right of my laptop. I rested both my hands on top of the laptop and looked at him.
 
   “Why can’t you sleep?”
 
   He started to answer, but I stopped him by shaking my head.
 
   “I can see that you are going to lie. Don’t do that. Not if you want me to trust you again.” As it was, I was far too comfortable with him in my space. Not until this moment had I paid attention to the fact that I was only wearing ankle-length pyjama pants and a snug purple t-shirt. It was not revealing in the least, but it felt normal to sit at my dining room table with Colin at three in morning, both of us dressed in our pyjamas. I didn’t want him to break the trust slowly rebuilding by the lie I saw forming on his face.
 
   He sighed. “Truth?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “I haven’t slept much in the last four months.”
 
   “Since you were captured and tortured?”
 
   “Yes.” He swallowed and looked out of the dark window. “It’s easier when I am awake.”
 
   “You have bad dreams.”
 
   He straightened and looked at me with a false smile. We had reached the end of this topic. I could respect that.
 
   “What are you working on?” he asked.
 
   I tapped the laptop. “I was going to go over my notes about the burglaries, but now I don’t know if it is such a good idea.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because of that hacker.” My top lip lifted slightly in disgust. “If he has access to my system, then he’ll know what I’m looking at.”
 
   Suspicious muscle movement on Colin’s face had me narrowing my eyes.
 
   “What did you do?” I asked.
 
   His smile held guilt and humour. He nodded at the laptop under my hands. “I took this to Francine last night. She did all kind of magic things to make sure no one will ever hack your computer again.”
 
   “But she can get in. That is not no one.” 
 
   “True.” He shrugged. “I would rather have her on my side than anyone else.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say without referring to Francine’s conspiracy theories and her activities that were borderline and sometimes outright illegal. “Is it safe enough to look at my notes?”
 
   “Yes. She said that not even Kevin Mitnick would get into your computer now.”
 
   “I don’t know who he is.” 
 
   “Only one of the most notorious hackers in the world.”
 
   “Oh.” I thought about this. “Could he be a suspect?”
 
   “Last I heard, he was running a security company and had written some books about hacking. I think our guy has a more personal investment in this case. The point Francine was making was that your computer is extremely difficult to hack now.”
 
   “Oh. Good.” I opened my laptop and turned it on.
 
   Colin left the table for a minute and returned with a book from my bookshelves. From the bookmark sticking out, it appeared that he had already read one third of it. He didn’t dog-ear the book nor did he break the spine. I approved of his handling of my books. He settled across from me and started reading. I opened the files that I had saved the day before and stared at it. Nothing new came to me. The hard copy case files were still in my computer bag. I read my notes six times and still that connection didn’t want to come. I leaned back in my chair and sighed.
 
   “What?” Colin looked up from his book.
 
   “There is a pattern here that my mind is seeing and I’m just not getting.”
 
   “You separate yourself from your mind?” He put the book on the table.
 
   “Of course not.” Yet again I had to explain myself in simple sentences. It was not easy. “My subconscious notices a pattern or an anomaly when I go through data. It takes time for my subconscious to process that data and communicate it to my conscious mind where I have the words to express what it is that I’m seeing.”
 
   “Oh,” he said and looked towards the other side of the room. “Does everybody’s brain work like this?”
 
   “Everyone’s neurological patterns are unique. For most people this is similar.”
 
   “Interesting.” His eyes fixed on something close to the front door. “Hey, did you forget about your package?”
 
   “What… Oh yes, the urgent package.” I twisted in my chair to follow Colin’s gaze. Vinnie had placed the package on one of the wingback chairs in the reading area. It was quite large and flat, wrapped in heavy-duty brown paper. I got up and walked over. On the package was a strong handwriting, the kind that would usually be done by a man. My address was written clearly in a thin black marker. A shiver ran down my spine. I didn’t like surprises. 
 
   “Aren’t you going to open it?” Colin was standing next to me, also staring down at the package.
 
   “I didn’t order this.”
 
   “So someone just sent this to you out of the blue? Who would have your mailing address?”
 
   “I have bought a few things online that I had shipped to that address.” I frowned at the flat, square package on the chair. “I didn’t order this.”
 
   “So you keep saying. Well, Vinnie had it checked for electronic devices and some other things.”
 
   “What other things?” 
 
   Instead of answering me, Colin picked up the package. “Why don’t I open this for you?”
 
   “Okay.” I watched as Colin shook the package and tilted it from side to side. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Trying to guess what’s inside.” He smiled at me. “Want to go first?”
 
   “It’s a senseless exercise. Just open it.”
 
   His smile widened and he inspected the wrapping. “Got scissors? We’ll have to cut through this.”
 
   “In the kitchen.” 
 
   He followed me wordlessly to the kitchen. I retrieved a pair of scissors from its designated place in the second drawer from the left. He took it and carefully cut away the tape that held the paper at the back of the package. It took a full minute to remove the layers of brown paper. Except for my name and address, there was no other writing on the package. No indication where it had come from. Only layers of brown paper. I immediately put the paper in the recycle bin, out of view. We were left with a flat brown box. 
 
   Colin had to cut the flap open since it was also taped closed. By this point I had no idea what to expect, so when he pulled out a framed painting I only raised my eyebrows. I flattened the box and also put that in the recycle bin. I turned back and found Colin studying the painting.
 
   “I did not order that,” I said. I realised that repeating myself served no other purpose than revealing my confusion. Yet I had a desire to say it one more time. I didn’t. “What is it? Is it an original?”
 
   “This is the Beata Beatrix by Dante Gabriel Rossetti.” He leaned in and narrowed his eyes. “No, this won’t do.”
 
   He took the painting to the reading area and turned my reading lamp so that he could place the painting in the light for maximum viewing. I quietly followed him and stood there feeling redundant. I had no art expertise to draw on. In the six years that I had worked at the upscale insurance company, I had learned quite a bit about art. But my knowledge sadly only extended to the names of the most expensive artists and valued works of art. Those I would be able to recognise on sight. This applied to a limited number of works. A very limited number.
 
   My expertise was reading and interpreting nonverbal communication cues. And psychology. For almost all human behaviour, I could give an academic explanation of its possible origin. Right now I could give an in-depth analysis of all the cues that led me to believe that Colin was fast forming a conclusion. It wasn’t difficult to see the confidence he exuded in inspecting the painting. He knew what he was looking at and looking for. I didn’t. I had no knowledge of authentic paintings versus forgeries. He did. 
 
   “This is a masterpiece.”
 
   “It’s real?” Surprise lifted my voice.
 
   “Nope. It’s a masterful forgery.” He straightened and looked at me. I knew that look. It caused a feeling of my heart dropping into my stomach. In actual fact, my heart was palpitating from a rush of adrenaline. “This makes me think of all those paintings that were done for Piros in our last case.”
 
   “But Piros is now in prison.” I had followed his trial closely. He would not experience freedom until he died. He had been sentenced to seven successive life sentences. And that had been only for the civilian cases. The international cases against him as a military official were still ongoing. “It can’t be him.”
 
   “I’m not saying that it’s him, Jenny. All I’m saying is that it makes me think of one of the artists who forged work for him while he was running his art crime syndicate.”
 
   “Then who painted this?”
 
   He turned back to the painting and looked at it for a few moments. He shook his head. “I have no idea.”
 
   “Why send it to me? What does this mean?” Questions were piling up in my brain. Suddenly I felt naked in my pyjamas. I wanted to wear something that I could run away in. 
 
   This irrational thought brought a stop to the chaos in my mind. I needed to look at this calmly. 
 
   “I don’t know, Jenny. All I know is the inspiration of this painting. Well, not this painting, but the original painting. Dante Rossetti was not only an artist, but he was also a translator. He translated many Italian works of poetry, including Dante Alighieri’s La Vita Nuova.”
 
   “That was written by Dante in the thirteenth century.” As a teenager I had had an interest in medieval literature. It had lasted only three months, but Dante had made an impression. I did not remember any of his early work though. My fascination had been with his later pieces. “It was long before his more famous Divine Comedy, right?”
 
   “Exactly. He wrote that combination of prose and verse as a very young man in love with her.” He pointed at the painting. “Beatrice Portinari was the main focus of his poetry in that work, Dante’s love interest from childhood. Rossetti completed this oil on canvas painting in 1870.”
 
   “I don’t know whether to call it strange or interesting that both their names were Dante.” 
 
   “The medieval poet’s full name was Durante degli Alighieri, known to most as Dante. The nineteenth-century artist was named Gabriel Charles Dante Rossetti. He preferred to be called Dante in honour of the poet.” 
 
   “Do you think this is significant?” 
 
   Colin shrugged. “No. Yes. Maybe. But this painting is interesting.”
 
   The young woman depicted on the canvas was sitting in front of a low wall with light streaming in from a window behind her. Her face was lifted upwards in what looked a meditative or praying pose, and her open hands rested on her lap in a seeming petition. A red dove offered her a poppy flower. In the background to the left was a shadowy figure holding what looked like a flame in her hand. To the right, deep in the shadows, was a male lion.
 
   “Why do you say it is interesting?” I considered a red dove with a halo delivering a white poppy interesting. Colin’s reference might be different.
 
   “It is a perfect replica. One of the best I’ve seen. Except for the lion.”
 
   “What’s wrong with the lion?” I leaned closer to look at it.
 
   Colin didn’t answer me. He walked to the table, sat down and handled my laptop as if I had given him permission. I hadn’t. I took a deep breath and joined him at the table. 
 
   “Look.” He turned the laptop, my laptop, for me to have a better view of the monitor. “This is the original painting by Rossetti.” 
 
   “Oh my.” I blinked a few times. “There is no lion.”
 
   “Yup. No lion.” He slumped in the chair. “Why on earth would someone paint such an extraordinary work and get it wrong?”
 
   “Because it is a message.” I pointed at the figure to the right of the painting on the monitor. “What or who is supposed to be in place of the lion?”
 
   “Dante.”
 
   “Hmm.” My mind wasn’t even giving me a glimmer of a connection. I continued to stare at the painting on the monitor. “And the person on the left?”
 
   “That is Love. In Dante’s La Vita Nuova he constantly refers to her. Here he is looking towards her. In the book Dante mourned the unrequited love he had for Beatrice right up until her death. Rossetti painted this after his wife, Lizzie, died from a laudanum overdose. She died in 1862. Both this painting and the translation for La Vita Nuova were done after Lizzie’s death. He felt close kinship and understanding to Dante’s painful mourning of Beatrice’s death in that book.”
 
   “It was more than just their names binding them,” I said absently. This was immensely fascinating, but I could not see any correlation to any of the previous two days’ events.
 
   “Does this mean anything to you?” Colin asked.
 
   I went through the whole story that he had just told me three times in my head. “No, I can see no connection whatsoever.”
 
   “A connection to the burglaries?”
 
   “You think there is a connection?” I asked in turn. “Please tell me if you see it, because I don’t see it.”
 
   “I’m not seeing anything. But I do think this is far too coincidental to not be connected somehow.” He shifted in the chair. “The painting is here in Strasbourg.”
 
   “The original painting?” My voice was a bit too loud. I cleared my throat.
 
   “Yes. One of the more prestigious art galleries is holding a fantastic exhibition and this is their drawing card. It’s on loan from the Tate Museum in London.” His mouth indicated scepticism. “Someone from this gallery must know someone from the Tate. There is no other way that they would’ve gotten such a priceless piece of art for their exhibition.”
 
   “Which gallery is it?” I asked.
 
   “La Fleur Galerie on Grand Rue.”
 
   My eyebrows shot up. I grabbed my computer and looked for a company email sent out earlier in the week. “La Fleur Galerie? This is becoming ridiculous with all these little connections. Aha, got it. Just like I thought. La Fleur Galerie is insured by Rousseau & Rousseau. I was asked to watch the interview footage of all the employees to check for any markers of dishonesty. La Fleur has done a lot in preparing for this exhibition and protecting all the artwork that will be on display there.”
 
   We fell silent for a few minutes. My mind was turning over every tiny bit of information. As inconsequential as it might seem, even the smallest thing could help me solve this painting mystery. If we were talking about things seeming too coincidental, then I had another question. “Could this have something to do with your disappearance?” 
 
   Colin flinched as if I had punched him. His reaction was reflective and miniscule. But I had been trained to notice micro-expressions. I had seen his limbic brain’s honest response to my question. There was nothing he could say to make me believe he did not suspect some connection between the painting, the burglaries and his mission that had gone awry.
 
   I watched him struggle with an answer. He must have known that I would call him out on a lie. He was debating what to tell me. I was hoping for the truth. The full truth. 
 
   My waiting got interrupted by a ping from my computer. My email account had at last opened and I had a new email. It was marked urgent, but that wasn’t what concerned me. 
 
   “What is it?” Colin asked. I glanced up from the computer and noticed the relief on his face that we could focus on something else. 
 
   “An urgent email.”
 
   “Seems like there are lots of urgent things. Who is it from?”
 
   [bookmark: _Toc374897031]It took a moment for me to answer. “Dante.”
 
   “Shit. For real?” He leaned in to look at the screen. “This is getting way too out there to be anything but connected.”
 
   I lifted a brow at his use of such informal language. He was clearly as taken aback by this as me. I opened the email and frowned. 
 
   Colin sat even closer to also read the message. He grunted. “What does this mean?”
 
   “‘The vengeance of those wronged shall visit upon the observers of the purity of new beginnings. Mayhap the mother of all might be their saviour.’” I shrugged and shook my head. “I don’t know what this means.”
 
   “Who would write something like that? It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “It made sense to whoever wrote this,” I said. In Oxford I had done an undergraduate year in abnormal psychology. This kind of behaviour had come up in a few discussions. The other students had called these people loonies. People who communicated through code, thinking they were of superior intellect, daring authorities to catch them and stop them. People who were dangerous. 
 
   It felt as if my heart dropped to my stomach.
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   “If you don’t like it, you can leave.” I was bored with this argument.
 
   “You know I’m not going anywhere,” Colin said, the buccinator muscles stretching the corners of his mouth into a sneer. 
 
   “Then stop complaining. I’m getting dressed. Manny said he’ll be here in about fifteen minutes.” I had phoned him despite all Colin’s complaints. He had sounded strangely alert at this time of the morning and hadn’t wasted a moment. He was on his way. And I didn’t want to meet the grumpy Interpol man in my pyjamas. I closed my bedroom door a bit louder than was strictly necessary. Colin had annoyed me.
 
   The moment I had suggested we contact Manny, he had exhibited all kinds of hostile nonverbal cues. And then refused to explain why he didn’t want me to phone Manny. This conflict between the men was fast becoming overbearing. It was a distraction that I didn’t appreciate. I pulled a neatly ironed pair of jeans from my wardrobe and a soft long-sleeved T-shirt from the top of a perfectly aligned stack. 
 
   I didn’t bother with make-up. I seldom did. At most I applied mascara and lipstick on a working day, but this was five o’clock in the morning. In my apartment. There was no need for frivolities. I did, however, spend two minutes carefully messing up my short brown hair. Everything else in my life was generally void of chaos, and my messily styled hair appealed to my rebellion against social norms.
 
   Colin was also dressed and pacing the length of the open-plan living area when I left my room. His lips were pressed into a thin line. A sign of distress. Combined with the rest of his body language it was easy to come to a conclusion. I went to the kitchen to make more coffee. He joined me, leaning against the counter, arms folded and glaring at me. I was hard pushed to not roll my eyes.
 
   “What would you have done? Who would you have phoned?” I asked softly. I didn’t want to argue any more.
 
   “Not Millard.”
 
   “That’s not an answer, Colin.” I turned to him and studied his face for a few seconds. “You know you can tell me.”
 
   “I know.” He was silent for a long minute. “I can’t. I’m sorry that you have been dragged into all this, Jenny.”
 
   “Into all what?”
 
   “This.” He waved his hand towards the computer. “The burglaries, Francine’s attack, this mysterious package.”
 
   “You didn’t do any of this. You have nothing to be sorry for.” I knew this to be true. He wasn’t responsible for any of the many reasons that had me making coffee and waiting for Manny at five in the morning. Then why did guilt and remorse flash across his face?
 
   The doorbell interrupted any further analysis. Manny. He wasn’t aware of Colin’s association with Interpol. I shuddered at the thought of his reaction if he were ever to find out. In his opinion, Colin was a common criminal worthy of being thrown in prison. Knowing Manny as I did, he was not going to take kindly to being deceived for such a long period. 
 
   I opened the door and frowned. Manny was freshly showered and looked surprisingly awake. He had even shaved.
 
   “Are you going to frown at me all day or let me in, Doctor Face-Reader?” He too was irked.
 
   “Sorry. Please come in.” I moved to the side to allow Manny in. “Thanks for coming.”
 
   “Yeah, sure. Where is it?”
 
   “By the dining room table.” After locking all five locks, I followed Manny to the dining area. Colin had brought an easel from his apartment and the painting was displayed on it next to the table. As we reached the table, Colin stepped from the kitchen.
 
   “You.” Manny didn’t hide his displeasure. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I moved in with Jenny.” His smile was smug. He was masking his rage towards Manny with disrespect.
 
   Manny turned to me, his face an expression of revulsion. “You’re shacking up with this delinquent?”
 
   “I’m not sure what that means, but I think you are insulting me. Don’t.” I pointed my finger at Colin’s chest. “And you must stop provoking Manny. He’s here to help.”
 
   If these men were wolves, they would have been snarling and snapping at each other. They were human, so they stood there glaring, neither one the first to break eye contact. God, I hated working with men. With people.
 
   “Let’s focus on the painting and the email.” I wanted to go back to what I was familiar with. Analysis, data, facts. Not emotions.
 
   “Missy, is this criminal really staying here?”
 
   [bookmark: _Toc374897033]“He’s not a–”
 
   “I’m staying here for a short time,” Colin interrupted me. Interesting. He actually wanted Manny to think he was a criminal. “My apartment is currently being renovated.”
 
   I bit down on the insides of my lips. Lying never sat well with me and I was terrible at it. Colin was a good liar. A truly good liar. From Manny’s face, I knew he was suspicious, but almost convinced. Again he dismissed Colin and turned to the painting.
 
   “This it?”
 
   “Yes, this is the Beata Beatrix by Dante Rossetti.”
 
   “Doesn’t look like much.” He leaned in to take a closer look, his hands locked behind his back. “So you say this is a forgery?”
 
   “Yes.” Impatience was audible in my voice. I didn’t like repeating myself. I had told Manny everything about the painting and the email when I had phoned him.
 
   He straightened and stared at me for a few seconds. Then he looked at Colin, grunted and sat down heavily on one of the dining room chairs. “I’ll have to take this in for the forensic guys to look for prints. Do you still have the wrapping and the box?”
 
   “It’s in the recycle bin,” I said. “But I don’t want you to take the painting.”
 
   “Missy, I don’t really care if you want me to take it or not, I’m going to.”
 
   “You won’t find any prints on it,” Colin said. “Well, you’ll find our prints, but no one else’s. The frame is clean and I will bet my bottom dollar that there are no other prints.”
 
   “Prints are not the only things that we can get from that painting, Frey.”
 
   “Of course not.” Colin nodded in acknowledgement. “Trace elements can give us clues about the painter. The paint, the canvas, everything. Jenny, you’ll have to let Manny take the painting.”
 
   I hesitated. “Okay, but I want photos of this painting.”
 
   “I’ll even get my guys to print out a life-size photo of this one,” Manny said. “Does that work for you?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.”
 
   “Now tell me everything else.” Manny lifted his eyebrows at us. It would seem that our ten o’clock meeting had been moved forward. 
 
   I sat down in my usual chair and Colin in the chair next to mine. I fixed an unfriendly look on him when he put his arm across the back of my chair. His territorial display did not please me. I continued frowning at him until he removed his arm and straightened a bit. He didn’t move away though. 
 
   “We think that the burglary cases, Francine’s attack, this painting and the email are all connected,” I said, addressing Manny.
 
   “Wait, hold up.” Manny pointed one finger in the air. “Firstly, tell me about Francine’s attack.”
 
   [bookmark: _Toc374897034]“Jenny–”
 
   “Colin, no.” I stopped him with an intense glare. “The last time I withheld information from Manny, you were suspected of murdering someone and I landed in jail. I’m not doing that again. He might be uncouth in many ways, but he is a good investigator. You know this.”
 
   Colin responded by folding his arms across his chest and scowling. He looked at the painting and nodded his head. As if I needed his permission to continue. I longed for Phillip’s calming presence. He was the expert in handling people. Not me.
 
   Manny inhaled to speak. Most likely about my insult and compliment in one sentence. I couldn’t let him say something that would provoke me into another faux pas or Colin into verbal assault. So I jumped in with the full explanation of everything that had taken place in the last forty-eight hours. Francine’s attack, her ramblings, the hacker and his possible connection to our burglary case and my computer being hacked. I didn’t tell him that Colin had bought the apartment next to me or that Vinnie and Francine were there at the moment. At some point it might become relevant, but it wasn’t a necessary detail now.
 
   “And what do you think is the relationship between all that and the painting?” Manny asked, rubbing his shaved jaw.
 
   “I can’t see any relationship,” I said. “Except that it is far too much of a coincidence that these cases, Francine, the hacker, the painting and the email all entered my life in the last two days.”
 
   ‘There’s no such thing as coincidence,” Manny mumbled. He briefly pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes. “Okay, so what do you think the email means?”
 
   I had gone over this a thousand times in my head. Still there was no significant insight. That connection still hadn’t clicked into place. I shrugged. “I genuinely couldn’t tell you. I have no context to interpret this seemingly nonsensical sentence. I’m not good with speculation and conjecture.”
 
   “I am.” Vinnie spoke from the front door. I had to change the locks. Again. Even if it was only to stop these people for a day or two from having full access to my apartment. 
 
   “I’m even better.” Francine pushed past Vinnie and walked slowly towards us. Dressed in different yoga pants and this time a glittery silver top, she more resembled her usual supermodel self. The swelling in her face had gone down only a little, but it was enough for her high cheekbones to be visible again. “Some might call it conspiracy theories, I call it conclusions based on well-researched data. Hello, Manny. You’re looking oh so dapper.”
 
   She sat down next to Manny and ran a manicured fingernail down the lapel of his jacket. He inspected her face for a second, not missing a single bruise. Then he leaned in until their noses almost touched. “Don’t fuck with me, little girl. You’ll lose.”
 
   I could count on one hand the number of times I had heard Manny use strong language. Once again he confirmed to me his uncanny, and well-hidden, ability to see through people’s disguises. Most likely he also saw that Francine only responded to and respected strength. His way of conveying that point was with swearwords. 
 
   “A real charmer, isn’t he?” Francine smiled beautifully and settled in her chair. Her body language communicated approval of Manny. I marvelled at the games people played.
 
   “What’s he doing here?” Vinnie was giving Manny the same look I had seen on his face months ago. That day he had crushed a mosquito feeding from his arm with a lightning-fast slap.
 
   The loud groan of frustration I uttered surprised everyone. Even me. I waved my index finger at them. “I don’t want this… this juvenile behaviour in my apartment. I don’t know how to deal with it and frankly, it is boring. If you’re going to be here, behave like the intelligent individuals I know you are. Whatever it is you have against each other, act on it when I am not around.”
 
   My outburst was clipped and louder than my normal tone. I wouldn’t have been surprised if Colin, Vinnie and Francine walked out and never came back. Once I had taken that tone with a schoolmate. The rest of the semester no one had spoken to me. At the end of that semester my parents had started homeschooling me. A similar situation had taken place at my first university. And at another university. That was why I avoided social interaction. 
 
   I knew Manny wouldn’t leave. He had a professional stake in the case, no personal interests. I raised my eyebrows at my three supposed friends. They had been the ones insisting on friendship. Not the other way around. I wasn’t trying to make friends. I wanted to solve a crime and a mystery. 
 
   “I’ll make breakfast.” Vinnie was the first to break the awkward silence. He gave Manny another mosquito-crushing look. “For all of us.”
 
   The large man left my apartment while he muttered about my empty fridge and bringing food. I concluded that it was his way of conceding to my demands. Since no one else said anything or left, I accepted it to be their silent agreement as well.
 
   “Where is he going?” Manny asked.
 
   “To get ingredients for breakfast.” I turned my attention to Francine. “Colin told me you secured my laptop last night. Could someone have gotten past that security?”
 
   “No.” She shook her head. “For that to happen, the hacker has to be better than me. That leaves a handful of candidates in the world. Why?”
 
   The next five minutes were devoted to explaining the email to Francine. When Vinnie returned I had to repeat the story. It annoyed me, but gave me the opportunity to include the details about the painting. The thought of having to repeat this all again to Phillip later at work did not enthuse me. Francine grabbed my computer and tapped away on the keyboard, doing things I carried no knowledge of. 
 
   Vinnie got busy in the kitchen while Colin, Manny and myself tried to make sense of the email. We were just going around in circles, the men insisting on outrageous conjecture and Francine interrupting to add a theory that included a government conspiracy. This was exasperating.
 
   “What do you mean?” Colin looked at me and I realised I had spoken out loud.
 
   “This isn’t getting us anywhere. When I draw conclusions it is because I have a wealth of data to work with. We have an email, loosely connected robberies, a hacker and a painting.” The levator labii superioris muscles pulled my top lip up in disgust. “Everything you have just said is wild hypothesis.”
 
   “It’s called brainstorming, missy.” Manny only called me missy when I did or said something to anger him. 
 
   “It’s speculation and conjecture,” I said. “Our time would be better spent looking for other connections between these different elements.”
 
   The conversation was put on halt when Vinnie brought breakfast to the table. In less than twenty minutes he had prepared large quantities of toast, scrambled eggs and freshly squeezed orange juice and served it with a tray full of condiments and steaming coffee. We started eating. There was a small window of approximately four minutes when no animosity was observed around the table. It didn’t last long.
 
   “Why do you have keys to Doctor Face-Reader’s apartment?” Manny carefully placed the knife and fork on his plate and stared at Vinnie. “Or did you also move in here?”
 
   “Don’t take that tone with me, old man.” Vinnie waved his knife at Manny. “I need less than this to–”
 
   “Vinnie.” Francine’s low warning stopped Vinnie from threatening a law enforcement official.
 
   Mentally writing Mozart was much more productive than listening to their bickering. A connection was begging to be made. I didn’t know whether it was related to the robberies, the email, the hacker, the painting or something else. All I knew was that it was close and there were too many distractions. Too many people in my apartment, their body language, the nuances of their threats and tones were disquieting. I felt the tension slowly drain from my muscles as I finished the Larghetto of Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 27. 
 
   “Jenny?” 
 
   I opened my eyes to find only Colin and Manny still in my apartment. The table was cleared and a quick glance at the kitchen confirmed that Vinnie had cleaned up.
 
   “I need to go to work,” I said and looked at my watch. I groaned. Two hours had passed since I decided to go into my head. “I’m going to be an hour late.”
 
   “I have an errand to run, then I’ll come in too,” Manny said. “I’ll fill Phillip in on everything we have.”
 
   “Oh, thank you.” I was relieved and grateful for not having to yet again go over the last two days. Manny didn’t waste much more time with redundant greetings. It took him less than one minute to leave, but not before he gave Colin one last glare. I closed the door and wondered about the sense of locking the five locks. I did it anyway.
 
   “I’ll drive you to work,” Colin said from the kitchen. He was placing our mugs in the dishwasher. 
 
   I was about to argue when I remembered that my car was still at the office. “Give me ten minutes.”
 
   Nine minutes later I was back at the front door with my handbag and work computer in its bag. Colin got up from the sofa and smiled at me. “All set?”
 
   “I’m ready to leave, yes.” I opened the door and waited outside until he locked the door with keys that I knew I hadn’t given him. With an inner groan I decided not to argue about that. 
 
   He took my computer bag, slung it over his shoulder and walked down the corridor. I followed him to the elevator. We fell into a comfortable silence until we were in the car and Colin pulled into the street. He was fiddling with the controls on the steering wheel. “Want to listen to the news?”
 
   “Why do you ask when you already switched on the radio?”
 
   “Touché.” His smile relaxed his face and he glanced at me. “I could switch it off if you don’t want to listen to it.”
 
   “No, it’s fine. I want to hear the outcome of yesterday’s debate in the senate.”
 
   “Are they still going on about the immigrants?” he asked. Some pop song was playing in the background. Another glance at my watch warned me that the news should be read any minute now.
 
   “Yes, but this debate was about healthcare. The president’s wife actually had a few valid points in an interview on the television a few nights ago.” 
 
   “Isn’t she a doctor?”
 
   “A neurosurgeon. Since becoming the first lady she doesn’t practice as much as she used to, but she’s still active in her field. Actually, she’s one of the best in her field.”
 
   “How come you know so much about her?”
 
   “I watched a documentary,” I said. Something in our conversation clicked with something in my subconscious. I was close to unveiling some mystery, yet it eluded me. It was unbelievably frustrating. “Turn off the radio.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Turn off the radio, please,” I said. “I need to think.”
 
   “Should I turn on some Mozart?” 
 
   I was surprised. “You listen to Mozart in your car?”
 
   “I’ve kinda grown fond of the guy.” Colin squirmed a little in his seat. He was embarrassed. “Anything specific you want to listen to?”
 
   “Do you have his Violin Sonata No. 21?”
 
   With only a few glances away from the road, he found the piece and the sounds of the opening melody filled the vehicle. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and leaned back in my seat. From many years of experience I had learned to not push my mind. I focussed on the sombre harmonic accompaniment of the piano and the plaintive sounds of the violin. Even though the second theme in this sonata was written in a major key, it still carried the heaviness of the grief in the opening theme.
 
   The information connected and formed a picture that crashed into my mind. I gasped and pushed my palm against my chest. I had it. I had the connection. 
 
   “What? Jenny, what is it?” Colin started to slow down and turned on the indicator to pull off the street.
 
   “No.” I sat up. “Go. We need to go to La Fleur Galerie. Now.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s there. We need to go now.” I pointed to the right. “Turn here. It is about five minutes away. We’re close. We must get there now.”
 
   Colin turned into the street I indicated. His attention was taken up by manoeuvring his large SUV through the tight streets of downtown Strasbourg. “Jenny, what is going on?”
 
   “It’s a message.”
 
   “What message? What are you talking about?” Colin drove us as far as he could in a second narrow street and parked illegally. “We’re going to have to walk the rest of the way.”
 
   “Let’s go.” I jumped out of the car before he finished his sentence. We needed to get into this medium-sized art gallery. It was located in the centre of the tourist district on a street that had been closed for traffic. I could see the corner of the building about eighty metres ahead of us and increased my pace.
 
   “Jenny, talk to me.” Colin was next to me, lengthening his stride to keep up with me. He sounded worried. 
 
   I took a deep breath. I needed to focus my thoughts. The excitement of the connection had me reverting back to scattered behaviour. To neurotypical people it didn’t make sense and was often referred to as crazy behaviour. I needed to line up my thoughts in a logical manner. 
 
   “What was wrong with the painting?”
 
   “Apart from it being a forgery, the lion replaced Dante in the painting. Everything else is exactly like the original.” He narrowed his eyes. “What about the lion?”
 
   “Lenard is a variant of Leonard which means ‘lion strength’ or ‘strength of a lion’. That’s the anomalous lion in the painting.” I took a shaky breath. “The second sentence in his email says, ‘Mayhap the mother of all might be their saviour’. The name Genevieve has Celtic roots with the meaning ‘of the race of women’ or ‘mother of the race’. Whatever vengeance he has planned, he thinks I can stop it. Either stop it or play some other preventative or abetment role. And I’m sure the clue is in the original painting hanging in this gallery.”
 
   “Jesus.” Colin stopped me a few metres from the front doors of the gallery. “Jenny, if this is a personal message, it could be a personal attack. I don’t think it is a wise idea to go into the gallery alone.”
 
   “I’m not alone. I have you,” I said and continued walking. “Besides, what could go wrong? It is an art gallery in the city centre surrounded by tourists, with security personnel, security cameras–”
 
   “Which can all be hacked.” He caught up with me and grabbed my elbow. “We should phone someone.”
 
   “Who? Do you want to phone Manny?” My sincere suggestion offended him greatly judging by his expression. Since he hadn’t told me what his problem was with Manny, I chose to ignore the shimmer of guilt I felt. I pulled my elbow out of his grasp and knocked on the glass door. It was before opening hours, but I could see personnel moving around inside. It was my second, and louder, knock that got the attention of a skinny young man. I glanced at Colin. “Look at all these people inside. We are perfectly safe. I’ll just have a quick look at the painting.”
 
   The door opened before he could reply. I took a deep breath and readied myself for my best performance at social interaction. 
 
   Five minutes later Colin was looking at me with a slack jaw, and the young man was escorting us to the painting. My name and credentials delivered in a kind but authoritative tone worked wonders. All with the help of years of studying, observing and practicing.
 
   The young man led us through the front of the museum towards the back. We passed a few people, but apart from curious looks, they didn’t pay much attention to us. We went up a set of stairs to the next floor. None of the rooms had doors, a few had a heavy rope preventing access. Colin was absorbing everything in our surroundings. A practiced thief. 
 
   We reached a large room dedicated to the most prominent works of art. The Beata Beatrix was in this room. I put my social skills to practice again. After only one minute’s discussion, the young man agreed that I could lift the heavy rope to enter the room. He left us to call his supervisor.
 
   Colin was right behind me, his body a loud expression of disagreement. I ignored him and stepped onto the carpet. Most art galleries favoured wooden or tiled floors. This carpet was a Persian that left half a metre of uncovered tiled floor space running the length of the walls, framing the beautiful handcrafted rug. All the walls in the room were filled with paintings from the eighteenth century, but it was the painting straight ahead that caught my attention. The Beata Beatrix was hanging in the most prominent place in this room.
 
   “Jenny, wait.” Colin’s fingers brushed my elbow. He had tried to grab my arm again, but I was faster and I left him at the door, walking straight to the painting. He was not happy with me. “Seriously. Wait. Something doesn’t feel right.”
 
   “You know I don’t work with feelings,” I said without looking back and took the last four steps to the painting. On the second last step, something clicked under my right foot. 
 
   “Freeze!” Colin’s shout was what stopped me. It was so remarkable for him to raise his voice that I immediately knew to take it seriously.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I was standing with my right foot ahead of the left, most of my weight resting on the right. “Should I not move at all? Is speaking okay?”
 
   “Don’t turn around,” he quickly said when I started to turn my neck. “Speaking is okay, but no moving. Okay, Jenny?”
 
   “Okay.” This was proof of my trust in Colin. Despite his disappearance out of my life, my anger towards him and my confusion about his issue with Manny, I trusted him. But I didn’t know with what. “Tell me what is going on.”
 
   “Jenny, I want you to stay calm. Don’t shift your weight at all. Can you do that?”
 
   “I’m doing that. Now tell me what is going on.” I was becoming annoyed with the concern I heard in his voice. 
 
   “When I tell you, I don’t want you to react. I don’t want you to go into your head either, okay?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because you rock yourself when you’re in your head and that would not be good.”
 
   “Colin.” My voice was low and I pushed the words through my teeth. “Tell me what is wrong.”
 
   “I think you’ve just stepped on a bomb.”
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   “A bomb?” I almost laughed at the ludicrousness of the notion. “Colin, you can’t expect me to believe that.”
 
   “Argue all you want, just don’t move.” I heard him move and found it very difficult to not look over my shoulder.
 
   “What are you doing?” When he didn’t answer me immediately, I spoke louder. “Not speaking to me is making me feel unsafe. That makes me want to go into my head and not come out again. If you tell me what is happening, I can deal with it rationally and intellectually.”
 
   “I’m coming to you, but I’m going to walk along the wall. I don’t want to step on the carpet at all.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Look at the painting. What do you see against the wall?”
 
   “I assume you are not talking about all the paintings hanging on the wall.” I let my eyes inspect the wall in front of me. I was about a metre and a half from the wall. I had actually planned on stepping right up to it, inspecting the original for clues in the message this person was trying to convey to me. “There’s a thermometer next to the Beata Beatrix, which is odd. Why would they need to check the temperature? Surely it is controlled by the air-conditioning. It’s rather the humidity that needs to be controlled in an environment like this.”
 
   “Look more carefully.” Colin’s voice was a bit closer.
 
   “There is a wire running from under the carpet to the thermometer and from the thermometer to the back of the painting.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “How is that a bad thing?”
 
   “Without sounding as paranoid as Francine, I think that you were lured here with the clues. I’m sure there is a pressure plate hidden under the carpet where you are standing now. Again I’m merely guessing, but I’d rather err on the side of caution. I also think that those wires are leading from the pressure plate to a bomb behind the painting. Either that or…”
 
   I didn’t like the way he stopped himself from continuing. “Tell me, Colin.”
 
   “Or you’re standing on the bomb.” 
 
   He was standing to the right of me now, about a metre away. His eyes narrowed at the wiring and I could see in the economy of his movements that he was trying his best to not jolt anything. He took another careful step closer and leaned in to look at the wires leading from directly under my feet to the painting. He aligned his head to the wall, not touching it, trying to look behind the painting. It was the two quick blinks that made me want to crawl into my head and hide in Mozart’s harmony forever.
 
   Colin straightened and looked at me with great severity. “Do not move. Not a muscle, Jenny. Don’t adjust your weight, don’t change your breathing, don’t even blink.”
 
   “That is impossible. Blinking is an involuntary–” I stopped speaking. He must have said this either to bring his point across or to distract me. The latter almost worked. I got the point.
 
   “I heard the click when you stepped on that plate, Jenny. I have no idea what will happen if you move. Even just looking down could alter your weight distribution and it could set the bomb off.” He took out his smartphone and tapped on the screen. “We’re phoning for help.”
 
   “Does Vinnie know how to disable bombs?” I asked.
 
   “I’m not phoning Vinnie.” The pronounced curl of his lip gave me a hint before he confirmed, “I’m phoning Millard.”
 
   A few emotions pulled at his facial muscles before he tightened his lips and bit down on his jaw. People did this when they attempted control over wayward feelings. He lifted the phone to his ear. 
 
   Manny didn’t take long to answer. Before Manny had time to be sarcastic, Colin started speaking. “Jenny stepped on a bomb. We are at La Fleur Galerie. I’m pretty sure she stepped on a pressure plate. Yes, a bomb. Would you like me to spell it for you? No, you cretin, she’s not moving. Just send GIPN and their bomb disposal guys. And get someone to evacuate the building.”
 
   From where I was standing I could hear Manny shouting at Colin. The words were not clear, but the message was. The shouting stopped abruptly and Colin lowered the phone. “He hung up. But he is phoning the cavalry and he is on his way too.”
 
   I didn’t ask about his incorrect use of cavalry. The GIPN weren’t soldiers on horseback. They were an elite group of highly trained policemen and women. Much like the American SWAT teams and other emergency response teams. In the background a phone rang and I wondered if it was the order to evacuate. I turned my attention to Colin. “You should leave.”
 
   “Don’t be stupid.”
 
   “With my IQ, that is not likely to happen.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “You might have an incredible IQ, Jenny, but it is possible to be stupid as well.”
 
   “It’s a harsh and ugly word, used far too much in modern society.”
 
   “I agree, but in this case it is accurate. You will indeed be acting far less intelligent than you are if you think that I am going to leave you here alone.”
 
   “According to you, there is a bomb under my feet or in front of my face. Of course I want you to leave.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere, so you can stop that argument right now. Nothing you can say will change my mind.” The jut of his jaw indicated his determination as well as his anger. 
 
   “Why are you angry?”
 
   “Because you didn’t listen to me when I told you to wait.”
 
   “Oh. Sorry.” I thought about this some. “With your experience as a thief, your feeling that something is wrong is obviously derived from your learned observations and analysis of the environment around you. I was wrong to discount it as irrelevant and unimportant. But you really shouldn’t call your subconscious observations feelings. That was what made me lose interest in what you were saying.”
 
   There was a slight narrowing of his eyes before he smiled at me. Whatever he was about to say got interrupted by the young man calling to us from the doorway. “We’re leaving. Nobody knows what is going on, but we were told to leave you guys in here. Is everything okay?”
 
   Since I couldn’t turn around to speak to the young man, Colin took over. His smile was almost convincing as a relaxed, charming expression. “Everything is just fine. It’s best if you get your colleagues out of here right now and take the morning off. I’m sure your boss will contact you when the gallery will be ready to open again.”
 
   “Okay, if you say so.” I heard the doubt in his voice, but there was a bit of excitement too. It could be from the prospect of having a paid day off or from the potential raise in status he could receive from his friends if he had been at the scene of some interesting crime. His footsteps disappeared down the stairs.
 
   “How’s your balance?” Colin asked.
 
   “I’m fine.” Without moving my head I dropped my eyes to my extended right leg. “I don’t know for how long my muscles will be able to hold this position.”
 
   Downstairs, the front door opened, allowing the chaos of sirens and running footsteps in. I hated not being able to turn around and see what was coming at me. All I had was Colin’s expressions. The one he had now was of recognition and annoyance. Manny had arrived.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing here, missy?” 
 
   I almost smiled at Manny’s insensitive handling of such a delicate situation. And I was grateful. I would not have appreciated patronising concern in a carefully modulated tone. Not from Manny. A muted argument between him and some stranger with a deep voice drew my attention to Colin’s face. He looked amused. The argument gained volume until Manny proclaimed, “That is my girl in there. I know how to handle her and will not leave here. Tell them, Doc. Tell them that they don’t need kid gloves.”
 
   I almost shrugged, but stopped in time. Not moving was a challenge. “I don’t know what kind of gloves they’re going to need to see if there is a bomb or to disable it. If they need kid gloves, you should let them use them, Manny.”
 
   There were chuckles behind me. Colin’s smile erased the anger he had exhibited when Manny had spoken. I didn’t understand the humour of this moment.
 
   “How many people are there?” I quietly asked Colin.
 
   His eyes zoomed in on the doorway and beyond. “Manny, a man dressed in a bomb suit, two men looking like they’re from the emergency response unit and I see another two further away from the door.”
 
   “They all have guns, don’t they?” I deeply disliked weapons.
 
   “All except for Manny and the bomb-suit guy.” Maybe Colin didn’t see Manny’s weapon, but I was sure there was a gun somewhere on his person.
 
   “Ms Lenard?” the deep voice asked from the doorway. It sounded like his voice was coming through a speaker.
 
   “It’s Doctor Lenard to you,” Manny said before I could answer.
 
   “My apologies. Doctor Lenard, my name is Edward Henry. I am an EOD technician and am going to make my way to you.”
 
   “What is an EOD technician?” I asked.
 
   There was a moment of silence. “Explosive Ordinance Disposal technician. I disarm bombs. Are you doing okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.” 
 
   “Can you hold still and not move?” 
 
   “I haven’t moved since I’ve stepped on this thing. Colin told me not to move.”
 
   “I assume you are Colin?” There was no doubt in my mind that Edward hadn’t addressed that question to me, so I didn’t answer.
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
   “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to carefully make your way out of the room.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere.” Colin looked at me when he said that.
 
   “I have to insist.”
 
   The thought of Colin leaving me to face Edward and a potential bomb by myself caused me to make a strangled sound. I wanted to give in to the overwhelming desire to simply walk out of here. Or even better, go into my head and bathe in Mozart.
 
   “Jenny?” Colin’s eyes flew to me and narrowed.
 
   “Please don’t leave,” I whispered. “Rationally I know you should not be here, but I really don’t want you to leave.”
 
   His right hand lifted as if to touch me, but it stopped mid-air and then fell to his side. “Nothing and nobody can make me leave you.”
 
   “Sir, you have to leave now.” The voice came from my left, the opposite path Colin had followed to get to me. I slowly turned my head just enough to have this man in view. He wore something I could only liken to a space suit. 
 
   It was a full-body suit made of material that looked impenetrable. I doubted he was able to get dressed without any help. The suit even covered his head and had a helmet with a visor. That explained why his voice sounded like it was filtered through a sound system. His hands were uncovered which, after a moment’s thought, I realised must be to give him the freedom I could only imagine was needed to disable an explosive device.
 
   That last thought combined with Edward’s awkward movements in that blast suit brought home the severity of this situation. As quickly as I could without changing my balance, I focussed on Colin. I would much rather look at him than at the spaceman. I desperately wanted to reach for Mozart in my head.
 
   “I’m not leaving. You’ll just have to work with me here,” Colin said to Edward, but didn’t look away from me. 
 
   Edward stopped and looked from us to the doorway and back. “Who are you people?”
 
   [bookmark: _Toc374897036]“I’m Doctor Genevieve Lenard and this is Colin–”
 
   “That’s not what he was asking, Jenny,” Colin interrupted me and I knew it was to prevent me from revealing his surname to a law enforcement official. “We are citizens in need of your expert help. I will not get in your way, I will not comment on what you do. I’m here for Doctor Lenard.”
 
   It was the first time Colin had addressed me professionally and it didn’t feel right. As much as I had hated him shortening my name at the beginning of our acquaintance, I now only responded to him when addressed as Jenny. The same as Manny calling me everything but my real name. 
 
   “Frey, are you sure about that?” Manny spoke from the door, giving away Colin’s surname. “As much as I don’t like you, SOP requires that you leave.”
 
   “Standard Operating Procedure,” Colin said before I could ask about the acronym. Then he looked over my shoulder towards the door. “I’m not leaving. Just as you’re obviously also not leaving.”
 
   “No way in hell I’m leaving Doctor Face-Reader with the likes of you,” Manny said.
 
   “It’s all settled then.” Colin looked back at me. “Don’t get startled and move, Jenny. Bomb guy is almost next to you.”
 
   “His name is Edward,” I said and turned my head a fraction. Indeed, the heavily suited man was about two metres away from me, walking slowly on the tiled floor. “Hello, Edward.”
 
   His head snapped up and he looked at me through the visor. After a few seconds’ inspection he nodded. “Hello, Doctor Lenard.”
 
   “Please call me Genevieve,” I said. Colin made a rude noise, but I didn’t want to look at him. That would require a fast movement.
 
   “Right. Genevieve.” He stepped closer until he was within reach of the wires. “Do you have any idea what’s going on here?”
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   “Only wild speculation,” Colin said. This time I slowly moved my head to glare at Colin. I hated being in a situation where I was forced to count every word I said. I already had to focus on not moving to a safer place – my head. Colin didn’t respond to my glare. He was looking at Edward. “If you feel along the carpet, it will be easy to locate the pressure plate.”
 
   “And you are sure this is a pressure plate?” Edward asked. “How would you know?”
 
   Colin closed his eyes briefly. “When Jenny, Genevieve, stepped on it, there was an audible click. That and the wires brought me to this conclusion.”
 
   Edward slowly lowered himself to his haunches and inspected the carpet around my feet very lightly with his fingertips. “Would that be your wild speculation?”
 
   “Please don’t touch me,” I said. “I don’t like being touched and will probably move if you do.”
 
   Edward froze and there was a short silence. “I wasn’t planning on touching you, Genevieve. I’m just feeling around your feet for this pressure plate. It would seem that you were correct. There is a plate. I don’t know if it is a bomb though.”
 
   From a pocket Edward removed a device. It was in two parts, attached by a cable. The one part looked like one of those laser guns the traffic police used to catch people speeding. The other had a display screen and a few control buttons.
 
   “What is that?” Colin asked.
 
   “This is Fido,” Edward said and aimed the laser gun part at my feet. “It is equal to using a sniffer dog or bees to locate explosive devices. It detects a wide variety of commercial, composite and pure explosives.”
 
   “What is its accuracy rate?” I asked. This was fascinating in quite a disturbing way. I might have enjoyed this marvel of scientific and technological development much more had I not been the one being sniffed by a machine.
 
   “Less than three percent false alarms.”
 
   “But there is a possibility.” My voice cracked and I focussed on my breathing for a few seconds.
 
   Edward finished aiming the sensor at my feet and looked up at me. “I’m not going to let anything happen here, Genevieve.”
 
   His reassurance didn’t help. How could I believe him? He was no doubt trained in keeping the situation under control. That would mean keeping me calm. In order to do that I was sure he would lie. And I couldn’t read his body language under that big suit or his facial expressions, which meant I had nothing. I didn’t know if I could believe him and that automatically made me not believe him. This circuitous thinking raised my heart rate and my breathing was becoming irregular.
 
   “Jenny, look at me.” Colin had moved another centimetre closer. “I wish I could hold your hand, but that might change your balance and we can’t have that.”
 
   “My leg,” I said softly.
 
   “What’s wrong with your leg?” Edward asked.
 
   “Tell him to not speak to me, please,” I said to Colin. A moment ago Edward’s presence had been tolerable. Not anymore. Even though I knew his name, Edward was still a stranger to me. Him being so close to me was triggering behaviour I had worked hard to control. “My leg is beginning to cramp. My thigh muscles are quivering. I want to move.”
 
   Colin vehemently shook his head at Edward. I supposed the man was on the verge of speaking to me again. “Unless it is of utmost importance, don’t say anything. I’ll handle Jenny. She won’t move.”
 
   “Handle me?” I narrowed my eyes.
 
   “Don’t go interpreting things I didn’t say, Jenny. I just mean that I’ll talk you through this.”
 
   “Then you should’ve said that. Why do people say one thing when they mean another?” I grunted in discomfort. My right thigh muscle was pulling into a knot. “Colin, my leg.”
 
   “Is a very sexy leg,” Colin said. “Both of them actually.”
 
   My jaw went slack. His eyes dropped to my legs and slowly moved from my feet to my thighs. He leaned slightly to the side to look behind me. “Your arse is really sexy too. In these jeans especially. I like how it hugs your butt. Although I prefer you in your pyjamas. With sleepy hair. Stuff fantasies are made of.”
 
   I was frozen in a combination of horror and fascination. Colin had fantasies about me? He thought I was sexy? And he had said all this in front of Edward. I was sure that even Manny could hear it from his position by the doorway. There were sounds and movement next to me, but I was too absorbed by Colin’s ghastly inappropriate behaviour to pay attention to it. What was he thinking saying these things?
 
   “Yes,” Colin continued. His eyes moved over my torso and paused on my chest. “It’s a pity that your jacket is hiding your cleavage. The top you’re wearing this morning? Wow. When you move, it moves just enough for me to see a bit of lace from your bra. Now that really got my attention. Sexy, sexy, sexy.”
 
   Then I saw it. The orbicularis oculi muscles contracted around his eyes. The corners of his mouth pulled to the side so quickly in a smile, I almost missed it. If I had not been so shocked by what he had blurted out, I might have caught on to it much sooner.
 
   “You have truly stooped low, Colin.” Disgust lifted my top lip and I dropped my voice. “Low.”
 
   “Whatever are you talking about, Jenny?” He gave me a lecherous look that was almost comical in its exaggeration. 
 
   “Did you in all honesty think I would believe you?”
 
   “You almost did.” His smile was genuine. “For a moment there I had you in the palm of my hand.”
 
   I sneered at the hand he waved at me. “You did not have me in the palm of your hand. You confounded me with your outrageous compliments.”
 
   “Secured.” The voice behind me startled me and I almost moved. I blinked a few times and carefully turned my head to look at Edward. I had completely forgotten about him. “It’s safe for you to step away, Genevieve.”
 
   He was standing to the left of the painting with clippers in his hand. The wire running from the carpet to the wall had been cut. The painting was slightly askew, which meant that he must have moved it. How had I missed this? 
 
   “It’s safe? Are you sure?” I asked. I still didn’t believe or trust him.
 
   “Take off your helmet and tell her again,” Colin said next to me.
 
   Edward lifted the visor. “I can’t remove the helmet by myself. Will this do?”
 
   I nodded and studied his features. He had a crooked nose and his lips were almost feminine in their fullness. But his eyes were the most arresting feature in his face. I had only once before seen such a light blue that almost looked gray. They were framed with long, dark lashes.
 
   “It is safe to move, Genevieve. Fido didn’t detect any explosives here and I dealt with the wiring. You are safe.” The truth was there. Even though I could not connect his facial expressions to his body language, his face told me what I needed to know.
 
   “Okay.” The first step I took was away from the wall, away from the painting. After being locked in one position for almost an hour, my legs did not agree with the movement. It felt as if my muscles had been replaced by a gelatinous substance. My knees buckled and my legs started to fold under me.
 
   “I got you.” Colin moved to my side with two fast steps and pulled me against him. I leaned heavily into his side, his firm embrace the only thing keeping me upright. 
 
   “What the hell happened here?” Manny stormed towards us, all his freshness of this morning gone. He bore the signs of prolonged frowning, creases on his brow and stress pulling the corners of his mouth down. “When in bloody hell did you think it was okay to start triggering bombs without letting me know first?”
 
   Pins and needles announced the return of blood circulation and I shifted from one leg to the other. It caused a rocking motion that Colin wordlessly followed.
 
   “Do you realise that you are saying we should inform you first before we set off bombs?” I asked, distracted. The pins and needles were becoming painfully pronounced.
 
   Manny walked away, turned around and walked back to us. He took another step so that he was in my personal space and pointed a finger in my face. “You aggravate me.”
 
   The stress was now clearly visible all over Manny’s body. I realised that I was the cause of it and it didn’t feel good. I stopped moving and looked at Manny. “I’m sorry.”
 
   The rest of my apology and explanation got interrupted by Edward and his team insisting that we leave the room. They needed to make sure there weren’t any other surprises under the carpet. Edward also reprimanded Manny for walking all over the carpet without a thought. 
 
   “Can you walk?” Colin asked. Being held by him like this, I became aware of the differences in our height. I was a centimetre or two taller than the average woman, but fitted neatly under his arm. 
 
   “I think so.” I gave a tentative step away from Colin, but he followed me, still holding me tight against him. My legs felt much better, but I was sure I looked like a newborn filly. 
 
   Another man, also dressed in protective gear, but not a full-body suit like Edward, led us to the side of the wall, to the tiled floor. All the while Manny grumbled about me causing him to take early retirement. 
 
   The man who escorted us out of the room left us at the doorway. Manny got out his phone and within seconds was involved in an intense conversation, interspersed with barked orders. He nodded at us to follow him and walked to the entrance, every now and then glaring back at us.
 
   In the larger space of the gallery, I stepped away from Colin. This time he let me go, but stayed close. I hated feeling this weak. I straightened my spine and pulled my shoulders back. Walking slowly to ensure maximum balance, I made my way to the front. The gallery was now filled with law enforcement people dressed mostly in black protective gear. I stopped.
 
   “You okay?” Colin asked, touching my elbow lightly.
 
   I turned to face him and pulled my elbows tight against my side. “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   “And thank you for distracting me with the inane talk. It worked.” I tilted my head to the side. “Why did you say those things?”
 
   “You mean telling you that you’re sexy?” He smiled his charming smile. He was trying to provoke me. Again. I let my face convey my full displeasure and waited. He laughed softly. “Okay, okay. Just for the record, it isn’t inane. It’s the truth. But I did think that saying it in such an outrageous manner was going to be better at distracting you than getting you involved in an intellectual debate.”
 
   I stared at him. By the day my respect for this man grew. If only he hadn’t had a long criminal history, I would have considered him a peer. No, I mentally corrected myself. I did consider him my peer. He might not have the same genius IQ I had, but he had a natural ability to see deep into people. Without wasting a moment, he had known the best way to get my mind off the bomb and my cramping leg and not allow me to disappear into Mozart.
 
   “When you look at me like that I get worried,” he said, one corner of his mouth lifting.
 
   “You shouldn’t be worried.” I lifted my hand and after a moment’s hesitation, placed the tip of my index finger on his sleeve. “What you did in there was incredible. I am deeply grateful.”
 
   Loud footsteps stopped next to us. Manny. “Would you please now tell me what the bleeding saints you were doing here?”
 
   “Don’t start with me, Millard.” Colin moved just a fraction, but it was enough to form a barrier between me and Manny. “Remember that I was the one who phoned you.”
 
   “Which might be the only intelligent thing you did all day.” 
 
   Not only did my expertise give me the skills to live more unobtrusively among neurotypical people, it also enabled me to understand irrational behaviour. Manny had been frightened by the gravity of the situation. His aggression stemmed from relief rather than anger. Yet it grated on my nerves. 
 
   Colin and Manny were now involved in a very loud, very insulting argument. Both men letting off steam. With a sigh I looked around. Everyone in the gallery was moving with purpose, investigating. I found it mildly amusing that no one was paying particular attention to Manny and Colin. One of the many GIPN guys caught my attention. Something about him was familiar. I squinted and wondered if I had met him before. 
 
   The two men next to me were talking at the same time now. It drew my attention away from anything and anyone else. Neither Colin nor Manny was listening to the other, both speaking in raised voices. 
 
   I had had enough. No one noticed me leaving quietly. I needed to be in a safe place. I needed to be in my viewing room. And I needed Mozart.
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   It was only when Phillip sat down in one of my viewing room chairs that I became aware of his presence. A quick glance told me he was about to give me a long lecture. I knew Phillip’s facial expressions well. When his bottom jaw moved from side to side and his nostrils started flaring, it spelled trouble for me. I closed my eyes and waited.
 
   “Look at me, Genevieve,” he said after what felt like ten minutes. Most likely it had only been fifteen seconds. I opened my eyes and blinked at him. Because I knew him so well, I saw the concern hidden behind the anger. “A bomb?”
 
   “Manny phoned you.” I turned back to my computer for a second to turn down Mozart’s Symphony No. 24 in B-flat major. It became background music and I looked at Phillip.
 
   “Yes, he did.” Any other person might have missed the flash of a smile. I had seen Phillip’s amusement. “You stole his car.”
 
   “Technically I suppose you could call it stealing. But he left the keys in the ignition, so is it really stealing?” I would have to check this.
 
   “You took his car without his permission. It is stealing.” Again the micro-smile. “He is extremely unhappy about it. Why did you take his car?”
 
   “I was bored with him and Colin arguing. And I wanted to come and work. I could see that they were not going to bring me here without another argument, so I left. Manny’s car was conveniently close to the building and had the keys in it. It was indeed timely, because I didn’t want to get into a taxi.” I shuddered at the memory of my recent experience. I could still smell the cheap lavender air-freshener trying to mask the smell of fast food and body odour. “How did Manny know I had taken his car?”
 
   “GPS,” Phillip said and I nodded. 
 
   “We live in a society where everyone can be watched and tracked.” I liked this fact when it enabled me to do my job when I investigated an insurance fraudster. I didn’t like this as much when it was aimed at me.
 
   “Big Brother watches us all the time.”
 
   “Oh, I know that reference!” I sat up in my chair. “It comes from the George Orwell book Nineteen Eighty-Four, where–”
 
   “Genevieve,” Phillip held up his hand, “tell me about the bomb.”
 
   I slumped a bit. “Didn’t Manny tell you?”
 
   “He only said that you and Colin triggered a bomb.” 
 
   “We did no such thing. I stepped on a pressure plate that could or could not have been a bomb. Edward said that there were no explosives, so maybe it wasn’t a bomb.”
 
   Phillip slowly placed his hands on his knees and leaned a bit forward. “Who is Edward? No, don’t tell me. It isn’t important. What is important is that the bomb disposal unit confirmed that it was a bomb.”
 
   “Manny told you this?”
 
   “Yes. He also said that you should tell me how you and Colin landed up there.”
 
   I told him about the painting, the email and how I had made the connection with my name and surname. And that I had obviously been right.
 
   “But you do realise that you should’ve phoned Manny before you stormed into La Fleur Galerie.”
 
   “Not really. I wasn’t sure about the connection. Like most connections, at first it is only a clue that leads one to something more concrete that one can then call irrefutable proof.”
 
   “Genevieve.” Phillip’s jaw was moving again. He took a deep breath and spoke clearly. “You need to slow down and think about this some more. On paper it is a completely different story if you pursue a clue or a connection until you have the evidence to solidify it. You are not trained to be out there.”
 
   I inhaled to argue my point, but stopped when Phillip lifted his hand. His raised eyebrows implored me to consider his point. I did. And then I groaned.
 
   “Did I make a terrible mistake?”
 
   “No, you didn’t. You made an intelligent and accurate connection between some abstract and disjointed bits of information we had. Next time it might be better if you consulted with Manny first before you acted.”
 
   I thought about this. “Manny asked you to handle me, didn’t he?”
 
   Phillip chuckled. “Not in those words exactly, but yes. You scared him. You scared me too.”
 
   [bookmark: _Toc374897039]“I didn’t mean to. I was just following–”
 
   “A lead. I know. But promise me that you will speak to Manny first before you do something like this.”
 
   “I’ll be quite happy to leave all the action to him. I didn’t like being there.”
 
   “I’m sure you didn’t.” He leaned back in his chair and nodded at the monitors. “What are you working on?”
 
   Thankful that this conversation was finished, I straightened in my chair. “The burglaries. There are too many coincidences between the burglary cases, Francine’s attack and the email and painting I received.”
 
   “And you’ve found something to link it all?”
 
   “Maybe. I’m not sure. This is one of those clues that needs to be solidified into factual evidence.” I took a deep breath to prepare myself for this explanation. I wanted to make it as clear as possible. I hated repeating myself. Even more than that, I hated having to explain my explanations. “None of the victims share any similarities in clubs they frequented, social circles, travel itineraries or anything else. What they did have in common was that all of them used high-end insurance and security companies.”
 
   “Which makes the burglaries even more bizarre. With trained security personnel on the premises, these amateur thieves should never have gotten in. But we know this already. What else?”
 
   “A conclusion I was bound to draw was that the thieves must have received information from within the circle of security. They received inside help, either from within the insurance companies or the security companies.”
 
   “But they didn’t all use the same companies.”
 
   “True. But then I started looking at what these companies might have in common. The insurance companies didn’t share any common factors that were of significance.”
 
   “The security companies did?” Phillip’s voice raised in excitement.
 
   “Yes. Look at this.” I pointed to five of the monitors. “Each security company has the same badge at the bottom of their page.”
 
   Phillip leaned closer and squinted at the monitors. “What is that?”
 
   “It is an internet security package, or like they call it, a professional security solution.” This had been the connection I had subconsciously made and only fully realised when I had seen those badges. “I don’t have experience or knowledge in this area, but I wonder if that software program was used to hack their systems. When Francine looked into the burglary at her great-uncle’s, she discovered that the security company’s system had been hacked.”
 
   Phillip’s eyes grew wide before he became pensive. “Are you thinking what I think you are thinking?”
 
   “I don’t have the ability to know what you are thinking, Phillip.” His smile told me I had erred. “Oh, it was one of those questions.”
 
   “Yes, it was. Now tell me what you are thinking.”
 
   “To ask Francine to use her skills and see if my hypothesis is correct.” 
 
   Phillip smiled. “I thought that was what you were thinking.”
 
   The viewing room door whooshed open and Angelique walked in, as cautious as always. “Sir, there are people here to see you. And Doctor Lenard.”
 
   I didn’t know whether her distaste was for Phillip’s guests, for me or that these people wanted to see me as well. 
 
   “Show them in, please, Angelique,” Phillip said. The older woman left the viewing room and returned three seconds later with Manny and Colin. Neither looked pleased. At least they didn’t have any signs of a physical altercation. It was a relief to see that they hadn’t resorted to such boorish behaviour, even though it would’ve been befitting their earlier verbal onslaught.
 
   “I could have you arrested, Doctor Face-Reader.” Manny walked right up to my chair and stared down at me with narrowed eyes. His expression did not convey anger. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine. You shouldn’t leave the key in your car’s ignition.”
 
   “And you shouldn’t drive away in other people’s cars.” Manny stood back to look at the monitors. 
 
   Colin had quietly moved to my left side and sat down in a chair that I knew I had not placed there. He lightly touched my shoulder until I turned to him. He didn’t speak, he just inspected my face in a manner I supposed I did at times as well. Something he saw must have pleased him because he visibly relaxed and nodded. “Glad you’re okay.”
 
   “What am I looking at, Doc?” Manny asked. I closed my eyes for a second to get past the irritation of having to repeat myself. And then I did. Almost verbatim, I told them what I had told Phillip a few minutes before.
 
   “Okay, so we need to get the cyber unit to check if this software was used as a Trojan horse to get into their systems.” Manny was sitting next to Phillip to my right. Colin had stayed on my left. I wondered if my assumption was correct that he wanted to keep as much distance as possible between him and Manny.
 
   “Or we could ask Francine,” I said. Colin’s breathing changed and I glanced at him. “What? If Francine wants to be involved in this, she’s going to work with Manny as well.”
 
   “Francine is already involved in this, Jenny. But you might want to ask her first if she wants to work with him.” He lifted his chin towards Manny.
 
   “She phoned me this morning after breakfast, Frey.” The buccinator muscles pulled one corner of his mouth into a sneer. “She is convinced that it is a huge government conspiracy. Apparently I am not part of that since Doctor Face-Reader here trusts me. Do you trust me, Doc?”
 
   The question came to me so fast that I flinched. The intensity in Manny’s stare alerted me that my answer was required, but more than that, it was important. I raised my eyes to the ceiling to consider my answer. When I came to a decision, I looked at Manny only to see his lips tighten and his colour change. “Why are you angry?”
 
   “You have to think about your answer?”
 
   “Of course. I had to consider all the levels of trust before I could answer you honestly.”
 
   Manny looked at Phillip and threw his hands in the air. Phillip only smiled.
 
   “But,” I continued, “I’ve come to the conclusion that I do trust you. You are competent in your profession and I have empirical evidence that you have high ethics and morals, and that the denouement of your, of our, actions is an important consideration in your decision-making process.”
 
   Manny pinched the bridge of his nose and it looked like he was trying not to hyperventilate. Eventually he just shook his head and looked at me. “Your head must be a scary place to be in, Doc.”
 
   “Actually…” I stopped, assessed and smiled. “You are accepting my trust as a compliment and returning it with a backward compliment. Okay. Although your compliment is not exceptionally eloquent.”
 
   “Why don’t we move on,” Phillip said. “Manny, don’t you think Francine would be a better choice than the cyber unit? She’s personally invested and could focus all her energy on this. I’m sure the unit has other cases they’re working on as well.”
 
   “The problem is that she is personally invested,” Manny said. “That is never advisable to have someone work on a case when there is any personal connection to the crime, the suspects or any aspect for that matter.”
 
   “That means I should also be disqualified from working on this case,” I said. “The email, the painting, the lion, it all points to a connection with me.”
 
   “But you’re not normal.” Manny groaned and lifted both hands, palms out. “That came out wrong. What I meant was that you are not like everyone else who allows their emotional involvement to cloud their judgement.”
 
   “You are right on both accounts. I am not normal, not according to society’s standards, and I also am perfectly capable of looking at a situation objectively.”
 
   “I wish more people had that ability.” Manny turned back to the monitors. “Okay, so let’s ask Francine if she would be able to find out if the software these security companies used has a virus or some other computer thingie that allowed the thieves to get inside information.”
 
   We all stared at the computer monitors, thinking. Then I remembered. “My computer was hacked.”
 
   “What?” Phillip’s exclamation would have echoed if my viewing room had not been soundproofed. Oh dear. “When did this happen? Why didn’t you tell me, Genevieve? Is our system compromised?”
 
   “I don’t know, I don’t know. I just noticed that something was wrong yesterday. I always log out of everything and when I switched my computer on I was already logged into my email account. And two of my icons had been moved. Francine secured my laptop.”
 
   “But what about the company’s system?” Phillip was notably concerned. He barely blinked when Manny’s phone started ringing and he moved to the corner to quietly speak into it.
 
   “We should ask Francine to secure it,” I said. “She told me how easy it was to hack into my computer and into the company’s network.”
 
   Red spots coloured Phillip’s cheeks and I could see his heart beating faster in the carotid artery in his neck. His hands were in fists on his lap, belying his otherwise calm posture.
 
   “Jenny, I think you should let me tell the rest of this story,” Colin quietly said next to me. Maybe it was because he was growing concerned with Phillip’s state of agitation. 
 
   “It’s okay. Phillip knows me.”
 
   “Let me hear what Colin has to say,” Phillip said. I was surprised and it must have shown. “I don’t trust him more, Genevieve. He might possibly give it a different perspective.”
 
   “I think Francine would be a good choice for this,” Colin said. “She only hacked into Jenny’s computer to prove her point on how easy it was to access your system.”
 
   “It’s that easy?” Phillip almost never raised his voice. Not like now.
 
   “It doesn’t look like you’re doing a better job than me telling the story,” I whispered to Colin. “You’re upsetting him.”
 
   “He doesn’t care about being upset with me,” Colin whispered back. I was sure Phillip could hear us, which made our whispers redundant.
 
   “Oh.” I sat back in my chair just as Manny joined us. He was looking at something on his smartphone, flipping through images.
 
   “When can Francine come in?” Phillip asked.
 
   “I don’t think she actually needs to be here to secure anything,” Colin said. 
 
   “There was some sort of something on the back of the painting.” Manny’s off-topic announcement was delivered with a graveness that delivered a shot of adrenaline to my system. 
 
   “Was that what the phone call was about?” I asked. His demeanour had changed since his phone call. Something was wrong.
 
   “Yes. They sent me photos.” He tilted his smartphone towards us.
 
   “If you give me your phone, I can upload it to my computer and we can all see it.”
 
   “What about the hacker? Is it safe?” Manny asked.
 
   “I’ll disconnect from the company’s server and from the internet. That way nobody will have access to anything on my computers in here.” I turned towards my computer and did exactly that. Once it was done, I held out my hand for Manny’s phone which he reluctantly handed over. Fortunately I had the correct cable at hand and not even a minute later, the photos were up on the monitors.
 
   “Go to the first one,” Manny said. I clicked on the first photo. It was a close-up of some device. “That is the explosives box.”
 
   “There was an explosives box?” Saying those words felt strange in my mouth. I didn’t even know if Manny was using the correct terminology.
 
   “Missy, it was a real bomb. It had everything…” He pointed to the monitors. “Let’s start with the third photo.”
 
   I clicked on the third photo and it filled the monitors. My eyebrows shot up and my jaw muscles lost some of their strength. Laid out on the carpet were many parts of what I supposed was the bomb. To me it all looked like electronic bits and pieces. Sinister bits and pieces. All of which could have meant my end.
 
   “That is your bomb.” Manny pointed at the monitor. “The pressure plate is that largest part. The wire connected it to the casing which was behind the painting.”
 
   “What about the thermometer?” Colin asked.
 
   “They think it was placed there simply to make the wire running behind the painting look less suspicious. The thermometer was an empty box. That red box next to the thermometer was the bomb. Only it wasn’t a bomb.”
 
   I squinted at the red box which looked about the size of a large smartphone, just thicker. “What do you mean it wasn’t a bomb? You told me it was a bomb.”
 
   “The bomb guys say that the bomb had everything it needed except for explosives,” Manny said.
 
   “That is why Edward’s machine didn’t smell any explosives.” 
 
   “Yes. The pressure plate would’ve triggered the explosion if you had stepped off the plate or even just shifted your weight. Some pressure plates trigger the bomb the moment it’s stepped on. We were lucky.”
 
   “We were lucky because there weren’t any explosives,” Colin said. “Why would someone build a bomb, go through this elaborate effort to get Jenny there and not put any explosives in it?”
 
   “Apparently he really didn’t want any harm to come to her.” Manny nodded at the monitors again. “The wires were neatly placed where it should have been, but the plugs weren’t even connected to the receptacles on the pressure plate or the red box. Even if there had been explosives in there, it would never have gone off.”
 
   “Again. Why?” Colin asked.
 
   “Sadly this is not the only mystery we have. Doc, go back to the first photo.” Manny waited until the red box was on the monitor again. “Can you zoom in?”
 
   “What am I looking at?” I asked as I zoomed in on the red box. Up close it looked like it could be from any material covered in shiny red paint. “I don’t see anything but the box.”
 
   “Go to the next photo. They shone a black light on it and something interesting came up.”
 
   “You mean an ultraviolet light?” I clicked on the next image. This image was dark, only the outlines visible. But it was clear that it was the same object. This photo was taken up close and I didn’t have to zoom in. What was visible on this image were rows and rows of numbers. “What is that?”
 
   “I was hoping you could tell me, Doc. You’re the genius.” We were all leaning forward, frowning at the monitors. “The bomb guys think it is code.”
 
   “What code?” I knew that computer people like Francine often talked about writing code, but I had no knowledge of this. “I don’t know how to program computers.”
 
   “That is not computer code,” Colin said. 
 
   “And how would you know, Frey?” Manny glared past me at Colin. “Have another crime to add to your growing list?”
 
   “Then what do you think it is?” I asked Colin, ignoring Manny. “Something that we need a cryptographer for?”
 
   “Actually, yes. It might be a code, even if it’s not computer code. I think that this sicko left another message for you.” Colin looked away from the screen, worry pulling at his eyes. “He’s playing games, Jenny. Like a cat plays with a mouse.”
 
   “That’s enough,” Phillip said. “We don’t need anyone to get anymore scared. Let’s be proactive. Do you know how to decipher this?”
 
   I studied the strings of numbers. “They seem to be organised in batches. Look there. You can see groupings of three sets of numbers.”
 
   “I see that.” Manny grabbed my laser pointer off my desk and aimed it at the monitor. “Those three are separated by one dash and a double dash separates the groupings. Well done, Doc. What does this mean?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I knew I sounded defensive, but looking at rows of numbers did not enlighten me at all to its meaning or purpose. “If it is a cipher, it could be one of many. My knowledge of ciphers is not extensive, so I’ll have to research this.”
 
   Colin cleared his throat. “I can help you with this.”
 
   Manny’s lips tightened, his jaw jutted and the orbicularis oculi muscles contracted his eyes. But he didn’t say anything.
 
   “Colin, what do you know about this cipher?” Phillip asked.
 
   “There are so many possibilities, but if I had to guess, I would say it was a book cipher,” Colin said.
 
   “Like the Ottendorf cipher?” Even with my limited knowledge, I had come across this. “But we need a book for this.”
 
   “What exactly are you two talking about?” Manny asked. From the corner of my eye I saw Colin’s posture change and I knew he was going to react to Manny’s annoyance. I sighed.
 
   “I will explain. And I’ll do it simply. The Ottendorf cipher gives you three sets of numbers that refers to the page, line and letter in a book. The first number indicates the page, the second number indicates the line on that page and the third number would be the corresponding number letter in that line. If you have the correct edition of the book, you can decrypt the cipher quite quickly.”
 
   “Do you think the book could have something to do with the painting?” Manny asked. It was times like now that he proved his astute detective skills.
 
   “Possibly, but that would be gross conjecture.”
 
   “And you don’t conjecturise.” Manny grunted.
 
   I held it in for a few moments, but then couldn’t stop myself. “Conjecturise is not a word. Conjecture is the verb. Or you can use speculate, hypothesise, conclude, extrapolate or even guess. But never conjecturise.”
 
   The viewing room was silent. I didn’t look at Colin, but knew from the change in his breathing that he found this amusing. Phillip’s expression had also relaxed into the beginning of a smile. Manny? He looked exasperated.
 
   “Missy, just tell me if you can decode this Ottoman code.”
 
   “Ottendorf cipher.” I bit my lips together to stop another tirade about the correct usage of terms and vocabulary. Once I felt more in control of my tongue, I continued. “Unless I know which book and which edition to look at, this cipher is useless to me.”
 
   “But we can look at the different factors in the email and the painting and see if we can come up with a few books that could be the key,” Colin said.
 
   “That sounds like a good idea.” Phillip nodded at Colin and turned his gaze on me. “Why would someone target you?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know. I don’t socialise, not in real life nor on the internet. When I’m not here, I’m at home reading or working.”
 
   “What about your past?” Manny asked. “Have you worked other places, had contact with other people you could’ve pissed off?”
 
   I thought about this. Whenever I found myself in a social setting, I made a point of not speaking to anyone. And when I did, I endeavoured to apply my years of observation and training. Personally, I thought I had been quite successful, even if I could only manage for two hours at the most to uphold my level of sociability. I shook my head.
 
   “What about the universities?” Phillip asked.
 
   “What about it?” I asked. Manny scowled and I knew I was going to have to explain. “Sometimes I’m asked to guest lecture at a few of the universities in the area.”
 
   “And last year you wrote that paper that caused such a controversy.”
 
   “It didn’t cause a controversy,” I said.
 
   “Tell me about the paper, Doc.” Manny leaned forward in his chair.
 
   “Every year I write a few academic papers. It is purely of my own interest and is not done to be published or to cause controversy. About eight months ago one of my articles was published. It was regarding the successful treatment of non-neurotypical patients. In it I made a negative remark about narrative therapy. As it happens, a professor had published a paper a few months prior that supported narrative therapy. It was in complete contradiction of my paper, but I never once referred to it. As a matter of fact, I haven’t even read it. This man took it as a personal attack on his paper and went to the dean.”
 
   “The controversy?” Manny prompted.
 
   “Phillip exaggerates. There wasn’t a controversy. The professor was just indignant and I was called into a mediation meeting. Everything was settled.” I groaned when Phillip loudly cleared his throat. “Okay, it wasn’t a good meeting. I stayed quiet for a long time while this professor insulted my paper. I had heard that he had been going through a difficult time and I thought that explained his behaviour. But then he said that my grammar was flawed.”
 
   “And that set you off?” There was laughter in Manny’s voice.
 
   “Set me off? It made me furious. I am proficient in four languages and know for a fact that my French grammar is flawless.” It had been such an inane argument and I still cringed to think how angry I had been. “After a few angry things were said, the dean stepped in and we made peace. See, it was nothing.”
 
   “Grammar.” Manny slumped in his chair. “I can’t see how that could be motive for bomb-making. What a strange life you live, Doc.”
 
   “Your strange is my normal.” I shrugged. “A few other academics have been unhappy with my commentary on their papers, but I truly cannot see any of them building bombs.”
 
   “Just send me a list of those names so we can check them out and make sure, Doc.”
 
   “You’ll be wasting your time.” There was no way these unimaginative academics would resort to anything this violent. I had, however, learned to never say never. “Fine, I’ll send it to you. But I’m not going to waste any more time on that. I would rather speak to Francine about the software link between the security companies and also look into this cipher.”
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   I sank down in my sofa and took a sip of coffee. It had been another night of restless sleep. My mind had refused to switch off. Not being able to speak to Francine last night only added to the frustration. By the time I had come home, she had settled in for the night and I couldn’t get myself to insist on speaking to her. She needed to heal. I needed her well so she could help me.
 
   “What are you doing up?” Colin looked sleepy as he walked towards me. He was favouring his right leg again. I assumed that sleeping caused the leg to stiffen up some. Surely he knew that he should do stretching exercises. I pushed aside my thoughts. Most times people didn’t appreciate unsolicited advice.
 
   He was wearing blue and white striped pyjama bottoms and a white vest and his hair was mussed. He stopped at the sofa and gave an uninhibited stretch combined with a jaw-cracking yawn. I envied his lack of decorum. I would be too aware of the people around me to act with such familiarity. He lowered his arms with a satisfied sound and looked at the time on the antique clock behind me. “It’s not even five yet.”
 
   “I’ve been up for an hour already.”
 
   “Couldn’t sleep?” He sat down on the sofa next to me and looked longingly at my coffee. 
 
   “Go make your own coffee, Colin.” I pulled the mug closer to my chest. “I don’t share.”
 
   “Not even a sip?” He gave me his charming smile. The one I hated. “Please, Jenny.”
 
   “No.” 
 
   He smiled. A real smile. “You’re too easy to rile.”
 
   “Then don’t rile me.” I sighed. “Why do you do it?”
 
   “That is how people sometimes connect with each other. Not everything has to always be serious. Not every sentence has to have great significance.”
 
   “I know that.” I had the degrees in psychology to prove it. “I just never see the sense in teasing and bantering.”
 
   “The sense is that it helps people relax. It is fun and it is funny. It might be something you could consider.”
 
   “Why? I don’t need to be funny.”
 
   “It’s not about need, Jenny. It’s about want. Sometimes we do things that are a complete waste of time, but it gives us pleasure.”
 
   “Like you and Vinnie playing games on my television? Although, studies have shown computer games boost auditory perception, improve hand-eye coordination and enhance split-second decision-making.”
 
   “And yet we do it only for fun.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Colin gave it some thought. “Don’t you sometimes just want to escape from this reality? Even if it is only for a few moments. To go someplace where there are none of these pressures, problems and responsibilities.”
 
   “I have a place like that.”
 
   “Your head,” he said. “What about a world that someone else created?”
 
   “Hmm, no. When I read a truly good book, I still find so many inaccuracies in it that it is not relaxing. But I do remember reading an article about the need women have for romance novels. They stated some of your reasons to explain the high demand for such reading material.”
 
   “Wait. You never want to just get out of your own head?”
 
   “No. Like I said, if I need a break from this reality, I go into my own head. It’s a safe place.”
 
   “With Mozart.”
 
   “Yes.” The front door opening stopped our conversation. Colin jumped off the chair and grabbed a bronze sculpture I had bought in Hungary. As the door opened wider, he lifted the sculpture and I mourned the damage to such a valuable piece. A long leg, dressed in denim and with a very unburglar-like pink knitted house boot, came into view first. Another step and Francine appeared. Colin lowered the sculpture and I relaxed.
 
   Francine first looked at me and then frowned at Colin when she noticed the sculpture. “You were going to hit me with that? Do you not know the value of it?”
 
   “Of course I know how valuable it is.” He carefully put it back on the side table. It was a modern piece, the value not known by most people unless they had an abnormal, or illegal, interest in art. He adjusted it to be almost in the exact same place as before. “I just think that our lives are more valuable.”
 
   “Word.” She closed the front door and joined us in the living area. The swelling of her eye had gone down with only a small bump still visible around the cut. Even that looked much better than before. The bruising though looked terrible. It was at its worst colouring with the haemoglobin in the blood around her eye changed, resulting in an angry dark blue-purple. She still moved carefully and would for a few weeks. Ribs took a long time to heal.
 
   “What are you doing here, Francine?” Colin asked. He sat down next to me and Francine settled in the other sofa. Colin had easily accepted Francine’s entrance and she was being nonchalant, as if she entered my flat uninvited every day. Did I have no privacy from these people?
 
   “I saw the lights were on and thought I’d come tell Genevieve what I discovered.”
 
   “Wait,” I said. “How did you see the lights were on?”
 
   “If I’m on my room’s balcony and twist just a little so, I can see these windows.” She waved at the large windows in front of me. That meant that I would also be able to see Colin’s apartment. I sighed.
 
   “Could I have some coffee, please?” She looked at Colin. “Vinnie won’t allow me to use the coffee machine in your place. He calls me a danger to any kitchen.” 
 
   Colin got up. “It’s because you are dangerous in a kitchen. I was in need of coffee too. Jenny, can I top you up?”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Would you like more coffee?” His smile reminded me of our earlier conversation.
 
   “Oh.” I looked at the mug in my hands. It was almost empty. I held it out to Colin. “Yes, please.”
 
   Colin went to the kitchen and got busy there. I turned to Francine. A moment before I asked her about her discoveries, I considered my words. My conversation with Colin reminded me of my lack of social skills. My lack of friendship skills. What was the right thing to say? “How are you feeling?”
 
   “How am I feeling?” Francine looked surprised. “Better, thanks. Yesterday was not a good day. I don’t think I’ve ever been to bed before midnight, but yesterday I went to sleep at seven o’clock. I woke up around three this morning feeling reborn. That was when I got to working again. Yesterday I couldn’t concentrate worth shit, which was why I just gave up and went to sleep.”
 
   “What did you discover?” It was hard to keep the impatience out of my voice. Small talk was so difficult. Francine’s smile told me that she recognised my effort for what it was.
 
   “The stupid idiot hacker went back to his usual haunts. He tried to mask his presence, but I got him.”
 
   “That’s fantastic.” I said and got up to fetch my phone. “We should tell Manny.”
 
   “I don’t know where he is.”
 
   “But you said you got him.” I sat back down. Colin joined us with three mugs on a tray. Next to the mugs was a plate with cookies. Vinnie’s oat cookies. There was indeed some benefit to having them all back in my life and my apartment. I took my coffee and two cookies. 
 
   Francine closed her eyes and sighed. Admitting failure was difficult for most people. “He logged on only for a short while. It wasn’t enough time to find him past the tunnelling and zombie computers he is using to hide his IP. But I’m watching him. He’s the type of guy who won’t be able to stay away from those sites. He’s already proved it and I know he’ll be back. I’ll get him.”
 
   “Will he know that you’re watching, waiting for him?” I asked. “The last time you hacked this guy, you got beaten up.” 
 
   “He won’t know a thing.” She took a sip of her coffee. “This morning when I was poking around the stuff I had copied from his system and I saw few interesting things. I looked at his internet history.”
 
   “The sites he visited?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. And your name came up a few times. This guy has been reading all about you on the internet.”
 
   “There’s nothing about me on the internet.” 
 
   “Au contraire, mon amie. There is a lot about you on the net. Every time you publish an article it goes online. All those articles are on numerous sites. Your lectures have also been blogged about, discussed on student forums and recorded by the universities.”
 
   How could I not know this? I considered myself internet-proficient. “Is there any personal information about me?”
 
   “Not that I could find. The hacker definitely didn’t find any personal information about you on the internet. He mostly just read your articles.”
 
   “Maybe he is a student,” I said. 
 
   “That is not a bad assumption,” Colin said. “We should get the lists of students who attended your lectures.”
 
   “Already done,” Francine said. “The universities’ sites were too easy to get into. I checked all Genevieve’s guest lectures and got the lists of the students who had signed up for them.”
 
   “Those lists might not be accurate,” I said. “Sometimes the students who signed up don’t come, and others come from different faculties. There are always other professors who also attend my lectures. Usually there are not enough seats, so people sit on the floor or stand at the back.”
 
   “The lists might just give us a starting point,” Francine said. She pressed her fist against her lips. People did this when they were trying to hold back something. She removed her hand, her forehead wrinkled in confusion. “Your lectures are really that popular?”
 
   “Yes. I am considered the top in my field. Attending one of my lectures is quite a privilege.”
 
   “And I suppose the fact that you only give a few lectures a year makes it even more desired.”
 
   “I suppose it would,” I said. “What else was he researching on the internet?”
 
   “Well, he spent an unhealthy amount of time looking at porn.”
 
   “Definitely a student,” Colin said. I decided not to contradict him with statistics.
 
   “Definitely a man,” Francine said. “He also looked at the weather a lot. Strange man. He visited a few websites about the president and his wife. I think it is mostly related to the elections and politics. Then he visited a few sites more relevant to this case. There were also sites about burglary and cat burglary. And a few museums and galleries, but he didn’t spend a lot of time there. He didn’t hack my great-uncle’s security company’s system again, but he did hack a few others.”
 
   “How many?” I asked.
 
   “Four that I saw. The most recent one he hacked has over three hundred thousand clients in France. But he was looking at a specific client’s file. He was looking at it for a long time.”
 
   “Do you think that will be the next target?” 
 
   “I’m pretty sure of it. I was watching him work his way through this client’s file. I saw everything he was looking at. He was going through the list of the valuables in the client’s house and where they were held. He copied all the security info onto his computer.”
 
   “What security information does he have?” I asked.
 
   “Codes, passwords, where the keys are kept, everything.”
 
   “We should tell Manny.” I sighed when I noticed the corners of Colin’s mouth pulled down, his lips thinned. “I’m not going to argue about this. Manny needs to know.”
 
   “You’re right,” Francine said. “I think it’s best if you deal with him though.”
 
   “Me?” I pointed at my chest. 
 
   “Can’t you get this intel to him without involving yourself or Jenny?” Colin asked.
 
   Francine’s eyes widened and a gleeful smile pulled at her lips. “Oh yes, I can do that. I can do that and so much more.”
 
   My question about this died in my mouth when my front door opened again.
 
   “It’s me. Don’t shoot.” Vinnie walked into my apartment with one hand raised. His other hand was holding a paper shopping bag to his chest. “I come bearing gifts.”
 
   He closed the door and turned to us with a smile. Francine smiled back at him and Colin nodded at him in greeting. Something snapped in me. I put my coffee mug on the side table with a bit too much force. “You can’t just come and go in my apartment as you please. What is the use of those locks if you people just dismiss the importance of it? I know that a lock is no challenge for any of you, but does it not symbolise my need for privacy? Have you no respect for that? No respect for me?”
 
   “Aw, Jen-girl…” Vinnie walked closer with worry and guilt on his face, but stopped when I got up and shook my head.
 
   “No, don’t ‘aw’ me. I’m just beginning to accept your reappearance in my life and now you want me to accept your disrespect?” My hands started shaking from the emotional overload. “Forget it. I’m going to have a shower and get ready for the day. In the privacy of my room. I’m going to lock the doors and would like you to respect that.”
 
   As fast as I could, I walked to my bedroom. A moment before I slammed my bedroom door, Vinnie called out to me. “Breakfast will be ready in twenty minutes.”
 
   The slam of the door cut off his last word, but I had heard the apology in his tone. I locked two of the locks to my reinforced bedroom door and walked to the bathroom. There I also locked the door and sat down on the toilet lid. Upon consideration I had to admit that I was overreacting. What was causing this emotional reaction? 
 
   I analysed my emotions and my reactions with detached professionalism and cringed at the truths I had to face. I was lashing out in fear that these people, my friends, were going to worm their way into my life again just to leave.
 
   Refreshed after my shower and dressed for work, I walked into the wonderful smell of Vinnie’s breakfast. It triggered the memories of when he had stayed with me and the emotional warmth I experienced confirmed yet again that I was glad to have him back. Back in my apartment and in my privacy. They were all seated at the table and obviously waiting for me. Vinnie and Francine seated on one side and Colin across from them in his usual seat.
 
   “Good timing, Jen-girl. I have your toast the way you like it.” He pointed at the chair that had become mine over the long-gone weeks of sharing meals with them. I sat down next to Colin and folded my hands on my lap. This was not as easy as I would’ve liked it to be. I pulled my shoulders back and looked at them.
 
   “I’m sorry about my outburst earlier. I know that you respect me. You’ve only ever shown me kindness. I’m just not always good with knowing how to return it. I’m usually much more rational in my behaviour.” I struggled to keep my head up, facing them. “At the moment I’m… just… I don’t know how to deal with all these emotions I’m experiencing. I truly like it when you are here.”
 
   Colin put his hand gently on my clenched hands. I looked at him. His eyes and mouth showed all the nonverbal cues exhibited when talking to a loved one. I felt confused. Again. His hand squeezed mine. “We know, Jenny. You are an extraordinary person and we sometimes forget that.”
 
   “I don’t,” Vinnie said. He groaned when Colin gave him a dirty look. “Okay, sometimes I forget. I’m sorry that I walked in without knocking. I should’ve known you wouldn’t like it.”
 
   I looked down at Colin’s hand on mine. He was rubbing slow circles on the back of my left hand with his thumb. It was oddly calming. I took a deep breath before I looked up at Vinnie. “I mind and I don’t. When you stayed here six months ago, it was normal for you to come and go as if this was your home. I just got used to living alone again. And I don’t know how I feel about all of you having a key to my apartment.”
 
   “That was not the right thing for us to do,” Colin said. “I was the one who insisted on it when we came here. I wanted to make sure you were safe.”
 
   “I know. This is the reason you’ve given for all your unacceptable behaviour. Making me feel weak and unable to protect myself is not helping me accept this new situation any better.” I looked around the table. “I’m talking about all of you. In your different ways you act as if I’m not able to look after myself. Yet I’ve been doing exactly that since I was sixteen. From the age of eighteen I was completely responsible for myself. All my studies were paid for with scholarships. I did not accept money from my parents. I earned extra money by doing research and sometimes that even earned me extra credit. I’ve travelled to every continent on this planet and I did that alone. I’m not helpless.”
 
   What I didn’t tell them was the constant panic that had accompanied me with every single decision I had made. Sometimes I had spent weeks not sleeping, mentally writing Mozart before I travelled to a country for a measly five-day visit. 
 
   “I have always been determined to not allow being non-neurotypical to be a prison from which I could never leave. With your actions you are putting me in that prison. There. I’ve said everything I wanted to.”
 
   It was quiet around the table. Nobody was eating, they weren’t even moving. The food and coffee was getting cold.
 
   “I’m sorry, Jenny.” Colin’s hand tightened around mine. I nodded stiffly. “Tell us what we can do to make this better.”
 
   Vinnie nodded emphatically. “Yes, Jen-girl. I don’t want to make you unhappy. How do we fix this?”
 
   “I don’t know.” My tone was defensive. Never before was I asked to explain to people how they should behave towards me. “Just… just don’t treat me as less than I am.”
 
   “Oh, honey,” Francine laughed. “That is impossible. You are far too much for any of us to comprehend. How about we treat you like one of us?”
 
   I didn’t think that was a good idea. They were often involved in criminal activities, which most definitely didn’t make me like one of them. I thought about it some more. Francine might be implying that they treated me with the same familiarity they were showing each other. Familiarity they had been showing me, but I had perceived it as intrusive and disrespectful. Everyone was waiting for my response. “Maybe we should try this only on a trial basis. I don’t know if I would understand you as well if you spoke to me the way you speak to each other.”
 
   “Don’t you worry none about that, Jen-girl. I’ll still use my boring vocab with you.” Vinnie’s shoulders lost their tension and he picked up his utensils to start eating. I must have said the right thing, because everyone seemed more relaxed. Colin gave my fists one last squeeze before he took his hand away. I was relieved. Physical affection was unknown territory for me. Even though his touch had been light, I had felt increasingly uncomfortable. The reason for that discomfort was not entirely clear.
 
   For a few minutes I ate and listened to their light conversation. They were posing the most improbable theories imaginable about the hacker, his boss, government conspiracies and Francine even talked about aliens. My eyebrows shot up when I realised she wasn’t talking about illegal immigrants.
 
   “Phillip asked if you could secure the system at Rousseau & Rousseau. He’s concerned about the safety of our clients.” My sudden interruption to their speculation about life on other planets brought interesting expressions to Francine’s face. “Why are you feeling guilty? What have you done?”
 
   “Um, I… uh…” She threw her hands in the air. “That happened before we had this talk, okay? I’ve already secured the system.”
 
   “You did that remotely?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. I’ve also sent everyone requests to update their passwords and will give you the override password. Or should I give it to Phillip?”
 
   “Phillip. But why did you do this? Did Phillip ask you?”
 
   “No.” She looked as if she was in pain and I was sure it wasn’t physical. “I did this to protect you. Genevieve, I’m sorry. You’re my friend and you are so… so superwoman. You always know what people are thinking and you are a very controlled and contained individual. You are everything Sister Agnes wanted me to be. I just wanted to do something for you, something that I’m really good at.”
 
   “Oh.” I sat back in my chair, my mind racing. The new conclusions I came to worried me. “Does that mean that I’m being selfish by asking you to only tend to my needs by not protecting me? Is this something that you want to do? Is this what friends do?”
 
   On my last question I turned to Colin. His genuine smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Yes, Jenny. Friends look out for each other.”
 
   “Oh. Okay.” I thought about this some more. “I find this confusing. How do you keep a balance between being supportive of your friends and becoming an intrusive entity in their lives? Do you know how to do this?”
 
   “We try,” Colin said. “This is what life is about. We try and if we make mistakes, we apologise and try again. There is no either-or. Finding the balance you are talking about is fluid. It changes all the time and that is why we should keep an open mind and forgive our friends when they make mistakes. Most of the time the intentions are good, but the action may be not so good.” 
 
   Any type of relationship was a mystery to me. It would appear that I had a lot to learn. I would have to research this and purchase more books. 
 
   I looked at Francine. “Who’s Sister Agnes?”
 
   Francine froze. She had clearly spoken without thinking. After a few moments she smiled, her attempt resulting in a textbook social smile. An insincere, non-genuine smile. 
 
   “Sister Agnes is the woman who guided me to the life I live now.” With that, she stood up from the table. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a hacker to track down.”
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   I stared at the monitors in front of me. I had been staring at these monitors for the last thirty-four minutes. To no avail. Logically I knew that looking at all ten screens filled with information was not going to give me any additional data. I leaned back in my chair and allowed my mind to wander.
 
   Yesterday had been just as unproductive as the two hours I had been working in my viewing room this morning. And it hadn’t been only me. Francine was growing more frustrated with the hacker by the minute. Breakfast had ended abruptly after Francine’s exit. Neither of the men had known anything about this Sister Agnes. I had thought it prudent to not pursue this. If Francine wanted to talk about her past, she could tell Vinnie. He was good at listening.
 
   The door to my viewing room whooshed open. Phillip walked in, pulled a chair closer and sat down. “Good morning, Genevieve.”
 
   “Good morning, Phillip.” I swivelled my chair to face him. 
 
   “How are you?”
 
   “I’m fine, how are you?”
 
   “Fine.” He wasn’t fine. There was too much tension in his voice. That same tension was visible all over his body and face.
 
   “Why are we being so overly polite? Are you angry with me? Did I do or say something wrong again?”
 
   “I just had a long conversation with Manny.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Genevieve, why don’t you answer your phone?”
 
   “What phone? Oh, my smartphone. I didn’t hear it ring.”
 
   “Where is it?” 
 
   “In my handbag, in its usual place.” I got up to retrieve my handbag from the antique-looking filing cabinets and took my smartphone from an inside pocket. After replacing my bag and closing the drawer, I walked back to my chair and lifted the device in front of me. “See, here it is.”
 
   Phillip looked from me to the filing cabinet and back. He pinched the bridge of his nose again. “How many missed calls do you have?”
 
   I sat down, checked and frowned. “Seventeen.”
 
   “Could you please explain to me why you don’t have your phone close enough to hear it ring?”
 
   “Why would I? You are the only person who might want to speak to me during the day and you are right here. I have no reason to have the phone next to me if I know no one is going to phone me. There is no one who wants to.”
 
   Phillip stared at me for a long time. Long enough for me to reconsider my answer. I closed my eyes for a second.
 
   “Colin, Vinnie, Francine.”
 
   “And Manny,” Phillip added. “He was furious that you were not picking up your phone. Promise me that you will keep your phone close at all times.”
 
   “That is a ludicrous request. I will not sleep with it next to me or shower with it in the bathroom.” I slowed down when I saw Phillip’s expression. The corners of his mouth were pulling down. I lowered my tone. “That is not what you meant.”
 
   “No, that is not what I meant. Let me be more specific. Would you please, for the love of all the saints and my sanity, keep your phone with you while you are working?”
 
   “That is most of the day.” I pushed back into my chair when Phillip stared at me. He was displeased. “Okay. I will promise to try my best to remember to have my phone nearby.”
 
   “Okay, now let’s get down to business.” He took out his smartphone and tapped on the screen. 
 
   “Yes?” Manny’s tinny voice answered.
 
   “I have Genevieve here with me on speakerphone.”
 
   “At bloody last. Missy, are you going to have your phone with you from now on?”
 
   “I’ll try,” I said. 
 
   “Good enough,” Manny said. “Now let me tell you what I happened in the last eight hours. Today has been quite a scoop for us. We caught us a thief.”
 
   “Am I to assume that this thief is connected to the other burglary cases?” I received a grunt as an affirmative reply. “How did you catch him? Is it a him?”
 
   “Yes, it is a man. A young man. We caught him because someone gave a tip.”
 
   My mind immediately went to Francine. “Was the tipster male or female?”
 
   “We don’t know.” Suspicion tightened Manny’s tone. “I was thinking that it might be your little friend who emailed me from my own email address.”
 
   “If you are hinting at Francine in such an unsophisticated manner, I think you are right. She mentioned yesterday morning that she had knowledge of where the next burglary was to take place.”
 
   It was silent on the other side of the line for a few seconds. “And could you please tell me why you did not inform me about this?”
 
   “I asked her to inform you and she agreed. She obviously informed you, so you have no reason to take that tone with me.”
 
   “Genevieve.” Phillip gave me a warning look before leaning towards the phone. “Tell us about the burglar, Manny.”
 
   “I emailed you the video footage of his interrogation.” He grunted. “His interview. That is what the PC people call it nowadays. Anyway, he is not a very bright young man. We had him in the interview room for less than ten minutes before he spilled all the beans.”
 
   I remembered the metaphor from primary school. It had never made any sense to me. “Did he tell you who the hacker is?” 
 
   “No, he didn’t.”
 
   “Well, then he didn’t spill all the beans, now did he?”
 
   Phillip frowned at me again, but Manny’s chuckle placated him. 
 
   “I’m pulling into your street now, so I’ll be with you in a few minutes. Set up that video, Doc. I think you’ll find a few interesting things there to see.” Without another word, he disconnected the call. 
 
   Phillip placed his phone on my desk, but immediately picked it up again and put it in the inside pocket of his jacket. After six and a half years of working with me, he knew that I could not tolerate clutter on my desk. His smartphone would qualify as clutter. My smartphone was still lying on my lap and I didn’t know what to do with it. If I were to have it within reach at all times, I was going to have to find a logical place for it. I exhaled in annoyance and then put it on the stand of the computer monitor in front of me. 
 
   Tuning back in to work, I turned to face the bank of monitors against the wall and opened my inbox. I had three new emails. Two were from Manny. I only opened the one with the attachments. Deduction told me that the other email with ‘Answer your bloody phone’ in the subject line was not going to be of any use. The files were large and were going to take a few minutes to download. 
 
   “Francine has been busy,” Phillip said. 
 
   “Are you satisfied with her work?” She had spent a few hours yesterday afternoon in Rousseau & Rousseau explaining the new computer security to Phillip. 
 
   “She’s a competent young woman,” he answered. Despite my misgivings he had actually been relieved that Francine had taken the initiative to secure the company’s entire system. 
 
   The quiet whoosh of my viewing room door drew both Phillip’s and my attention. Angelique stood outside the room. “Mister Millard is here, sir.”
 
   “Show him in, Angelique.”
 
   She lifted her hand in a polite gesture to invite Manny in. I wasn’t fooled by her apparent respectful behaviour. Angelique was uncomfortable around me and did not like Manny. He walked past her with his buccinator muscles pulling his mouth into a smirk. He also knew her opinion of him. The door closed quietly behind him.
 
   “Doc. Phillip.” Manny nodded at us as he pulled a chair closer. When I lifted an eyebrow at him, he grunted and moved the chair a bit away from me. “Is this fifty centimetres?”
 
   “I would estimate that at about sixty centimetres.” I tilted my head. “No, sixty-five. Yes, definitely sixty-five centimetres.” 
 
   “Just play that bloody video, missy.” He sat down heavily in the chair. “You can skip the first ten minutes. He only starts talking after that.”
 
   “But there might be much to learn from him in that first ten minutes,” I said. “It would give me a baseline and a much more accurate read on him.”
 
   Phillip stopped whatever Manny was going to say with a chopping hand motion. “Let her do what she does best, Manny.”
 
   I ignored the sighs and grunts, and turned to the monitors in front of me. The videos had finished downloading. There were three videos from three cameras of the interview. This was even better than I had hoped for. With so many angles to watch nonverbal cues from, I would get a much better read.
 
   I chose the video titled, ‘suspect face’. Filling the screens was a room about half the size of my viewing room. Unlike my workspace, this room had bare walls, painted a cream colour. The floor was covered in what looked like blue industrial carpeting. A generic steel table stood in the centre of the room with two chairs on each side of the table. 
 
   A young man in his early twenties sat on the one side, two men dressed in suits on the other. It was easy to see who was the suspect and who were the law enforcement agents. The young man was hiding his hands under the table on his lap, slouching in his chair, trying to look nonchalant. The camera was behind the two men, aimed at the suspect’s face. I had chosen the right video to watch first. I leaned a bit closer to observe.
 
   “Where’s the sound?” Manny’s question broke into my concentration. 
 
   I waved him away. “If he’s not saying anything important right now, I will do better just observing him.”
 
   The young man shifted in his chair, aiming his whole body at the door. He wanted to leave. I couldn’t see his hands, which was a pity. We revealed a significant amount with our hands and feet. Body language had to be interpreted as a whole. Taken into context with the hands, arms, legs and feet, a frown could often mean something completely different than if it were read in isolation.
 
   The suited men interrogating him were becoming increasingly aggressive. They were leaning forward, their chests puffed and their elbows away from their bodies. The thief had the opposite body language. His elbows were tucked in close to his sides, the insides of his arms visible. Submissive behaviour. His shoulders were hunched, ready to protect his vulnerable spots from attack. I paused the video.
 
   “Is this his first offence?” I asked, turning to Manny.
 
   “Yes. The kid is a total amateur. And a student.”
 
   I was pleased that Manny had confirmed my suspicion about the young man.
 
   “Who are the men in suits?” Phillip asked.
 
   “Police detectives. This is their case, their jurisdiction and their interview. We are just here as assistance.”
 
   My eyebrows lifted. “And there are no territorial arguments or ambitious egos impeding the investigation?”
 
   “Some of us have evolved from the Ice Age, missy. These two detectives were pleased to have the strength of Interpol aiding them in their investigation.”
 
   “Oh. That’s good then.” I had said something to upset Manny. Again. The video was much more appealing than trying to work on my social skills, so I turned back to the monitors and clicked on the play button. This time I turned up the sound.
 
   “… you don’t tell us everything, your grandmother is going to be alone in her flat. Who is going to make sure she takes her medicine then?”
 
   The young man’s shoulders raised to his ears as if in an attempt to hide his head. A sign of weakness and insecurity. He was scared. Still he didn’t speak. The two detectives looked at each other in silent communication. That was something that fascinated me. Couples, friends and work partners who had spent years together had the ability to read paragraphs of silent communication by interpreting a single facial expression. They didn’t have doctorate degrees in reading body language, only an understanding of the other person. An understanding that stemmed from experience, trust and openness so complete that they were able to predict the other’s words and actions.
 
   The detective on the left leaned forward and rested his arms on the table. He appeared relaxed, but his eyes were trained on the young man. “If you tell us everything, and I mean everything, right now, we might be able to make this go away.”
 
   The young man’s head lifted and his eyes widened briefly. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean that if we get the right judge, he can enter a plea bargain with you that might mean no prison time. You might have to do some community service, but this way you can continue your studies and still look after your grandmother.”
 
   “Can I have that on paper before I tell you everything?” The student might have been a first-time offender, but he was not dumb. A lot of the tension in his body had left. “Signed and sealed is always better, my grandmère taught me. Especially since I don’t know if I can trust you guys.”
 
   The other detective pointed at the three cameras. “This interview is being recorded as we told you in the beginning. Everything we say here, any promise we make here you can lay claim to.”
 
   “Unless someone steals the videos or destroys it.” The young man shook his head. “No, I want it on paper. I’ve watched enough movies about this sort of thing.”
 
   The second detective dropped his head back in frustration, but the other one knocked with both fists lightly on the table. “Let’s see what we can do for you.”
 
   There was a few seconds of quiet when the detectives left and the video was switched off. When it resumed, there were sheets of paper in the centre of the table. 
 
   “Now tell us what you know.” The one detective had removed his suit jacket and was leaning back in his chair. He had a notepad and pen ready to take notes. 
 
   The young man breathed heavily a few times, his mouth twitching nervously. His hands disappeared under the table in a movement that looked like he was wiping his hands on his thighs. Self-comforting behaviour. 
 
   “Things are not always easy, you know? My dad left when I was a baby and my mom died when I was ten. My grandmère took me in and never, not even once complained about having an angry kid in her house. She loved me, fed me and drew me out of my anger and into a dream to achieve something better for myself.”
 
   The detectives sat silently listening to the well-spoken young man. 
 
   “There was never much money. My grandmère baked tartes aux fruits and sold them to a few local cafés. People love her fruit tarts. When I turned fifteen, I took a job to start helping pay for things. When grandmère found out, she was furious. She wanted me to focus on my studies so I could get a scholarship. Her dream for me was to have a university degree and have a good profession. I stopped working and she baked more. I studied more than most of the kids in my class and got a scholarship.”
 
   He rubbed his hands over his eyes. I would watch this again and then I would determine if those were tears I had seen. “Last year grandmère was diagnosed with cancer. She had to go for intense treatments and couldn’t bake anymore. I’ve taken on two jobs, but it doesn’t cover our bills and her medicine.”
 
   “And someone offered you a way out,” the one detective said. There was sympathy in his voice and body language. 
 
   “Yes. This guy phoned me out of the blue. An arrogant arsehole.” He glanced at the detectives. “Sorry. But he was extremely arrogant. He said that he was better than any security system and that he could get me a gig that would give me enough money to pay for two years’ tuition and grandmère’s meds. I knew it was stupid. I knew it was a mistake, but I was just so desperate, you know?”
 
   “Son, we see this every day,” the nice detective said. “These guys choose their targets very carefully. They look for people who are in desperate need. I wish I didn’t see this as often as I do.”
 
   The young man looked relieved. Validation, one of our strongest human needs, had given this student more courage to finish his tale. “He phoned me a week ago. I don’t know how he got my number, but he phoned me and told me that he had an offer for me that would end all our problems. At first I said no. I didn’t even wait for him to finish his pitch. When he phoned me the next day I had thought about this enough to be curious. He told me that it would be a victimless crime. That all I had to do was walk into a house, take some things and leave a flower.”
 
   A rush of adrenaline flooded my system. In the last two sentences this desperate young man had given information that confirmed our theories. Following up on what he was saying could lead us to the hacker.
 
   “He said I would be paid twenty thousand euros for accepting the job. Once I got what he wanted me to get, I could take whatever else I wanted from the house. He even offered to put me in contact with people who could fence the stolen stuff.” He closed his eyes and hung his head. “I agreed to do this. Twenty thousand euros upfront was going to go a long way to help grandmère. And the possibility of much more? I couldn’t give up that chance.”
 
   “What did he want you to take?”
 
   The young man patted his jacket pocket. “The list was in my pocket. When those police guys processed me, they took everything from my pockets.”
 
   The nice detective glanced at the other one who nodded, got up and left the room. 
 
   “He gave me the security codes to the gate, the house and the safe. I mean, this guy knew exactly where everything was. It was like he was the owner of the house and he wanted to rob himself.” He straightened in his chair. “Hey, do you think that is what happened? That this is some insurance scam?”
 
   “We’re working on a few different theories,” the detective said. “Do you give us permission to trace your phone calls?”
 
   “Of course.” The young man nodded at the papers on the table. “I said I’ll give my full cooperation. Anything you need to catch this guy.”
 
   We watched a few more minutes of the interview, but nothing of more interest was said. I stopped the video and turned to Manny. “What was he supposed to steal?”
 
   “Two paintings, small and valuable, and a 1933 Gold Double Eagle coin.”
 
   “Oh my.” Phillip adjusted his tie. A cue of distress. “That coin was designed by Augustus Saint-Gaudens. Almost half a million gold coins were minted with the 1933 date, but none were ever released into circulation. The depression had hit the US and the government had made it illegal to own these coins. They were melted down into bullion bars. A few coins did make it out into the world. In 2002 one of these coins were sold for just over seven and a half million dollars.”
 
   Manny whistled. “For a coin?”
 
   “For a rare coin,” Phillip corrected. “Oh my, oh my. You don’t know what you have stumbled upon here, Manny. There is only one of these coins authorised by the US government for private ownership. Only one. If this house owner is not the 2002 buyer, then he is in possession of an illegal coin.”
 
   “Which I suppose makes it even more valuable on the black market.”
 
   “Most definitely. Where was the coin kept?” Phillip asked.
 
   “It was on display in the library.” Manny rolled his eyes. “This house actually has a library. There must be at least ten thousand books up and down the walls. Anyway, the coin was in a glass display box, protected by a motion and heat sensor that could only be disabled with a remote control which was locked up in a safe. The safe had a code and so did the remote control. There were all kinds of other laser beams and things to keep anyone from ever taking this coin. This young man was given all the codes to disable the security and obtain the coin.”
 
   “Francine isn’t convinced that the hacker is very smart,” I said. “There are discrepancies in his skill set which makes her think that he had help getting into the security companies’ computers. His everyday skills are far inferior to hers.”
 
   “What are you saying, Doc?”
 
   “Isn’t it clear? The hacker is working for someone. A person with extensive knowledge of art. How else would they target the most valuable pieces in every home?”
 
   “The security companies must have that information on file.”
 
   “Has anyone contacted the security companies yet? Had a look at their computers?” I asked.
 
   “It’s in the works at the moment, but it will take some time to get all the legalities done.” 
 
   “What did you find from the telephone records?” 
 
   “Still working on it.” Frustration crept into Manny’s voice. “I wish things happened as fast as on telly shows, but we have a lot of legal stuff to sort out before we can dig into people’s records. It all takes a lot of time.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   Manny glanced at his watch. “They started working on this about two hours ago. Hopefully we’ll have something by lunchtime.”
 
   I closed my eyes and allowed Mozart to take over for a few minutes. When I opened my eyes Manny and Phillip were discussing the coin. Manny was truly disgusted with the value of such a small round piece of gold.
 
   “Is the hacker the bomber?” I asked. Both men turned to me. “Are the hacker and bomber two different people connected by something? What is the connection between the hacker and the bomber?” I took a deep breath. “Is there a connection between them and me?”
 
   A series of micro-expressions flying across Manny’s face warned me. “Doc, there is something I haven’t told you yet.”
 
   My stomach felt hollow and I could feel my heart beat in my throat. I waited. The worry and regret on his face told me that it was not going to be glad tidings.
 
   “The flower that was found at each crime scene was identified.” He nodded at the monitors. “The young gentleman also had the flower on him when he was arrested.”
 
   “For the love of Pete, Manny, just tell us.” Phillip was leaning forward in his chair, concern pulling his eyebrows together.
 
   “It was a daffodil. At each scene. A red daffodil.”
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   I faced my front door and stood there unmoving. I wondered if it was even worth unlocking the door. Had Vinnie, Colin and Francine locked all five locks? If I walked into my apartment now, who was going to be inside? Had my apartment become an open house to every one?
 
   Allowing these questions to float through my mind was far easier than dealing with the news Manny had given me six hours before. It had been with immense effort that I had stayed in control and hadn’t succumbed to the overwhelming need to escape into the black void that always welcomed me. Even now, the lure of Mozart pulled at me. 
 
   The door opened. Colin rested his hand on the door handle and looked at me. Concern pulled at his eyes and mouth. “You’ve been standing there for fifteen minutes, Jenny. It’s time to come in.”
 
   I shook my head. Out here I could avoid dealing with Manny’s news for a little while longer. 
 
   “I’ll draw a bath for you. You can relax there for an hour or so. Then we’ll have dinner, okay?” 
 
   His kindness and understanding were hammering away at the tight control I had on my emotions. My eyes started burning and I shook my head again.
 
   “I’ll turn on Mozart and you can listen to this while you’re lying in the tub. I’ll also pour you a glass of a fantastically good Merlot that I bought today.” He took a step closer to me, watching me like I usually watched people when I was reading them. Some of the tension around his eyes left when I didn’t move away from him. One more step and he was standing inside my personal space. 
 
   I didn’t know if Manny or Phillip had phoned him. Somehow I doubted that. If he had known about the daffodils, he might have been more aggressive in his concern right now. He touched my shoulder so lightly that I barely felt the contact through my coat. Very gently his hand smoothed down my coat sleeve to my wrist. His hand felt warm and comforting when he closed it over my icy fingers.
 
   “Let me take that for you.” One by one, he peeled my fingers away from the computer bag I had forgotten I was clutching to my chest. He gently pried open my grip and took the bag. He slung it over his shoulder and held both my hands in his. “It’s really bad, isn’t it?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Okay then. Let’s get you inside.” He had to pull twice before my legs unlocked themselves and I was able to move. I followed him into my apartment and instantly felt some of the tightness in my muscles ease. When he locked all five locks, I relaxed even more. It annoyed me that three people had keys to my apartment, but I didn’t mind these specific three people in my apartment. I didn’t want other uninvited guests.            
 
   After the daffodil news, I craved the security of locked doors. Reality dictated that my apartment was far from impenetrable and the past few days had proven the same truth for access to my computer and smartphone. My muscles tensed up again as my thoughts entered this direction. I clamped down on it. Being this shaken was not a state I wanted to be in. 
 
   Colin pulled me into my bedroom. He had only been living in my apartment for two days, but even when he had stayed here before, he seldom entered my sanctuary. It felt strange to have him in a space that I felt protective of. It also made me feel safe. This realisation shocked me out of my silence.
 
   “I’ll take it from here, thank you.” I took my handbag off my shoulder and stood with it in my hand. It had to be in its usual place, but I didn’t feel like walking back to put it on the dining room chair.
 
   Colin held out his hand for my bag. “I’ll put it on the chair for you. And I’ll set up your computer on the table.”
 
   I looked at his hand and blinked a few times before I handed my handbag to him. “I won’t be long.”
 
   “Take your time, Jenny. I’ll get dinner going and we can talk then. It’s going to be at least an hour before everything is ready, so don’t come out before then, okay?”
 
   I lifted one eyebrow, immediately suspicious. “Why do you want me out of sight for an hour?”
 
   He smiled. “There really is no hiding anything from you. Good lord. I just didn’t want you to worry about Vinnie cooking in the kitchen.”
 
   “Why would I worry?” I took off my coat and handed it to Colin who took it without any change of expression. “I know that Vinnie will clean the kitchen when he’s done.”
 
   “And it won’t bother you that he is here? Francine will most likely also be here.”
 
   I thought about this for a moment. “It annoys me that my apartment no longer seems to be mine, but at this moment it makes me feel safe to have all of you here.”
 
   The relaxed smile on Colin’s lips and around his eyes disappeared. In its place were all the muscle movements of worry. “Relax and come out when you’re ready. We’ll be here.”
 
   It did take me an hour to relax in the tub, consider my situation and make some important decisions. Life had taught me a long time ago that there was no such thing as status quo. Maintaining the same comfortable situation in one’s life, whether it was emotional equilibrium or stability in one’s career, relationships or something else, was indeed impossible. Life had always been a fluid river in my life, changing with every season and forcing me to move with it. 
 
   An overwhelming desire to fight anything challenging my routines was my first reaction every time. But it was a futile fight. I didn’t know if it was more difficult and painful for me than for others, but every change felt like torture. Embracing it took some sting out of that torture, it helped me develop, helped me grow stronger. And that was what I was hoping to do. Accept yet another personal and career change in my life. 
 
   I stopped for a moment when I realised that I was rubbing body lotion almost aggressively into my legs. A calming breath later, I finished moisturising my skin more gently and hoped that I could convince myself that change was good.
 
   When I opened my bedroom door, the smells and sounds greeting me settled something in my chest. Vinnie and Francine were in the kitchen arguing about spices. Colin was watching television. It was an unorthodox scene of domesticity. Something I never thought I would have in my life.
 
   “Jen-girl.” Vinnie held a spice shaker above his head. Francine was leaning against him trying to reach the shaker, but in obvious pain. “Tell this silly wench that you cannot put sweet basil in a sauce for a chicken dish. It is only used with vegetable dishes.”
 
   “Says you.” Francine reached a bit higher, but collapsed against Vinnie with a groan. “My grandmother always put it with the chicken and it was delicious.”
 
   Vinnie pulled her against him in a gentle hug. Francine was as beautiful as a model and also as tall. Vinnie was still almost a head taller than her and he looked down at her. “That sacrilege will not take place in my kitchen.”
 
   “This is my kitchen,” I said as I walked to the fridge and took out the blackcurrant juice. I took a spotless glass from the cupboard and poured half a glass. I leaned against the counter and watched Vinnie stir something in a pot while still holding Francine.
 
   “You need to sit down and not wrestle with me. You’re still a far way from being well enough to take me on.” He gave her a quick hug and pushed her away from him. “And there will be no sweet basil in my food tonight.”
 
   “He’s so easy to annoy,” she whispered to me as she walked to join Colin on the sofa.
 
   “I heard you.” Vinnie turned around to glare at Francine. Then he turned to me with a sweet smile. “How’re ya doin’, sexy?”
 
   His crazy change of accent caught me unawares and I laughed. “I’m hungry.”
 
   “Aw, Jen-girl. You sure know how to sweet-talk a man. Get the others and sit down at the table. The food will be there in two minutes.”
 
   Thirty minutes later I wished I had more space in my stomach to have a third helping of Vinnie’s winning chicken lasagne. I leaned back in my chair with a satisfied groan and lifted the wine glass to my mouth. “This is a good Merlot.”
 
   “As if I would ever buy a bad Merlot.” Colin winked at me.
 
   I wondered if I had ever felt so at home with other people in my personal space. For a short moment I basked in the feeling. I knew I was going to destroy this easy companionship with everything I had to tell them. “Did Manny or Phillip phone you today?”
 
   “Who? Me?” Colin pointed at his chest. “Why the hell would Millard phone me?”
 
   “Because of what was discovered today.” There was a shift around the table. Everyone’s body language communicated a change in mood. It made me angry that I was the one to cause this. 
 
   “What was discovered, Jenny?”
 
   I told them about the thief who was caught. I tried to keep it as concise as possible and could hear the emotionless tone in my voice. Lack of inflection could usually be traced to an overload of emotions in people. In my case it was the tight grip I had on my emotions. “Then Manny got a phone call from the crime scene investigators.”
 
   “Did they get any fingerprints from the painting and wrapping?” Colin asked.
 
   “I don’t know. Manny didn’t say. The phone call he received was about the flower.” I was speaking faster, trying to get it out as quickly as possible. “They looked at the flowers that were left at the crime scene. Only at three of the crime scenes were the flowers taken in as evidence. The one that young thief had was the same. All four flowers were red daffodils.”
 
   Noise exploded around the table. There was no need to explain to them the importance of that flower. They remembered. Vinnie and Francine were talking at the same time, asking me questions and using a lot of expletives. Colin had lost some of the colour in his face, his lips pressed together until they were bloodless. He stopped rubbing his right thigh when he caught me looking at him.
 
   “Jen-girl, are you okay?” Vinnie leaned over the table and almost touched me. I leaned a bit back.
 
   “Now I’m fine. I wasn’t all that fine when Manny told me.”
 
   A look passed between Colin and Vinnie. “Dude?”
 
   Colin ignored Vinnie’s question and looked at me. “Do you think Kubanov is behind all of this?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I lifted my shoulders and shuddered. Six months ago this wealthy Russian philanthropist had been the mastermind behind an impressively well-organised art forgery ring. The little that we had been able to learn about him was ambiguous. Publicly he was renowned as an altruistic oligarch, giving back to his community in various forms, especially in art and education. But there had been a dark side that we had uncovered. His ruthless, cruel, underhanded dealings were a public secret. A secret that people never admitted knowing and never talked about to strangers. It could get you killed if anyone knew that you had any knowledge about Kubanov’s less stellar activities. He was the kind of psychopath who hid in plain sight. A psychopath who had an affinity for red daffodils. He scared me.
 
   “I’m open to accept all kinds of coincidences,” Vinnie said. “Four daffodils at crime scenes is too much to call it a coincidence.”
 
   Francine emptied her glass of wine and held it out to Colin for a refill. “Why are you so quiet?”
 
   Colin took his time pouring wine into her glass. When he stopped halfway, she shook the glass lightly and he filled it almost to the brim. “I’m quiet because I’m thinking.”
 
   I knew he was lying. He was most likely thinking, but he was quiet because of another reason. That reason had something to do with the last four months, his injuries and the secrecy around the table I was not privy to. I looked at him, excluding everyone else from our contact. “You’re going to have to tell me. Soon.”
 
   “Maybe.” He didn’t pretend to not know what I was talking about. “Let’s go over what we presently know about Kubanov.”
 
   He started counting on his fingers. “Firstly, he has more money than God. He is highly intelligent and from what we learned the last time, he likes playing with people. He has no problem using people to get to his end goal. He used all those students to paint forgeries that were sold at top auction houses. Then he killed them. He has extensive knowledge of art, something that we already said the person behind all of this would have. And he has a tendency to use symbolism.”
 
   “The daffodils in the Russian House,” Vinnie said. The Russian House was the mansion in Strasbourg Kubanov had used as the European headquarters for his dealings. Before we had discovered his art-crime ring and a lot of arrests had been made. “The house was on Daffodil Street. It has to be Kubanov behind these burglaries.”
 
   “This would make sense as a theory,” I said. “Kubanov would have no qualms using somebody to recruit needy, susceptible students to steal for him.”
 
   “But isn’t he this behind-the-curtains kind of criminal? Why announce his presence with the red daffodils?” Francine asked.
 
   I was afraid of the answer. It came too close to my home and those in it. Another question bothered me. “If he only works with the best, why is he using an amateur hacker? Why not someone like Francine?”
 
   We all looked at Francine. She lifted both eyebrows. “What? Why are you looking at me? I would never work with someone like that.”
 
   “That is not why we are looking at you,” I said. “We want to know your thoughts on the connection between Kubanov and the hacker.”
 
   “Oh well, that’s good then.” She took a sip of her wine. “Honestly? I don’t know if Kubanov is involved, but I know there must be another hacker. Someone who is more sophisticated than doofus.”
 
   “How did you find out his name?” I asked, excited. “We should tell Manny.”
 
   Everyone laughed. The mood around the table lifted slightly.
 
   “Doofus is slang, Jenny. It means fool or stupid person.”
 
   “Oh.” I thought about this. “I like it. Doofus. I think I’m going to use it. It’s not offensive, is it?”
 
   “Well, you are calling someone a fool, so in that sense it is,” Francine said. “But there are a lot of fools out there.”
 
   There were a few chuckles and we fell silent. My mind was sorting through all the data. “Colin said that Kubanov likes symbolic gestures. Is he the one behind the painting, the email and the bomb? If so, how do they connect to him? How do I connect to him? How do I connect to the hacker?”
 
   “The hacker read all your articles,” Francine said. 
 
   “But that proves nothing other that he might be a student,” I said. “There must be another connection.”
 
   “Did you ever say anything controversial in your articles?” Francine asked. “I read a few of them, but there were some things I didn’t understand at all. Most of it though sounded solid to me, not offensive at all.”
 
   “What about that professor?” Colin asked.
 
   I shook my head. “No, that is too silly. Such a petty thing? No. If you read my articles, you’ll find some that were much more strongly worded than that one. I looked at them yesterday and sent Manny a list of peers who might have been angry with me because of an article. It is nigh-on impossible to predict someone else’s sensitivity to facts presented in my articles that might contradict their views.”
 
   “But you did it.”
 
   “Of course. Manny ran those names against some system looking for criminal activities and not one of them has had any suspicious behaviour.”
 
   “Recorded suspicious behaviour,” Colin said with one lifted eyebrow. I immediately caught the hint.
 
   “Granted. But these are academics, Colin. These people theorise and teach, they are not violent, bomb-building criminals.” My hand gestures were becoming more animated as I talked.
 
   “You never know what can push a person over the edge, Jen-girl.”
 
   “Send me that list,” Francine said. “I have ways to look for criminal connections that Manny’s guys don’t have.”
 
   “Maybe you should share your ways with Manny’s people. It will help them catch bad guys,” I said. The succession of micro-expressions on her face told me that I had erred. Greatly. “You think they will use it against you and all other citizens in some great conspiracy to control us all? Really, Francine. That is too far-fetched. Even for you.”
 
   “I stick with my far-fetched theories and you can stick to yours.” She lifted her nose just enough to ensure I noted her superiority. I smiled. After a second she also smiled. “Give me that list and I’ll check it my way.”
 
   “I’ll email to you.” I tilted my head to the side. “Why don’t you just hack my computer and take it?”
 
   “Because I’m not going to invade your privacy like that. I only hack to protect, not to steal from you. Whatever you give me will be of your own free will.” Her focus on me changed. I recognised that look. I had seen it a few times when we had had lunch, but always dismissed it as misplaced. Not anymore. The caring, concern and friendship displayed on her face stole my breath. “We’ll find these people, these connections and Kubanov, and keep you safe, Genevieve.”
 
   Instinctively I wanted to deny needing help and being in danger. I thought about it for a split second and grew cold. I had to focus to not allow my mind to go into hiding. “This is about me, isn’t it? Somehow the focus of all of this is on me. Why? What have I done?”
 
   “If it’s Kubanov, I can imagine that he’s pissed off with you for fuc… screwing up his very profitable art-forgery business, Jen-girl.” Vinnie straightened in his chair. He glanced at Colin and renewed determination tightened his lips. “We’re going to get that bastard and make sure nothing bad happens to you.” 
 
   “Assuming that he is the one behind the email, bomb and painting.” I groaned. “This is all still crude speculation. Just because there were daffodils at these crime scenes does not mean that Kubanov is behind this. Sure, it implicates him, but we have no concrete evidence. There are too many disconnected pieces of information. I have to find what connects all of them to me.”
 
   “Do you have any ideas?” Colin asked.
 
   I stared at him while thinking. With a shrug, I shook my head. “Nothing, just more speculation. The only so-called connection I have with Kubanov is the case we had last summer. From what we know, the art forgery ring was only one of many avenues he deals with. The gun connections we found then can lead us to the possibility that he also deals in arms. If we follow this trail and generalise, most likely he also deals in drugs. Who knows what else? So, why would one arm of his extensive illegal business make him angry enough to do something to me?”
 
   It was quiet around the table. In their postures and eyes I could see they knew the answer as well as I did. “Psychopaths do not take well to losing. Losing face is a very strong trigger, it prompts them into all sorts of revengeful actions. Do you think he wants revenge?”
 
   “We won’t let him get close to you, Jenny.” Colin lightly touched my hand.
 
   I looked down and realised that I was gripping the table with both hands as if I planned to pull it closer. It took concentration to relax my hands enough to let go. I slid my hand out from under Colin’s and rested it on my lap. One by one, I relaxed my tense neck, shoulder and back muscles. 
 
   A ping from a phone brought some tension back. I frowned. 
 
   “That’s your phone, Genevieve.” Francine sat up in her chair, looking excited. “When I secured it, I also set up the alerts to let you know whenever you receive emails. That way you’ll always be on top of things.”
 
   “Why would I always want to be on top of things? Oh, never mind that.”
 
   I reached for my handbag that Colin had hung over the back of my chair. It was not hung on the correct side of my chair and my handbag was not facing the right direction, but it was better than having my handbag in a wrong place. My smartphone was in its usual pocket, easy to reach. I tapped the screen and saw the notification icon. The technology pleased me. The accessibility into every waking moment of my life, not so much.
 
   “I have a new email,” I said and tapped on the screen to open my inbox. “Oh. Oh, no. It’s another email from the postal service. There’s another package in my mailbox.”
 
   Colin grabbed the phone out of my hands and looked at it as if he could see what was inside the package by merely glaring at the touchscreen. “What the fuck is he playing at?”
 
   “I’ll go get it. Jen-girl, can I have the keys again?” Vinnie got up and held his hand out to me. The scar on his face was standing out against the red anger in his face. His hand had the slightest tremor, caused by a rush of adrenaline. The flaring of his nostrils indicated faster and deeper breathing. He was preparing to take action, violent action. The intimidating large man hovering over me made me feel safe and I was glad that he was on my side. 
 
   I reached into my handbag again and took the keys from its own designated side pocket. Holding the keys just above his outstretched hand, I looked at him, hoping to convey my intense sincerity. “Be careful.”
 
   “Always, Jen-girl. Always.” He closed the keys in his fist and looked at Colin. “Dude?”
 
   I only caught the end of Colin giving Vinnie an almost imperceptible shake of his head. Again with the secrecy. 
 
   “Okey-dokey. I’ll be back in a few.” Vinnie didn’t state whether it would be a few minutes or hours and I didn’t ask. I wasn’t particularly excited about receiving yet another mysterious package. He could take his time. Unless…
 
   “What if it’s a bomb?” I started getting out of my chair to stop Vinnie.
 
   “Don’t worry, Jen-girl, I’ll make sure it’s not.” He gave me a quick smile, opened the door and left.
 
   “Does he have one of those bomb sniffer machines?” I asked.
 
   “Or something like that.” Colin’s cryptic answer told me that whatever testing device or method Vinnie used was most likely not legal. My shoulders dropped a little at yet another gray area, void of simple black and white rules.
 
   “I’m going to check what else I can find,” Francine said and got up. “I will find this doofus. Before the weekend is done, I’ll have him. I swear.”
 
   “That would be a step closer to finding out what this is all about and who is involved,” I said.
 
   Francine nodded. “Let me know when Vinnie comes back. I want to see what is in that package.”
 
   I didn’t. I truly did not want to see what was in that package. With an elegant wave, Francine left for the apartment next door. Colin and I sat in comfortable silence and I started assessing. 
 
   Now that this case had become personal, finding new clues held none of the usual excitement for me. What I was feeling was dread. It was an emotion I was intimately acquainted with. My whole life had been ruled by it. Dread that I had forgotten to lock all the doors, that I would have an episode, that I would have to be socially appropriate, that people would shun me. I was tired of this feeling. 
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   “I’ve got it.” Vinnie’s voice boomed with excitement as he walked through the front door. “I think it’s a book. Actually, I’m pretty sure it is.”
 
   I stood up from my crouched position in front of the dishwasher. Vinnie was halfway to the kitchen. A shudder worked its way through my body. “Stop. Go back, close and lock the door. Then you can bring that package.”
 
   Vinnie glanced at Colin lounging in the living area, then smiled at me. “Sorry, Jen-girl. I’m just excited about our next clue.”
 
   I turned on the dishwasher, folded the dishcloth carefully to align all the corners and hung it exactly in the centre of the small railing on the wall. Vinnie might be excited about the new clue, but I wasn’t. I resented everyone and everything for bringing more dread in my life. That included the brown paper-wrapped package Vinnie was clutching in his hand.
 
   “Secured?” Colin asked as he got up and followed Vinnie to the dining room table. 
 
   “Checked it nine ways to Sunday,” Vinnie said as he placed the package on the table. 
 
   I didn’t understand his words, but his body language told me that the package held no physical threat. For a moment I stood undecided in the kitchen. Anger at my irrational emotions propelled me to action. I grabbed a pair of latex gloves from the dispenser next to the sink and walked to the dining room table. “Why didn’t you open it? Can you make positively sure it is safe without opening it?”
 
   “I have ways.” Vinnie’s posture and tone told me to not inquire about his ways. “When I put it through the x-ray, I saw it was a book. Open it, so we can see what book it is.”
 
   The package looked innocent as it lay there on the table. I only looked at it, not touching it. “This is most likely the book that will be the key to the code on the bomb.”
 
   “And we won’t know for sure until you open it, Jenny.” Colin studied me for a few seconds. “Do you want me to open it?”
 
   I almost begged him to. But I was stronger than this fear, stronger than this book. 
 
   I put the gloves on, reached for the book and sat down in my chair. As with the painting, the book was wrapped in layers of brown paper which I carefully took off. Maybe Manny would want to send this in to the labs for testing as well. Not that I had confidence that they were going to find any evidence.
 
   I placed the last layer of paper on the pile in front of me and studied the book in my hands. Gold embossing on the leather cover brought home the significance of this book. I took a quick breath and looked at Colin. “It’s Dante’s La Vita Nuova.”
 
   The muscles in his face contracted to give me a glimpse of the micro-expression seen especially in victorious athletes. “I was right. Damn.”
 
   I turned it over. “It looks old.”
 
   “It looks really old.” Colin sat down in the chair next to me and moved in close to look at the book. “Open it, let’s see what it is.”
 
   I lifted the cover. Only because I was already prepared for something disturbing did I not gasp in horror. On the first page was a dried, pressed flower. A red daffodil. 
 
   “Do you still doubt that Kubanov is behind this?” Colin asked, ignoring Vinnie’s string of inventive curse words. Vinnie sat down hard in the chair across from me and glared at the book.
 
   I lifted the flower and carefully placed it on the table. “Unless someone else has a fixation on red daffodils, it makes for a conclusive argument that Kubanov sent me this. But why? Wait, don’t answer that. It is an unproductive question.”
 
   I carefully paged through the book. At a later stage I would go through it much more studiously, but as it was, I didn’t see anything else out of the ordinary. Returning to the front of the book, I scanned the first pages.
 
   “Why this book?” Vinnie asked. I didn’t answer him. I didn’t know the answer.
 
   Colin put on latex gloves and held out his hand. “Let me have a look at it.”
 
   I handed him the book and sat back.
 
   “Seriously, dudes. Why this book?” Vinnie was becoming impatient with our lack of response. 
 
   Colin continued to flip through the book. “Well, Vin, the obvious answer would be the book’s connection to the painting.”
 
   “Yeah, well. I didn’t study history and literature and all that crap. Care to tell me how this all fits in?”
 
   “All that crap, huh?” Colin looked up from the book to smile at Vinnie. “Okay, here is the super-condensed version of La Vita Nuova. Dante Alighieri saw this girl, Beatrice, when he was around nine years old and she was a few months younger. He fell in love with her, and until her death at the age of twenty-five had a love relationship with her that mostly existed in his head. It was this almost obsession with her that made him write this book, a combination of poetry and prose. All revolving around this girl and his unrequited love for her.”
 
   “Creepy, dude. Especially for a kid.” Vinnie shuddered.
 
   “Well, he wasn’t a kid when he wrote this. He must have been in his late twenties. Much later in his life it is said that he was embarrassed about having written this. Most of this book is about his feelings every time he had laid eyes on her and his intense desire to just hear Beatrice greet him. Both of them got married to people arranged for them. She died really young, like I said. It was after her death that he wrote this book.” Colin lifted the book. “It is filled with more angst and melodrama than a Brazilian soap opera. After Beatrice’s death, Dante became very interested in literature, philosophy and politics. Quite an intense guy.”
 
   “It is also much later that he wrote his more famous work, The Divine Comedy,” I said.
 
   “Correct,” Colin continued. “There are three parts to The Divine Comedy: Inferno, where he starts his journey in the underworld with another poet, Purgatorio, where he ascends from hell, and Paradiso, where Beatrice takes him through the nine celestial spheres of Heaven. In the last part he imagined that Beatrice was his guardian angel who both encouraged and reprimanded him in his search for salvation. Throughout The Divine Comedy Beatrice represents love and hope.”
 
   “Way over my head.” Vinnie waved his hand over the top of his head. “So how does this connect to you, Jen-girl?”
 
   “I have no idea. None of my personal history correlates to this story. My only connection to Kubanov is last summer’s case. The only connection Francine has been able to find to the hacker was that he read my articles. I honestly don’t know how all this connects.” I was typing a bit too aggressively on my keyboard and pulled my hands back into fists. “For days I’ve been trying to figure it out, but I don’t have enough data.”
 
   Colin waved the book at me. “We have one more thing.”
 
   “Let’s see if this holds the key.” I opened the computer file containing the sets of numbers left on the explosive device. “Vinnie, will you write this down?”
 
   Vinnie reached for the notepad next to my computer. I snatched it back. This was my notepad. Only I wrote in it. I got up and took out a new notepad from a stack in one of the kitchen drawers. His smile was knowing and full of affection when he took the pad from me. 
 
   “Thanks, Jen-girl.” He lifted an eyebrow. “May I have a pen or pencil?”
 
   I handed him one of the three pens neatly aligned next to my laptop and ignored his broadening smile. “Ready?”
 
   It took us half an hour to use the Ottendorf cipher. I gave Colin the numbers, he searched for the page, line and letter and Vinnie wrote it down. It was a slow process. I was sure that I could count the lines and letters faster than Colin, but surprised myself with restraint and patience.
 
   “Tapping your foot isn’t going to make this go any faster, Jenny.” Colin glanced at my feet. Apparently I had not been as successful at hiding my frustration as I had thought. “T, that is the last letter. What do we have, Vin?”
 
   Vinnie’s face contorted into a look of consternation. He touched his nose and shook his head. “Ghurdoapv… oh, hell. I can’t even say this crap. It’s no word or words I’ve ever seen.”
 
   He shoved the notepad across the table. I lifted it and studied Vinnie’s surprisingly neat printed letters. He was right. It didn’t make sense. Colin tilted the notepad to also have a look. I let my mind search for the possibility of words within this scrambled mess, but nothing came to me.
 
   “Put it in a search engine,” Colin said. 
 
   “Brilliant idea,” I said. Colin dictated and I placed all the letters in the Google search bar. I pressed enter. Almost immediately a page popped up suggesting other words, asking if that was what I had meant. Google couldn’t find anything with those letters. I wasn’t surprised.
 
   “Maybe it is a code within a code.” Colin was still staring at the notepad. 
 
   “Or maybe the dude used words and not letters,” Vinnie said. “None of those numbers in the code is higher than eleven, which is the average number of words per line in a book like this.”
 
   Colin and I stared at Vinnie. These men had taught me so much in the time I had known them. Maybe one of the most important lessons was that looks could be immensely deceiving. Vinnie might look like a thug, but he was a perceptive, intelligent man. 
 
   “That’s great, Vinnie. Let’s start again.” It took us another half an hour to get the specific word on the specific line on the specific page. Again it was tedious. This time I managed to not show my impatience. 
 
   “‘Very’,” Colin said. “The last word. Okay Vin, what do we have now?”
 
   “Nonsense. Again.” He groaned and shook the notepad. “It doesn’t make sense, but here it is. ‘Day upon yours off light she he work throw in mine growth seen being cream stand hear a very’. See, total fucking nonsense.”
 
   “Let me see that.” I took the notepad from Vinnie and stared at the words. This was a repetition of our previous attempt. It didn’t make sense at all. Mentally I scrambled the words, but could not form any intelligent sentences with what was so neatly printed on the cream paper. “This is not the key.”
 
   “Are you very sure, Jenny?” Colin leaned in again to look at the notepad. I handed it to him. He moved back, but not much.
 
   “The verb, noun and preposition combinations won’t work in any form. I will continue to try, but I’m sure this isn’t it. There is something else.”
 
   It grew quiet around the table. 
 
   “I have to phone Manny,” I said. Again both men reacted to the name with the slightest tension. Weary of this behaviour, I took my phone and went to the living area. Manny answered on the second ring with a sound that might have been a grumbled greeting.
 
   “I got another package.” I sat down on the sofa.
 
   “And you collected it without letting me know. You’ve opened it too, haven’t you?”
 
   “Yes, why wouldn’t I?”
 
   “Because the last package lured you to a bomb!” The last word ended on a yell. I heard him breathing deeply a few times, most likely trying to calm himself. “What was in the package?”
 
   “A book. There was also a red daffodil in the front of the book. We used the code, but so far had no luck. It is not the letters or even words.”
 
   “Did you touch everything? Most likely. And now it will be even more difficult to get fingerprints and trace evidence.”
 
   “Manny.” I spoke louder than usual to stop his tirade. “I opened the package and handled the book wearing gloves. You can have the paper, but for now we still need the book. I need to figure out this code.”
 
   Manny grumbled something that might have been rude, but I couldn’t hear clearly. “Put that paper in a new plastic bag and don’t touch it again, for heaven’s sake. I’ll come around tomorrow mid-morning to pick it up and take it to the lab.”
 
   [bookmark: _Toc374897044]“I don’t have a plastic bag. I recycle and o–”
 
   “Just put the bloody papers in something clean that has not been touched or contaminated before. I’ll see you in the morning.” He abruptly ended the call. Sometimes I was ecstatic that Manny had entered my life. That way I knew that I was not the person least skilled in social interaction and telephone etiquette. 
 
   “I’m going, Jen-girl. If you guys need me, just holler.” Vinnie gave me a sweet smile before he left and closed the front door behind him. I got up and locked it. All five locks. 
 
   Colin was still sitting at the dining room table. I walked to the kitchen. A cup of camomile tea would be good. 
 
   “Manny said he’ll be here tomorrow morning to pick up the papers.” I filled the kettle with filtered water and switched it on. “Maybe they can get some fingerprints or something off it.”
 
   “Did he say anything about the painting? Did they get any prints off that? Any trace evidence?” 
 
   “He didn’t say and I didn’t think to ask. You can ask him tomorrow morning.”
 
   Again I saw the subtle change in Colin when it came to dealing with Manny. I made two cups of tea, not even asking if Colin wanted any. I placed it on coasters on the table and went back to the kitchen. I returned with a bottle of aged whiskey and two tumbler glasses. I sat down next to him. 
 
   Colin looked at me with raised eyebrows. “What’s this?”
 
   “I know that some people need alcohol to give them courage. It’s called Dutch courage. Other people need it to relax a bit before a difficult conversation. I thought you might want or need this.”
 
   “For what?” The micro-expressions flying across his face told me he knew. He was merely stalling.
 
   “Tell me.” I poured about an inch of amber liquid in a glass and placed it in front of him. On a coaster.
 
   “Jenny,” he started, but stopped. His mouth moved a lot and his breathing indicated deep distress.
 
   “Tell me, Colin,” I said again, gentler this time. His distress was now so clearly displayed across his body that I felt my chest tighten. Against my nature, my entire life experience, I reached out and put my hand on his forearm. His skin was warm under my hand, his muscles strong. With his other hand he took mine and enfolded it in both his. He held onto my hand as if it was a lifeline. My chest tightened even more. 
 
   I felt so inadequate to deal with this. All I could do was sit and wait until he was ready to talk. It took a long time, a tumbler of whiskey and a lot of deep breathing before I noticed the slight change in his posture.
 
   “After that last case, Interpol was desperate to put an end to Kubanov.” His voice was hoarse from stress, his hands holding mine tightly. “I’m a thief, Jenny. Not a spy. An artist, a forger. But they wanted a spy. Those bastards.”
 
   I realised that he wasn’t aware of confessing his crimes to me. He was too caught up in whatever had taken place and its lingering effects. His eyes were locked on the bronze sculpture from Hungary on the side table in the living area. I knew he wasn’t seeing it.
 
   “Kubanov has been on many countries’ watch lists for a long time,” he said softly. “Apart from his less violent crimes, he is well known to be dealing in arms and drugs. But he’s good. Until now he has been untouchable. Everyone knows, or they think they know, that he is bankrolling many syndicates, but there has not been one single trace of evidence to connect him to any of the crimes. The same as with our case with Piros in the summer. The connection between them was there, but we didn’t have anything concrete to take to a prosecutor or judge to even arrest the arsehole for an interrogation.”
 
   Something clicked in my head. “But someone found incriminating evidence and you were the best person to retrieve it from Kubanov.”
 
   “Yup.” The corners of his mouth pulled down in bitter anger. “Interpol had received reliable intel of the location of this evidence against Kubanov. I was perfect for the job, especially with my reputation. I am after all a renowned thief and forger. Interpol has always encouraged me to maintain my reputation within the industry. That has opened many doors to the really bad guys.”
 
   “As opposed to the plain bad guys.” I shook my head. “What is the distinction between a really bad guy and a plain bad guy?”
 
   “Bad guys only sell forged art. They don’t kill people, they don’t hurt anyone.”
 
   “A victimless crime.” I had heard that a lot. Thinking about the complicated life Colin was living made my mind cringe in reflex. The duplicity involved in maintaining his criminal reputation yet simultaneously finding ways to catch criminals would force my brain into a panicked spin. What price was he paying on a moral and emotional level? 
 
   “A victimless crime indeed. No one gets hurt, the insurance companies pay out and the forgers get to create art. But really bad guys, well, they’re bloodthirsty. Selling art is only a means to an end. They often use art as currency for drugs and guns.” He shuddered. “Or arms much more destructive than guns. They are ruthless criminals who do not care about art, creating or the beauty of a well-placed brushstroke. They induce violence all over the globe by supplying guns to developing countries. These are the people who put guns into the hands of child soldiers.”
 
   “And Kubanov is one of those?”
 
   “Without a doubt. What sets him apart is that he actually does appreciate art. He has a fetish for it and that is why Interpol decided that I was the best guy for the job. This was a joint operation with a few other agencies and I was the linchpin. My reputation was supposed to get me close enough to Kubanov to find that evidence. They had no one else with the right connections or who was trustworthy enough.”
 
   I thought about what he had said. There were so many questions that it was difficult to limit it to one point only. My chest hurt when everything fell into place. “Oh Colin. That is where you were? You went to Russia and were captured and tortured by Kubanov?”
 
   He nodded, but didn’t say anything else. My mind was reeling with this revelation. I had known that Colin worked for Interpol, but never, not for one minute, suspected that he did any dangerous work. I had naively thought he solely stole back works of art that were taken during wartime. 
 
   “Who supplied the information about the evidence?” I asked. “What kind of evidence was it?”
 
   Colin got up so fast, the chair tipped over and landed with a loud noise on the wooden floor. He walked to the window and stood with his back to me. There wasn’t one relaxed muscle in his posture and his breathing was laboured. He grabbed the back of his neck with both hands and shook his head as if he was having an internal conversation. His black t-shirt stretched across his back, clearly showing the muscle definition. I saw his ribcage moving with unnatural breathing patterns. He was trying to regain control. I waited.
 
   “Kubanov is a genius, Jenny. He fucked with us.” He turned around, folded his arms and looked at me. “And he’s fucking with us again.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   Colin walked back, picked up the chair and sat down at an angle facing me. “He wanted me in Russia. He trickled out just enough information to titillate, specific info that would require an expert to come after it.”
 
   “And you were that expert. How do you know this?”
 
   “I figured it out while Kubanov was breaking my fingers. And he told me some of it. He was very proud of himself.” He shifted closer and took my hand in his again. I didn’t mind. He was in so much turmoil, if offering my hand could help, I could get past my dislike for physical contact.
 
   “Where does Manny fit into this?” I asked.
 
   “He was the bastard who had received the tips. He doesn’t know of my connection to Interpol, but he had the audacity to recommend that they recruit me for this job. He was going to blackmail me into helping him catch Kubanov.”
 
   “Manny told me that he was getting close to finding Kubanov when his superiors took the case off his hands and ordered him to stop investigating.” I leaned a bit closer to Colin. “His recommendation and hypothetical blackmail are not the real reason for your rage. Why are you so angry with him?”
 
   “He didn’t check his intel, Jenny!” He turned his face away, struggling for calm. A few seconds later he looked at me again. “He is a bloody good detective. Why didn’t he get suspicious when he started receiving all these great tips? Tips that fell so neatly in my specialisation, making me the perfect person for this job. He should’ve checked it all.”
 
   “Did he have time? The way he told the story, it sounded like your bosses grabbed the case from him before he could follow up on it.”
 
   “Whose side are you on? Manny’s?”
 
   “Hey.” I put my other hand over his and waited until he was looking at me. “I’m not taking sides, Colin. I’m only asking questions.”
 
   “Questions that put you on Manny’s side.”
 
   I straightened in my chair and pulled my one hand away. The other stayed. “You are being irrational and emotional. I don’t take sides. I listen to the facts and subsequently decide what I believe to be the most neutral truth.” My voice softened. “But if I had to choose sides, it would be yours.”
 
   Colin’s eyes widened and then he closed them for a moment. When he looked at me, I identified emotions that I didn’t know how to interpret. “Jenny, you… Thank you. Just, thank you.”
 
   We studied each other for a long time. He must have seen something that reassured him even more because his facial muscles relaxed. As did his grip on my hand. I hoped this indicated his willingness to listen to reason. 
 
   “As much as Manny grumbles and complains, I know that he respects you,” I said softly.
 
   Colin snorted. “How can you even think that?”
 
   “It’s not a matter of thinking. It’s in his body language, something I know. I seldom trust what people say, but I believe what my eyes see. Manny likes you and he doesn’t like that. He doesn’t want to like someone he thinks is a one hundred percent criminal. He doesn’t want to respect you, but he does. I would have to observe Manny when he is asked this question to know his true answer, but from what I know about him I can comfortably surmise that he would never have done anything to put you in danger like that.”
 
   “Still on Manny’s side.” His accusation didn’t carry any resentment, rather a tinge of humour.
 
   “I also think that Manny can be trusted with your secret.”
 
   “What secret? That I’m working for Interpol?” He was shaking his head emphatically. “No, Jenny. He can never know this.”
 
   “Why not? It would make him much more agreeable to work with.”
 
   “No.” His lips closed in a thin line and his hands tightened around mine again. There was clearly more to Colin’s work at Interpol and Manny’s involvement than I knew about.
 
   “Tell me what happened in Russia.”
 
   He blinked a few times. “I was told that an old contact had informed Interpol he knew where Kubanov kept his records. According to this informant, Kubanov had an entire level under his house, or I should rather say mansion, that was not shown on any plans. That basement level housed a safe room the size of an average Parisian apartment, a fitness centre, a swimming pool and another recreation area. It was supposed to be vast. Taking into consideration that his house on the ground level covers almost fifteen hundred square metres, it isn’t difficult to imagine all of that fitting into an underground space like that.
 
   “The plan was for me to go to Russia under one of my more infamous names and make contact with Kubanov. I was to offer him a twelve-carat pink diamond with its legit papers. He had implied interest in such a diamond.”
 
   “Did you have that diamond?”
 
   “Of course I did. It came from a heist I pulled when I retrieved some paintings stolen during the Second World War. I had help to make sure the diamond was clean. I knew that Kubanov would not be able to resist something so unique and legal. He could show it off in public knowing that it wasn’t a blood diamond or stolen. Well, I arrived in Russia, dropped my name in a few places and waited. If all had gone to plan, I was going to insist on being invited to his home so that I could get an inside view of the place to see possible entrances to the basement level. I was also going to plant some bugs.”
 
   “Surveillance devices.” I remembered from the time Colin and Vinnie had bugged my apartment that they didn’t call these devices by their correct name. “But that didn’t happen.”
 
   “No. I was there for two days when some guys broke into my hotel suite one night and forcefully took me to Kubanov’s house. He does indeed have a basement level, but I never got to explore much. I was taken to an empty room and spent the next six days there. He would taunt me, asking how I liked his secret room with all his secret records. That is how I came to the conclusion that he had lured me there.”
 
   “Why you? Why the elaborate effort to get you there?”
 
   “Why didn’t he just take me out?” Colin gave me a humourless smile when I frowned. “Why didn’t he just have me assassinated? I had a lot of time to speculate about it and I think that he wanted me to suffer.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For ruining his art forgery business last summer.” He sighed. “I don’t know how he knew that I was involved in that case, and it has me worried.”
 
   “Do you think that he wants to take revenge on all of us who were involved?” My voice raised in pitch. “Is that why you are so convinced that Kubanov is behind the email, code and bomb? He is after me now?”
 
   “I don’t know what to think anymore, Jenny. But this is the direction that my thoughts are going in.”
 
   I saw his hesitation. “There is more. Tell me.”
 
   “Everything else is pure speculation. A hunch.” His lips lifted in a half-smile. “You might not appreciate my wild theories.”
 
   “Usually no. But your previous hunch would have prevented me from stepping on a bomb if I had listened to you. So, tell me your wild theories.”
 
   “Okay. We already agreed that Kubanov never does his own dirty work. He has someone else, someone strategic, do it for him. He uses people. He plans every move very carefully like the best chess player. But I think that we triggered something in him last summer. I think that he took the loss of his forgery ring as a personal attack and wants to exact revenge on us. He will use his intermediaries to get to us, but ultimately he wants to destroy us personally.”
 
   I thought about this carefully. “Your theory is maybe a little too wild for my tastes. Are you sure it’s not coloured by your suffering under his hand?”
 
   “Of course being tortured by Kubanov influenced my theory, Jenny. That is why I think this game he is playing is so personal. He could’ve killed me here at home. He could’ve killed me when I landed in Russia. He could’ve had his thugs torture me. Why did he choose to do this himself?”
 
   I swallowed away my fear. My intense anger and resentment at Colin disappearing out of my life suddenly seemed petty and juvenile. I was surprised when my vision blurred. I blinked away the tears and took a few shaky breaths. “I’m sorry this happened to you. I’m sincerely sorry.”
 
   He lifted one hand and carefully wiped a single tear from my cheek. “I’m okay now. I don’t know if I would’ve survived another day if Vinnie hadn’t come and gotten me out.”
 
   “How did he know to get you?” 
 
   “Vin and I have a system. If I don’t check in with him at certain times, he knows something is wrong. If I don’t check in with another method, he knows that there is a serious problem. He knew where I was going and when I didn’t contact him, he came to extract me.”
 
   “How did he do that? I assume Kubanov’s place to be extremely secure.”
 
   “Oh, it was. Fortunately Vinnie is as badass as he looks. He has a lot of connections that even I don’t want to know about. He used those guys to create a lot of chaos in Kubanov’s complex. It sounded like a war zone. There were explosions everywhere and I really thought the house was going to come down on top of me.” He huffed a soft laugh. “It was like a movie. With dust falling everywhere, shooting coming from above, the door to the room I was in blasted inward and flew past me. Through that smoke and dust Vinnie came walking in as if he was coming over for tea.”
 
   “Did he say something insensitive?” I was sure he would have. That was Vinnie’s way of relieving tension.
 
   “He did. He asked me if I was going to lie around all day while he was doing all the hard work.” A genuine smile removed some of the pain in his eyes. “He carried me out of there while shooting from the hip with an assault rifle. The guy is a regular Rambo. I honestly don’t remember the first week after that. The rest of the last four months have been two corrective surgeries to my leg and hand, and lots of physiotherapy. Now you know it all.”
 
   The way he said it was with the kind of finality to indicate the end of this conversation. Possibly the end of any conversation regarding this topic. I respected that and therefore didn’t ask him about Rambo.
 
   “Thank you for trusting me with this.” I realised the significance of him sharing this with me.
 
   “Jenny, I trust you with my life. I didn’t tell you about this before because I hoped that I was wrong. That my suspicions about Kubanov wanting revenge were wrong. I didn’t want you to know a single thing about Kubanov that could put you in danger.”
 
   “Again with the over-protectiveness.” I sat up straight and squeezed his hand once. “We’ll get them. I will figure out the code, we will find whoever is helping Kubanov with these emails and bomb. We will stop him from hurting us.”
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   I woke up clutching the remnants of a dream. My subconscious had tried to push through the connection it had made, but wakefulness obscured it yet again. I banged my head back into the pillow and sighed into my dark bedroom.
 
   It had taken me a long time to fall asleep after Colin’s big revelation. He had seemed awkward after that and soon retired to his room. Working hadn’t helped me unwind and neither had a soak in the tub. My mind had been consumed with thoughts of what Colin had suffered through. I didn’t know if I would have come out of it as relatively unscathed as he. Apart from the physical scars, his irrational anger with Manny and his rage towards Kubanov, he appeared to have dealt with that situation rather well. Considering.
 
   I got out of bed wondering if my observations of Colin’s mental well-being were accurate or not. Only time would tell. As it was, I had not once seen him act in any manner that would alert me to severe damage to his psyche. The only difference I had observed in him was that he came across more protective of me than before. Under the circumstances I deemed it understandable, even justified.
 
   When it came to reading nonverbal cues, I trusted my judgement unconditionally. It was this judgement that I relied on while psychoanalysing the man sleeping in the other room in my apartment. Because of the hour and my house guest I moved quietly to the kitchen and winced when the coffee machine sounded louder than usual as it started spitting out an Indian blend coffee.
 
   “It’s half past four, Jenny. Don’t you ever keep normal hours?” Colin’s voice startled me out of my thoughts. I swung around and stared at him. His hair was mussed, but his eyes were alert. He walked into the kitchen wearing his usual striped pyjama bottoms and white vest. I had never gotten into the habit of wearing a bathrobe and apparently neither had he. It might be something I should consider. He stopped a few feet from me and gave me an inquiring look. “Jenny?”
 
   “Oh. Yes.” I felt colour creeping up my neck. My mind was wandering so much that I forgot to reply. “Sorry I woke you. I had a dream that gave me the clue to the code.”
 
   “Fantastic.” His eyes widened and he stepped closer. “What is it? What does the code say?”
 
   “I don’t know. I forgot the dream as soon as I woke up.”
 
   He laughed softly. “I hate when that happens. So why didn’t you go back to sleep?”
 
   I stifled a yawn and took my coffee. “Can’t sleep. Do you want coffee?”
 
   “I’ll make it, thanks. Are you going to work now?” He moved around me and took a mug from the cupboard. “What are you going to work on?”
 
   “The code.” I left him at the coffee machine and turned on my computer. Sitting down, I stared at the monitor as the computer booted up. My dream connection was lingering just beneath the surface of my consciousness. I knew that only the smallest trigger was needed to bring it blasting into my mind. The key was to find that trigger, so I did what usually worked. I closed my eyes and gave myself over to Mozart’s Violin Concerto in B-flat major.
 
   I opened my eyes and tried to calm my racing heart. A glance at the clock on my computer screen told me that I had been in my head for the last two hours. I realised that I was hugging myself tightly and still rocking. I dropped my arms and straightened in my chair.
 
   “Have you got it?” Colin had moved a wingback chair from the reading area and was sitting a few feet from the dining room table, reading one of my books. I didn’t know why he felt compelled to be closer to me. The chair hadn’t been that far away. It should not have been moved. That thought made me drop my eyes to the wooden floor. Colin laughed and put the book upside down on his leg. “I didn’t drag the chair here, Jenny. I carried it. So? Have you got the key to the code?”
 
   “I think so. Maybe. Could be.” 
 
   After getting gloves from the kitchen, I paged through the book, carefully studying each page. Only when I reached the last page did I pay attention to Colin’s impatient breathing and movements. 
 
   “Please tell me what’s going on in that head of yours. The suspense is killing me.” 
 
   I looked at him. He was leaning forward in his chair, his elbows resting on his knees, anticipation evident on his face. I lifted the book. “In the whole book only one word is underlined. The first letter twice.”
 
   He got up and sat on the dining chair next to me. “Show me.”
 
   I turned towards him and opened the book on page seventy-five. I angled it towards him and pointed to the centre of the page. “‘For’. That is the word that is lightly underlined. Look here. The ‘f’ is underlined twice.”
 
   “And that means?” He drew out the last word on an inquiring monotone.
 
   “That there is a relationship between the ‘f’ and the code. What else was strange in this book?”
 
   He thought about it. “The daffodil. I looked through the book while you were Mozarting and couldn’t see anything else. I did notice the underlined ‘for’, but didn’t make much of it.”
 
   “Firstly, Mozart is not a verb.” I shuddered and then scowled when Colin smiled. “It’s wrong, so very wrong, to use a name as a verb. You’re distracting me with things like that. Since the daffodil and ‘for’ are the only anomalies in an otherwise flawless collector’s piece, there is significance.”
 
   “What significance?”
 
   “I have a theory, so bear with me. There is something crude about this code. Just like Francine’s hacker this is sophisticated and it is not. The sophistication comes from the code, but the crudeness from hiding it.”
 
   “You think there is a code in the code?”
 
   “Yes, and the way it is hidden comes across as desperate and amateur.” Which made it all the more frustrating that I could not break this code. It was time to simplify our attempts. “We tried the letters and words from those numbers to no avail. I’m thinking that the ‘for’ is the key to the code.”
 
   “I consider myself quite an intelligent person, but I can’t see how ‘for’ could be the key.”
 
   “Not the preposition. Four as a number.”
 
   “Of course. You’re a genius.”
 
   “This is true,” I said and picked up my notepad. It took us an hour to work through two of my ideas. Neither resulted in anything coherent. It only led us to words that could never form meaningful sentences. This code might have been crude, but it was not very easy to decipher.
 
   “What if we try numerology?” Colin pushed his hands through his hair. Already it had been messy from sleep. Now it was standing in all directions. It took us another hour to work through his suggestions that included calculations using the Indian and Chaldean systems. We added and subtracted. I was losing patience when Colin suggested one more alternative. 
 
   “Let’s add four and subtract one.”
 
   “Why one?”
 
   “There was one daffodil in the book.” He lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. I nodded. It was worth the try. By the third word, my eyes widened and my heart rate increased. By the time we got all twenty words, I was constantly shifting in my chair.
 
   “So?” Colin leaned closer to look at my notepad. 
 
   “This is it. This is the sentence that was hidden by the code.” I pointed at the words filling two lines on my notepad. “‘This sweet child mine, told her end was nigh, should not have had to face her life in a run’.” 
 
   “What does that mean?” 
 
   “It is a rhyme. A sad rhyme.”
 
   “Four lines of a notably simplistic poem. But what does it mean?” he asked again.
 
   “If we take the words at face value, then I would dare to say that this man’s child was diagnosed with something terminal when she was small. The tense makes me think that she is dead.”
 
   “Well, it certainly fit in with the sadness of Dante’s book and Rossetti’s painting.”
 
   I turned to Colin. “Does Kubanov have a child? Did he have a child that died from cancer or some other terminal disease?”
 
   “Not that I know of. None of the background on him has ever revealed any children.” He leaned back in his chair. “Doesn’t mean that he doesn’t have any though. Or had.”
 
   We fell into silence, but it didn’t last for long. Distinct noises coming from my front door alerted me that someone was unlocking it. This time I didn’t get annoyed when Vinnie stepped in, carrying two grocery bags. His head was down and it looked as if he was attempting stealth. It simultaneously interested and amused me to watch the large man carefully close the front door, turn around and take a few silent steps before he noticed us at the dining room table.
 
   “Motherf… Do you guys never sleep? I thought I was going to surprise you two with breakfast in bed.” The corners of his mouth were turned down and he stomped to the kitchen. “I’ll never get to do something fun for you.”
 
   “Morning, Vinnie.” I stood up and gave in to the need to stretch my muscles. I locked my fingers and stretched my arms above my head as high as I could. The pull in my back muscles was welcome and I rolled my head to loosen my tight neck muscles. I lowered my arms to find both men staring at me. The significance of my lack of inhibition felt like a punch to my usual shields of distrust and social distance. 
 
   “Go have a shower and put on some clothes, Jen-girl. Breakfast will be ready in twenty minutes.” Vinnie pulled a pan from a drawer and put it unnecessarily hard on the stovetop. 
 
   “That sounds like a good idea. Gives me more time to think about the rhyme.”
 
   “What rhyme?” Vinnie turned to us and I left it to Colin to explain our discoveries of this morning. 
 
   I cut my usual shower time short when a realisation dawned on me. I rushed out of my bedroom twelve minutes later to find Francine in the kitchen arguing with Vinnie about adding some extra spices to the eggs. I ignored them and went straight for my computer.
 
   “What’s up, Jenny?” Colin looked up from where he was watching some weekend morning television show. The fake happiness in the presenters’ voices grated on my nerves.
 
   “Please turn that off. I have to think.” Immediate silence followed my sharp request. I sat down in front of my computer and opened my email.
 
   “Jenny, what’s going on?” Colin was next to me, his voice controlled, concerned.
 
   “So far the hacker and the bomber have been consistent in their behaviour. Working with that theory, it would follow that after another delivery there will be another bomb.”
 
   Francine and Vinnie had stopped arguing and were moving closer to the table. There wasn’t a new email in my inbox. It didn’t make sense.
 
   “Why doesn’t it make sense?” Colin asked. I had verbalised my thoughts.
 
   “After the painting was delivered, I received an email that led us to the bomb in La Fleur Galerie. I haven’t received anything yet. Why not?”
 
   Everyone made sounds of frustration, but no one offered a hypothesis. Colin sat down next to me and stared at my computer screen. Vinnie turned back to the kitchen with a grumble. He returned with placemats and cutlery, gave it to Francine and nodded to the table. She started setting the table, forcing me to move my computer to the far side of the table. “Maybe he’ll send the email a bit later.”
 
   I exhaled loudly through my nose and shook my head. Something was wrong, a piece of information was missing. 
 
   As Francine set the table I realised that I had been rude. “Um, hello, Francine. How are you?”
 
   Francine looked up from where she was putting cutlery on a napkin. Her smile was genuine. “Hello, Genevieve. I’m well, thanks. How are you?”
 
   “Frustrated.” Since Francine considered me her friend, I took the liberty to forgo expected niceties and be completely honest. “I wish I had more information, more data.”
 
   She sat down at the placing she had just set and left the rest to Vinnie. Her focus was on me. It was another thing that I liked about her. “Oh god, I know. I also wish that frigging hacker would log on to one of his websites so that I can find him. That should take us at least one step closer to finding the bomber guy sending emails and ultimately, Kubanov.”
 
   I studied her for a moment. She didn’t seem to mind and quietly sat as I narrowed my eyes at her. She looked much better this morning. The swelling in her face was all but gone and she had managed to hide most of the bruises with clever make-up. The only time she looked anything but absolutely stunning was when her face had pulled in anger at not being able to locate the hacker yet. My mind processed that and other bits of information.
 
   “How did you find Colin?” I asked. Next to me Colin’s breathing changed and he leaned slightly forward.
 
   “I looked for Vinnie. He’s not as good as covering his tracks as Colin.”
 
   “Hey,” Vinnie said loudly as he put the salt shaker on the table a bit more forcefully than needed. “I’m plenty good at covering my tracks.”
 
   “Maybe in the ways that you can think of.” Francine winked at me. The muscle movement around her eyes and mouth warned me that she was about to say something that would irritate him. “I tracked you through the Italian Mama.”
 
   Vinnie stiffened and his nostrils flared. “The cooking blog? You tracked me through a fucking cooking blog?”
 
   “A cooking blog that you have been visiting at least twelve times a day every day for the last eighteen months.” The corners of her mouth were twitching. She was having fun. “Granted, you use proxy servers to make it look as if you logged in from all over the globe, but you always follow the same path on the blog.”
 
   Vinnie’s mouth was slack. After two seconds of dismayed staring he shook his head. “Fucking unbelievable. But wait, if I used proxies, how did you figure out where I was? Where we were?”
 
   “Oh, come on, Vin. Give a girl some credit. I’m good at this.”
 
   Vinnie walked back to the kitchen still shaking his head. “A fucking cooking blog. Shit, that really makes me look bad.”
 
   I stored this interesting and amusing bit of information about Vinnie. The realisation that I still knew so little about him, his background, his history, startled me. As a matter of fact, there was so much I didn’t know about Colin either. A frown deepened on my brow. I knew even less about Francine. Oh, I knew a lot about her behaviour, her sense of humour, her psychology. We had after all shared many lunch hours together. I was a deficient friend. I was going to have to work harder at finding out more personal information about these people. 
 
   I turned my attention back to Francine. The anger and fear that had been present all over her face since the attack disappeared whenever she teased Vinnie into an argument. When she looked at me, her eyes were bright and the tight lines around her eyes were gone. “Once I knew the whereabouts of Vinnie, I must admit, I was stunned. Flabbergasted. Right next door to you. They were so pissed at me when I wouldn’t stop knocking at their door. And then I was pissed, seriously pissed, when they didn’t want me to tell you about… about living next to you.”
 
   “She knows,” Colin said when she started stumbling over her words, scared to reveal secrets. “I told her everything last night.”
 
   “Oh, thank God.” Francine threw her hands in the air and nearly knocked a plate out of Vinnie’s hand. He glowered at her and walked around the table to put the plate in front of me. “I was wondering when you two idiots were going to see the light and let her in on what had happened over there. At least now she can understand the need for protection.”
 
   “Sorry I didn’t tell you, Jen-girl.” Vinnie gently squeezed my shoulder. I wasn’t prepared for the physical affection and an involuntary shudder caused him to pull his hand back quickly. A quick flash of regret made me wince.
 
   “Colin explained to me why he had decided not to tell me. Frankly I find many faults in his reasoning, but that is in the past.” I looked at Francine. “Who’s Sister Agnes?”
 
   My quick change in topic brought shock to Francine’s face. She shifted in her chair. “Only because you are who you are will I tell you this. My mother is Sister Agnes.”
 
   “Say what?” Vinnie grabbed a chair and sat down heavily. “I thought both your parents were dead.”
 
   Francine snorted. “My family would like that to be true. My parents are such a scandal to the Lemartins. Personally I think it is a cool story. I love my mom and my dad, and visit them whenever I can. Ours is really not a normal suburban family. My dad is a priest and my mom a nun in Brazil. My mom went there out of rebellion against her family as soon as she could. When the two of them were young, they did the naughty and I was the result. They obviously never got married and my mom stayed on in the monastery. As a little kid, I thought that all the nuns were my aunts. I had a wonderful childhood growing up in a simple, but extremely loving environment.”
 
   “Then how did you become a hacker?” I asked without censure. 
 
   “I was a teenager, bored in the monastery. I got onto the computers and found a wonderful world there. I taught myself to travel in this world and look into places that I wasn’t supposed to look into. That was how I found out who my father was.”
 
   “How old were you?”
 
   “Seven. No one realised until I was thirteen my studiousness was actually hacking.” She laughed softly. “I tried a new code and accidentally cut the whole village off from electrical supply and also caused all modes of communication to collapse. It was a dark day.”
 
   Colin and Vinnie laughed in a manner that indicated she had said more than just the literal meaning of her words. 
 
   “Are you parents still…” Vinnie shrugged. “You know.”
 
   “Eeuw. No. Dad heads a congregation a few villages away and Mom is still with her old monastery. She loves to hear about the family here, but never wants to be part of this again. Both of them are happy with their lives.”
 
   I looked at this woman who was the epitome of elegance and exotic beauty. She exuded cultured class despite her childhood in a monastery. Or maybe because of it. What an interesting woman. 
 
   Vinnie was asking her increasingly personal questions. He seemed fascinated by her parental history. Francine tried to divert his attention by talking about online friends she made then and still had contact with.
 
   “Do you have contacts in Kubanov’s area?” I asked.
 
   She sighed in relief and gave me a grateful look. “I know some people who know some people.”
 
   “You’re lying. You have direct contact with people there.” Her attempt at subtle deception amused and annoyed me. “Can you ask them to find out absolutely everything they possibly can about Kubanov?”
 
   Vinnie stared at me in the same way as the other two. “What are you thinking, Jen-girl?”
 
   “I don’t know yet. The personal aspect to this whole thing makes me think there might be merit in looking into Kubanov’s life.”
 
   “I’ll give you everything I have on him,” Colin said. He pushed in a bit closer to the table and lifted his knife and fork. “Most of the intel we had been able to gather on him surrounds his professional activities though.”
 
   “Above board and under the table,” Vinnie added.
 
   “But so far we have not been able to get a lot of info on his childhood, friends, family or anything personal for that matter.” Colin pushed the scrambled eggs around on his plate. “It certainly felt personal to me when I was in that basement. I think you are right in delving deeper, Jenny.”
 
   Silence fell around the table as we started eating and I got lost in my thoughts about finding the hacker, bomber and Kubanov. Francine might just have more success with gathering information on Kubanov than she was having with locating the hacker.
 
   Loud knocking on the front door pulled me out of my thoughts. Another body in my already people-polluted apartment. Vinnie moved to get up, but Francine stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. 
 
   “I’ll get it.”
 
   Vinnie got up so fast, he scraped the chair on my wooden floors. I closed my eyes on a silent groan. 
 
   “Not to rain on your little feminist parade, Francine, but you are far from healthy enough to protect all of us if that is a bogey at the door.” Vinnie pushed Francine gently back in her chair. “I will get it.”
 
   “It’s most likely Manny,” I said to Vinnie’s back.
 
   Vinnie grunted. “Like I said, bogey.”
 
   “Manny is not a bogey.” I turned to Colin and lowered my voice. “What is a bogey?”
 
   Colin had lost his relaxed body language, reminding me about his revelations last night. Being a friend, what was I to do? Was I supposed to force Colin to confront Manny about the perceived betrayal? Was I supposed to stay completely out of it? None of the friendship books I had read covered this topic. I didn’t know what to do, so I studied Colin.
 
   “Let it go, Jenny. I’m not dealing with this right now.” He was becoming increasingly adept at reading me. I didn’t know if I liked that. 
 
   “Okay,” I said softly. I didn’t want Manny to hear our exchange, but he and Vinnie were arguing on the way to the table, so I didn’t think he was paying attention. “I still want to know what a bogey is.”
 
   “It’s a source of fear, danger or harassment.” Manny looked pointedly at Vinnie when he spat out the last word. Then he lifted his nose, inhaled and turned to the table. “Breakfast? Is there any left?”
 
   Vinnie made a noise that sounded very much like a growl. But he went into the kitchen to get a plate for Manny. The older man sat down in Vinnie’s seat, next to Francine, and tilted his head at me.
 
   “We checked out that list of scholarly types that you sent me. Nothing. Well, nothing worth mentioning. These people just read and teach.”
 
   “What about the security companies’ computers?” I asked. “Have your people found anything?”
 
   “Yes, it is just like you said.” Manny looked towards the kitchen. He was impatient for the food. “I forgot to tell you, but there was a virus in the installation program that created a backdoor for the hacker to have full access to the system. At least this is what I remember from a very long and confusing IT explanation.”
 
   “And the forensics on the painting and the wrapping paper?” Colin asked.
 
   “It’s clean. Not a single print. The lab guys also didn’t find any strange components on the painting. All a dead end. What about you, Doc? What have you got for me?”
 
   It cost me a lot to not inquire into his motivation for provoking Vinnie by taking his chair. I managed to control myself and launched into the lengthy explanation of what Colin and I had uncovered in the early hours of the morning.
 
   “So now we know that this emailing bomber is literate.”
 
   “More than literate,” I said before Manny had a chance to say more. “His language patterns in the email and then in this code both show superior understanding of the nuances of the language. I would put his education level at higher than a simple university degree.”
 
   “Simple university degree.” Manny rolled his eyes. “Some people don’t think it’s simple to acquire a university degree.”
 
   I waved away his comment. “Combined with the intricacies of the clues, he has a higher than average intellect, but is by no means a genius.”
 
   “That doesn’t really help me, Doc. A face or name would be much better.”
 
   “You of all people should know how important profiling is while investigating a crime. It could very well be the profile that eliminates hordes of suspects and leads us to the true perpetrator.” 
 
   “Is there any reason why we are not suspecting Kubanov?” Vinnie asked from the kitchen.
 
   “We are,” I said. “Personally, I don’t believe he is sending these emails.”
 
   “I agree,” Colin said. “This would be a direct link between him and the crime, something he doesn’t do. No, he’s using someone to hack computers and somebody else to build the bombs and send the emails.”
 
   “It fits that he would orchestrate such an elaborate plan,” I said. “He would ensure that it is executed without a flaw, but there would be at least one, preferably two layers of people between him and the crime.”
 
   “So who the bloody hell is hacking computers? And who the bloody hell is sending emails and bombs?” Manny started counting on his fingers. “We know that the emailing bomber is educated and that he might or might not have a daughter who might or might not have some terminal disease.”
 
   “She might be dead already,” I said, ignoring Manny’s glare. He was angry even though we had so much more than we had had the day before. “Her death might have been the trigger that caused his mental devolvement.”
 
   “Still too many mights and might nots, Doc.” A smile threatened at the corners of Manny’s mouth when Vinnie threw a heaped breakfast plate down in front of Manny. “We need more than all this guesswork.”
 
   “Not guesswork, Millard.” Colin spoke before I could express my utter disgust at having my careful analysis of data diminished to mere guesswork. “You know how Jenny’s mind works. I would stand behind all of this as gospel.”
 
   Manny only huffed and continued eating. A few moments later he asked past a mouth full of scrambled eggs, “So what has your knickers in such a twist, Doc? What’s not adding up for you?”
 
   “There isn’t another email,” I said. I was too bothered by this to be worried about my apparent transparency. Or Manny’s reference to my underwear. “After the last package, the painting, there was that email that took us to the bomb.”
 
   “You think there will be another bomb?” Manny quickly swallowed his food and glared at me. “Well?”
 
   “Stands to reason, yes.” I sighed. “Something’s missing here.”
 
   No matter how hard I tried to figure out why there was no email and what the bomber or hacker’s next step might be, I couldn’t reach any other conclusion. It had to be another email. 
 
   “Jenny?” Colin’s insistent call brought me back to the conversation around the table. I lifted an eyebrow at him. “Francine asked if you checked your spam.”
 
   “Of course not. Why would I do that? All those offers for penile enlargements and quick money are most aggravating.”
 
   “I changed the spam control settings for your email,” Francine said. “When I was working on your computer, I strengthened the filters to send any email to the spam box if your computer didn’t recognise the sender’s address.”
 
   Francine was still busy explaining when I rushed to the far side of the table. I sat down in front of my computer. A few clicks later and I had my spam box open. I scanned past the Viagra and gambling offers. My breath caught when the email jumped out at me. 
 
   “It’s here. I got another email. From Dante.”
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   Everyone with the exception of Colin jumped up to stand behind me. I was hard pushed to not swat at them. At least Colin maintained his distance, even though he was leaning in to have a good view of the computer monitor. The concept of my privacy when it came to my computer and emails had long disappeared. It had only required one illegal, malicious hacker and one friend, Francine, for me to feel that computer protection and internet privacy had been a total illusion all along. 
 
   I sighed and enlarged the email for everyone behind me to read. Manny must have decided we needed to hear it out loud. “‘The fulminant vengeance of the betrayed will visit upon those of false hope where the hogs, vocalist and weald abide.’”
 
   “What the fuck does that mean?” Vinnie looked at the computer screen with total disgust. “Does this person not know how to speak normal English?”
 
   “We have already established that he has a higher command of English than most users, Vinnie,” I said. “This is just another code.”
 
   “A code with hogs, a vocalist and weald?” Vinnie snorted and moved back to his chair. “What the hell does ‘weald’ mean in any case?”
 
   “A forest,” I said. “It is an Old English word, related to Old Saxon.”
 
   “Okay, Doc.” Manny straightened. The look he aimed at me conveyed expectation and urgency. “What do you make of all this?”
 
   I looked back at the monitor and stared at the cryptic words while sorting through the influx of information. “Firstly, I think it is safe to say now that he is following a pattern. He sends a package which contains a clue, then he sends an email with another clue. The last clue led us to a bomb.”
 
   “Do you think it is the same here?” Manny asked.
 
   “Yes,” Colin said through clenched teeth. He was also staring at the monitor and I knew which word he was focussed on. “The bastard has set another bomb.”
 
   “How can you be so sure, Frey?”
 
   “Fulminant,” Colin said. He pushed his chair away from the table and got up. “You explain to him, Jenny. I’m making coffee.”
 
   “Fulminant means something occurs suddenly and or with great intensity. It can sometimes be used as a synonym for explosive in certain contexts.”
 
   Manny thought about this while looking at the email. I watched his thoughts pull at the frontalis and the orbicularis oculi muscles in his face. When the latter muscles narrowed his eyes and his nostrils flared, I knew he had come to a decision.
 
   “Fuck! Fuck it all to hell!” He walked a few feet to the front door, returned, walked away again and returned again. “I have to phone GIPN again. What do I tell them, Doc? Where should we go?”
 
   He didn’t give me a chance to answer. His smartphone was already in his hand and he was tapping at the screen. He raised the phone to his ear and looked at me. “Well? Where the fuck should we go?”
 
   “Millard!” Colin stormed from the kitchen straight for Manny. He stopped so close to the older man that their torsos were almost touching. He looked ten centimetres taller and much broader in the chest. These were physiological changes that took place when a man became the aggressor in a conflict. His voice was low and cold when he spoke. “Don’t you fucking dare put Jenny in danger. You don’t get to push her. You don’t get to use her for your own agenda.”
 
   “Stand by,” Manny said into the phone without taking his eyes off Colin. He lowered the phone and moved in so that their noses were almost touching. “Stand the fuck down, Frey.”
 
   Vinnie got out of his chair, his fists clenching and unclenching. I wanted to groan, sigh and grunt in disgust, but mostly, I didn’t want to have to deal with these people. Where was Phillip with his people skills and his calming presence? He would have known exactly how to defuse this situation. 
 
   I got up and warned Vinnie off with only lifting my hand. He didn’t look happy about it, but he stopped and waited. I stood next to the two men facing off. Colin’s nonverbal cues showed me he was on a hair trigger. The smallest mistake and there would be a physical altercation in my apartment. 
 
   “Colin, please let it go. Manny is just feeling the pressure of knowing that there is a bomb somewhere in the city.” Nothing. No reaction from either of them. Logically I knew they had to hear me, but I had no indicators that this was true. 
 
   So I did what I almost never did. I put my hand in Colin’s. “Please? Manny is not putting me in danger, Colin. He was rude, yes. But it’s only because he wants to protect innocent people who might be in danger right now. If the bomber stays true to character, the bomb might be in a museum or a gallery. This is the type of place visited by a lot of people, especially families on a Saturday. We need to find out if there is a bomb and we need to find where it is.” 
 
   Colin’s hand tightened painfully around mine. He glanced at me and I took full advantage of it. I allowed all my emotions to express themselves on my face, knowing he would see it, understand it. “We can’t spend this time fighting each other. If you want to protect me, you will help me figure out what this email means so that Manny can find the bomb. That way I won’t even have to leave the apartment.”
 
   Some tension left his body. “Promise me you won’t leave your apartment.”
 
   I tried to pull my hand back, but he wouldn’t let go. “I’m not going to make such a broad promise. But I will promise that I will not go looking for any bombs.”
 
   He studied me for a few seconds before he turned to Manny. “Watch the way you speak to her, Millard. Be respectful.”
 
   “Are you done now with your little hissy fit? Should we hug before we continue?”
 
   “Manny, your behaviour is provocative and unnecessary,” I said and forcefully pulled my hand out of Colin’s. “We are wasting time while you two are posturing.”
 
   That stopped Manny. He acknowledged this with a nod and brought the phone back to his ear. “Daniel? Yes, listen. We might have another bomb like we did on Wednesday. No, we don’t know where it is yet. I was thinking that you should get your team and the bomb squad ready in case. Hm-mm. Yes. We are working on it now. As soon as we know, we’ll give you the location.”
 
   He swiped at the screen and put his smartphone in his pocket. “So? How are we going to figure this out?”
 
   I sat back down in front of my computer and stared at the words again. “He’s talking about where the hogs, singer and forest abide. It must be somewhere that includes all these elements.”
 
   “A pig farm?” Francine frowned. “But that doesn’t include the singer. Wait, let me go get my tablet. I can search for things much better with that.”
 
   I was glad she didn’t want to use my computer. She got up with only a slight wince and walked to the front door. 
 
   “Where is she going?” Manny asked when she closed the door.
 
   “Next door.” I was surprised at the gasp coming from Vinnie. Then my shoulders sagged a little bit with the realisation. I looked at Vinnie until he started shifting from one foot to the other. “I am not lying to Manny. He will find out later in any case.”
 
   “Find what out?” Manny sat down and glowered at Vinnie as he also took a seat.
 
   “Colin bought the flat next to mine. Francine and Vinnie are staying there at the moment.”
 
   Manny’s eyes flashed in surprise. “Well, that might be a good thing. At least everyone is contained.”
 
   I was not the only one who took exception to Manny’s phrasing. It would seem, however, that I was the only one who wanted to stay on topic. “Let’s try to keep our focus on this email for the moment. You can argue and insult each other all you want at a later time.”
 
   “She’s right,” Colin said as he sat next to me. “Let’s try to figure out where this bomb is.”
 
   Francine came back and joined us at the table with her tablet. She was swiping and tapping away non-stop. “I’m thinking that it might be a Communist-themed restaurant.”
 
   “How on earth did you get there?” I asked. The ideas that stemmed from her paranoia usually amused me.
 
   “Two words, honey.” She held up two fingers. “Animal Farm.”
 
   A few times during our lunches, Francine had talked at length about the George Orwell book. She loved the writer. His work resonated well with all her conspiracy theories. “I can see where you would get pigs in there, but where would you get the singer and the wood?”
 
   “Well, there are a few restaurants here in Strasbourg that have singing waiters. If the restaurant is one of those rustic ones with wooden décor, we have a match.” She tapped away on her tablet, frustration evident on her face. “But I can’t find anything like that here. Not a Communist-themed restaurant with singing waiters.”
 
   Manny was staring wide-eyed at Francine, his lips slightly parted in shock. Vinnie and Colin were smiling. I had grown used to Francine’s outrageous theories that seldom were grounded in fact. I shrugged. “It was a theory. Let’s try to look at the sentence as a whole.”
 
   “Okay,” Colin said. “The bomber must feel that he is betrayed.”
 
   “Was,” I said. “Looking at the code and the other email, I think something had happened some time ago that started all this. It was only something more recent that triggered him into action though.”
 
   “Maybe the person or persons who gave him false hope,” Colin said.
 
   “That would be too far a leap in logic for me. It is a feasible theory though.” I tried to see beyond the words, but there was so little to work with. “Taking these large leaps is not comfortable for me, but I’m willing to try. In that way I would dare say that the bomb is his revenge on whoever he feels betrayed him. Where could hogs, a vocalist and weald be found together?”
 
   “Surely it won’t be somewhere in the forest. This guy wants visibility.” Manny rubbed the back of his neck. 
 
   I closed my eyes, calling up the Andantino of Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 14. Maybe that would bring some clarity to my thoughts. I was only eight measures into the Concerto when I opened my eyes. Colin was moving around restlessly. It was distracting.
 
   “What?” I asked when he sat down hard in the chair next to me.
 
   “Could it be a painting?” He shifted closer and reached for my laptop. “May I?”
 
   “Move it? Touch it? Work on it?” I threw my hands in the air. “Sure. Why not?”
 
   He pulled my computer and I bit hard on my teeth at the sound of the rubber feet under the laptop dragging across the polished wood of my table. The laptop was now between the two of us, his arm in my personal space while he entered some words into a search engine.
 
   “Look at this painting. It is a painting by John Singer Sargent, painted in 1908. It is titled Ilex Wood at Majorca with Blue Pigs. Here we have the hogs, the vocalist and the weald, but in different words. Pigs, Singer and Wood. Could this be it?”
 
   I stared at the painting on the computer monitor. It was in definite impressionist style, a landscape with two girls in the foreground. Along the sides leading to the back were trees and the girls were surrounded by pigs one could argue were dark gray, gray or blue. It was, for the lack of a better word, pretty. Not something I wanted to hang in my apartment.
 
   “Where is this painting?”
 
   “It is usually in the US. At the moment it is on loan to the Museum of Modern Art here in Strasbourg.” Colin sat up and started talking faster. “It is for the American-French Impressionist exhibition. The grand opening of the exhibition is tonight.”
 
   “Bloody hell.” Manny was already tapping on his smartphone. “Daniel, we’ve got it. It’s the Museum of Modern Art. Fifteen minutes? I can be there in five. Fine, fine. I’ll meet you there.”
 
   It felt like there was a large piece of dry bread stuck in my throat. I didn’t understand why I felt so strongly opposed to Manny going to the potential site of a bomb. Logic dictated that it was part of his job. “Do you have to go?”
 
   “Of bloody course I’m going.” He started for the door. Francine was out of her chair and in front of him before he had taken five steps. 
 
   “One minute. Just wait one minute.” She pushed with the palm of her hand against Manny’s chest for a second. Then she ran out of my apartment. It was not an elegant run, she was still favouring her side. 
 
   Manny turned to look at me. “Now what?”
 
   I lifted both shoulders. “I have no idea. It seems important.”
 
   “Well, I can’t stand around here all day. I have to get to the scene.” He started walking to the door, straight into Francine. I got up and walked to them.
 
   “Here we are. Let me put this on for you.” Francine held out something that looked small and plastic. It was a clip-on camera. She took a step closer and before Manny could complain, clipped the camera on his jacket. “You won’t even know it’s there.”
 
   “You are not recording this.” Manny lifted his hand to remove it and gave Francine a very angry look when she slapped his hand away.
 
   “It is a brilliant idea. That way we don’t have to worry about you, because we know exactly what is happening. We could also be of assistance if there are some other clues or maybe a trap in the museum.”
 
   Even I was impressed with Francine’s reasoning. “She’s right, Manny. It is a good idea. You can use your smartphone’s headset to keep in contact with us. Your hands will be free.”
 
   “And you will be in my head. I don’t think it’s a good idea.” He shook his head. “Not a good idea at all.”
 
   “It will make Genevieve feel much safer,” Francine said. Her attempt at manipulation shocked me. What shocked me even more was that Manny lowered his hand and looked at me.
 
   “Okay, Doc. I’ll keep it on for you.”
 
   “Oh. Okay. Thanks.” Before I could give in to the strong urge to reveal Francine’s manipulations, Manny left. 
 
   “Come on, let’s get connected.” Francine reached out to me, but let her hand drop immediately. Instead she motioned with her head that I was to follow her to the dining room table. “I have that camera connected to my tablet, but we’ll set it up on your computer. The screen is bigger and it will be easier for everyone to see.”
 
   “It would actually be much better in my viewing room,” I said as I stopped at the table. Francine had taken my seat and was tapping away on the laptop’s keyboard. I stood behind her, wondering why I was not more upset that she had so unceremoniously taken possession of my computer. I had always been obsessive about giving anyone access to my home, my computer, my viewing room, my life. This, which I had thought was ingrained and nigh-on impossible to change, had indeed morphed from compulsive distrust to something I had still to name.
 
   “There.” Francine leaned back in the chair and presented the monitor to us with two open palms. “He can’t hear us yet, but we have visual and audio.”
 
   On the monitor was the view of Manny’s hand on a steering wheel. Beyond that were the windscreen and a street flying past. Manny was driving extremely fast. It had at most been four minutes since he had left my apartment, but he was already turning into the museum’s street. Again I felt discomfort in my chest and tightness in my throat. 
 
   “I sincerely hope he doesn’t enter without waiting for the bomb squad.”
 
   Colin turned his chair to look up at me. “He’s an arsehole, but he’s smart, Jenny. He’ll be fine.”
 
   I tried to smile, but my lips wouldn’t cooperate. I merely nodded and looked at the monitor again. The view shook as Manny got out his car. “Oh, for the love of Pete, what are all these people doing here?”
 
   “Who’s he talking to?” I asked.
 
   “Himself, most likely.” Francine sat up and looked around the table. “Genevieve, where is your smartphone?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “If we phone Manny we can put him on speakerphone like you said.”
 
   “Oh yes, of course.” I retrieved my smartphone from my handbag and handed it to Francine. She stood up and handled my phone as if it were hers. I sat down next to Colin and gave in to the need to move the laptop so it was equally spaced between the two chairs. On the monitor Manny’s hand obscured the view for a second and then he pulled out his smartphone.
 
   “What now, Doc?”
 
   “It’s Francine. We have the camera going and you’re on speakerphone. If you get your earpiece in, we’re all set.”
 
   “Oh, bloody hell.” He sighed loudly and opened the car door. It took him a moment to find the Bluetooth headset amongst a shocking number of documents on the passenger seat. Seconds later we were looking at the museum again. “Okay, you are now in my head. Happy, Doc?”
 
   “I assume you are referring to my satisfaction with our connection and not my general state of being.” I leaned towards my smartphone that Francine had placed on the table in front of us. “Then yes, I’m happy.”
 
   The camera shook with vertical forward movement. “Manny, where are you going?”
 
   “To evacuate the building, missy. Now get out of my head until I need you or I’m disconnecting.” He opened the door and the next four minutes were a flurry of activity. The security guard at the door had to locate the curator who had to be convinced of Manny’s credentials. I was impressed with Manny’s professional, controlled and calm handling of the situation. It was a side of him that I had not personally experienced.
 
   People started exiting through the doors at the same time as the sound of sirens came closer. I was riveted to the monitor and only peripherally noticed that Vinnie and Francine were standing behind us. Manny was now speaking to the head of security and the curator. It would appear that there had been around forty people in the building preparing for the evening’s grand opening. I hadn’t been counting the people leaving the building, but an estimate had me sure only a handful could still be in the building.
 
   The camera swung to the front doors. I recognised the two GIPN team members from the gallery. Quick introductions were made. Through the doors came a few more officers, one of whom looked familiar in a jarring way. My mind was flung back to the gallery when I had also noticed a man in a uniform who brought the same alarming recognition. If only I could place his features. If only I could put a name and date to the man who now moved off the screen.
 
   “Doc, are you listening?” Manny’s question halted my memory recall process. I had felt the name and date entering my conscious mind, but it was lost again. I must have taken too long to answer. “Bloody hell. Doc?”
 
   “I’m here. I’m listening, Manny.”
 
   “What is the name of that painting again?”
 
   “Ilex Wood at Majorca with Blue Pigs by John Singer Sargent.” Colin answered before I could. Manny didn’t acknowledge him. He relayed the answer to the GIPN leader and curator, and then the camera was moving again. Thankfully Manny was listening to the GIPN leader and staying behind the men dressed in appropriate gear.
 
   They stopped at the entrance to a large room. The floor looked like polished cement, the walls painted a light plain colour. Lighting, cleverly worked into the ceiling fittings, lit the room. The walls were covered with paintings.
 
   “There, that’s the one.” Colin pointed at a painting on the screen.
 
   “It’s on the wall to the left, Manny,” I said towards the smartphone.
 
   “We see it,” Manny said. “Only speak to me now if you have something really important to say.”
 
   I didn’t consider my affirmative answer to be really important, so I didn’t answer. I continued watching. Manny turned around and I saw a young man wearing a blast-resistant suit. He wasn’t wearing the helmet. I was about to ask where Edward was when a robot entered the room. I had once seen a similar robot on a news report about a bomb blast in the United States. I knew bomb squads often used these robots to enter buildings or rooms first.
 
   It was a slow process and I was intrigued by the procedure that was carried out almost to a checklist precision. I relaxed a little, knowing that Manny would be safe with people who seemed to be competent in their job. After what felt like hours, but was only ten minutes, the robot had detected traces of explosives and the EOD technician was moving in. He was wearing his helmet. They had not been successful at getting the robot to handle the painting.
 
   Manny had moved in behind one of the appropriately dressed policeman. On the monitor all we could see now was the back of his black protective uniform. Even the voices were difficult to discern. The seriousness of the situation had changed the verbal exchanges to only what was deemed necessary. Voices were clipped and often not loud enough to make out clearly what was being said.
 
   “Doc, you there?” Manny moved from behind the policeman. “They’re calling for my assist.”
 
   “I’m here, Manny. Are you sure it is safe to be there?” 
 
   “Must be if they’re calling me.” Manny walked past another bomb squad member and we could see where he was heading. The EOD technician had taken the painting down from the wall and placed flat on the floor. The back was facing up and there was a device attached to it. In my ignorant, unprofessional opinion, it looked too flat to be a bomb. From what I could tell it was about the size of Francine’s tablet.
 
   “It’s addressed to Doctor Lenard.” The EOD technician pointed to a post-it note attached to the dark plastic box. It was larger than the normal-sized post-it notes and bright pink. On it was some writing, but Manny was too far away to have a clear view. He must have gone down on his haunches, because the painting was suddenly much closer. Unfortunately Manny was moving too much for the camera to focus so I could read what was on the note. 
 
   “What does it say?” I asked. On the monitor Manny reached for the note and paused. He was wearing his thin, black driving gloves and I wondered if it was cold inside the building.
 
   “Is it safe to remove?” He must have asked the EOD technician because I was unqualified to answer that question. 
 
   “Sure.”
 
   The moment Manny’s gloved hand touched the bright pink piece of paper the monitor lit up. It was as if someone had shone a spotlight directly into the camera. A heinous, loud hissing sound was followed by a moment of silence and then lots of shouting. The white on the screen faded to reveal the ceiling of the room. Had the camera fallen off or was Manny lying on his back on the floor? I was frozen in my chair. I could barely breathe not knowing what I was looking at, what had happened.
 
   “Millard, what’s going on?” Colin leaned towards the computer and smartphone. “Millard!”
 
   The view on the monitor shook a little and Manny’s hands came into view. As he turned them slowly from one side to the other as if in disbelief, they began shaking uncontrollably. His gloves were shredded, his hands red and bloody. 
 
   Blackness rushed at me faster than I had ever experienced it. One moment I was looking at Manny’s shaking, damaged hands. The next moment there was only safe, warm blackness.
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   I knew this time it had been bad. Worse than in a very, very long time. When the blackness receded and my mind returned to the reality in my apartment, it was dark outside. I was on the sofa, hugging my knees, keening softly and still rocking. It took almost a minute and a lot of rationalisation for me to stop rocking and let go of my knees.
 
   “You’re back,” Colin said next to me. Close, but not touching. He had been reading, but the book now laid forgotten on his lap. His nonverbal cues told me he was worried. Extremely worried. “Are you okay now, Jenny?”
 
   “How’s Manny? Is he… is he…” I couldn’t finish the question.
 
   “The bastard is fine. He’s in hospital now, his hands are pretty badly burned, but the doctors say he’ll be okay.”
 
   “His hands will be okay?”
 
   “His hands will be fine. The damage was mostly to the skin, no nerve or deep tissue damage. His gloves took most of the damage. A good thing he wasn’t wearing latex gloves to handle the evidence. Those leather driving gloves saved his hands. As it is, the doctors don’t think skin grafts will be needed.”
 
   “I want to see him.” I stood up, but after numerous hours of sitting in one place, my body protested. Colin jumped up and caught me by my elbows just as my legs folded under me. 
 
   “Hey, slow down a bit.” He gently pushed me back on the sofa. “You’ve been out of it for a while. Catch your breath first.”
 
   “How long was I like this?”
 
   “Eight hours.” 
 
   “How did I get here?” I looked at the sofa.
 
   “You were rocking pretty strongly and I was scared you were going to fall off the dining room chair, so I carried you here.” He smiled at my dismayed expression. “You didn’t particularly enjoy being touched. It was quite a fight to get you here.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know why I was apologising for something that was not in my control. I had worked hard to limit my exposure to things that could trigger such episodes. Watching Manny getting blown up by a bomb which had been addressed to me definitely qualified as a trigger. A trigger that I had not been prepared for.
 
   Colin sat down next to me and took my hands in his. “Jenny, I didn’t know what to do to help you. Francine researched this online and found that the best thing was just to leave you, but stay close enough so that you knew you weren’t alone. Is there something I could’ve done differently?”
 
   I mentally pushed away my embarrassment. “No. Oh God, this shouldn’t happen anymore. I thought I had it under better control.”
 
   “So why was it so strong then?”
 
   I considered my answer with great care. Admitting this was not easy. “It was the shock of seeing something violent happen to someone I care about that triggered my episode.”
 
   “You care about Millard?” Colin closed his eyes briefly and sighed. “Of course you care about Millard.”
 
   “I’m not being disloyal to you because I care about Manny. I know how you feel about him.”
 
   Colin stopped me by shaking his head. “I can’t begin to tell you how much I don’t want to talk about this, so I’m going to say this fast and hopefully never again. My anger towards Millard is not personal and it is. I believe that he should’ve been more suspicious about the intel that he was being fed. He should’ve double-checked it, he should’ve questioned it. But I also understand that once the big guns took over, he didn’t have a say. He doesn’t even know if anything came from that intel.”
 
   “He’s just an easy target for your anger,” I concluded.
 
   Colin’s lips tightened. “He makes it easy. But he is one of the few law enforcement types that I respect. He has integrity and a strong code he lives by and he’s good at his job.”
 
   “I want to see him.”
 
   “Are you sure? He is in hospital.” 
 
   “Why do you say it with such meaning? I thought you said he is okay.”
 
   “Oh, I just thought that you might want to wait until he is released because you don’t like going to hospitals.”
 
   There was truth in what Colin said. I abhorred hospitals, but fleeting micro-expressions hinted at something more to his words. I gaped at him. “You are using my fears as a shield to hide behind. You are the one who doesn’t want to visit Manny. Why not?”
 
   My words caused Colin such discomfort that for a moment I thought he was going to leave. Eventually he groaned long and loud. “God, I really admire and sometimes even envy your skills. But it sucks being at the receiving end of it. Oh, never mind. Come on, I’ll take you to the hospital.”
 
   He got up and held out his hand to me. His face told me he was closed to any further personal discussion. Just coming out of an episode, I didn’t mind all that much putting that discussion off for later. Manny and Colin’s relationship fascinated me and I intended to get back to this. 
 
   I surprised myself by putting my hand in his and allowing him to pull me up.
 
   “Okay?” Colin asked, looking intently at me.
 
   “I’m fine. I just got up too fast before. Can we go now?” I wanted to see Manny, to make sure for myself that he was okay. I wanted to hear him argue with me, be sarcastic and antagonise Colin.
 
   “Sure, let’s go.”
 
   The drive to the hospital was quiet. I didn’t feel like talking. Colin was driving, his movements not as smooth as usual. The more we drove, the tenser his body became. I didn’t have to study him to see this. It was clear even from the corner of my eye. He genuinely didn’t want to go to the hospital. Or he truly didn’t want to see Manny. I wasn’t clear which.
 
   We stopped in a tree-lined street fifteen minutes later. At the entrance of the hospital I stopped. Colin held the door open for me, a puzzled look drawing his brows together. “Second thoughts?”
 
   “Not at all.” I cleared my throat. “I, um, just want to thank you.”
 
   “For?”
 
   “Sitting with me for eight hours. For bringing me here.”
 
   Some of the tension left his body and he gave me a small smile. A genuine smile. “For you? Anything, anytime, Jenny.”
 
   “My parents used to force me to go to hospitals for tests. Every month there would be more tests to see if they could fix me.” I smiled without humour. “As if I was broken. They wanted to fix me.”
 
   “And that is why you hate hospitals?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I, for one, am glad that they never managed to fix you.” Colin waited until I looked at him to see his smile before he spoke again. “I like you just the way you are. Now move your butt. Let’s go see how the arsehole is doing.”
 
   I almost sighed at his pugnacious behaviour when it came to Manny, but my mind was caught on his response to thanking him. I entered the warm interior of the hospital and shuddered at the unique smells that were definitive of each such institution. Colin’s light touch to my elbow barely registered through my winter coat. I didn’t mind the contact and allowed him to lead me. Apparently he knew where to find Manny.
 
   We stopped at an open door to a private room. Immediately my mood lifted when I heard Manny arguing with someone about being released. I stepped into the room, forgetting about Colin. The room was surprisingly spacious, but not as nice as the room Francine had been in. This was much more clinical and reminiscent of the hospitals I had been to as a child. A cheap-looking reproduction of a Monet hung on one wall. There were two plastic chairs for visitors and a television high against the wall. A news programme was on, the sound turned down very low.
 
   Next to the bed was a woman in a white coat trying to take Manny’s blood pressure. She was short, stout and had a fierce expression on her face that I suspected was a permanent feature. Manny had a healthy colour in his face, despite the numerous little cuts and a burn on his left cheek. His left eyebrow was slightly singed and pulled into a severe scowl. He didn’t notice me entering, his face turned away from the door, focussed on the nurse or doctor.
 
   “It’s just a little burn. I’ll be fine at home, Doctor. I don’t need to be here.”
 
   “Mister Millard, it would be much better if you were to stay the night. I strongly recommend that you don’t stay alone tonight. Someone needs to observe you. You did suffer a strong blow to your head.”
 
   “Someone hit you on your head?” I asked, appalled. The doctor and Manny looked at me in surprise.
 
   “Doc, tell the doctor here that I don’t need to be in hospital.” Manny tried to sit up, but the doctor pushed against his shoulder to keep him down. He scowled at her. I wondered at his lack of surprise at seeing me. He didn’t even greet me. I wanted to smile.
 
   “Are you a medical doctor?” The doctor let go of Manny’s shoulder and held out her right hand. “I’m Doctor Marcell.”
 
   I looked at the doctor’s hand and thought of all the sick people in the hospital, all the bacteria and viruses that she had been exposed to. I couldn’t. I just couldn’t.
 
   “She’s Doctor Genevieve Lenard and she doesn’t shake hands,” Manny said, sounding proud.
 
   “I’m not a medical doctor,” I said as I tucked my hands under my arms. “Did someone hit him on his head?”
 
   “No.” Doctor Marcell picked up the sphygmomanometer. “When he fell, he hit his head hard on the floor.”
 
   “I’m fine. I want to leave.” Manny lifted his hands to emphasise his point. Both were encased in white bandages. The doctor caught one arm and fitted the inflatable cuff of the blood pressure machine on his arm.
 
   I stepped closer to the bed, my eyes locked on the white wrappings. “What about your hands? Will they be okay?”
 
   “As long as he follows the medical advice, takes his meds and doesn’t use his hands for the next week, he’ll be fine.” She stood still for a moment, looking at the readings on the machine. “Your blood pressure is a bit high, but I think it might be because of your argumentative mood.”
 
   Colin snorted behind me and caught Manny’s attention. “What are you doing here, Frey?”
 
   “Looking after Jenny.” 
 
   Something in his voice gave Manny pause. He looked at me and scowled.
 
   “What’s wrong with you? Have you done something that’s going to piss me off, missy?”
 
   His gruffness, rudeness and general lack of sensitivity caused an interesting reaction in me. My eyes filled with tears and an immense feeling of tenderness overwhelmed me. I blinked and swallowed. 
 
   “Oh, bloody hell, Doc. Are you crying?” Manny looked accusingly at Colin. “What’s wrong with her?”
 
   Colin stepped closer, looked at me and surprised everyone except the doctor by putting his arm around my shoulders and pulling me under his arm. “You are such an arsehole, Millard. Look at what you’ve done now. Only you could make Jenny cry.”
 
   For a moment I stood stiffly under Colin’s arm. His hand softly rubbed my shoulder and I relaxed slightly against him. The high comfort I drew from this closeness perplexed me. Neither of my relationships with these two men fitted with any previously observed behaviours. Actually, I had to include Francine and Vinnie as well. My relationship with Phillip had always been professional and on a level that I could analyse and understand. With these four people far too many emotions were involved.
 
   “I didn’t make her cry. Did I, missy?”
 
   “Of course you did.” As Colin leaned aggressively towards Manny, he turned me away, placing himself between us. “She hates hospitals, never goes into a hospital, but she rushed here as soon as she could. And this is the way you treat her?”
 
   “Why couldn’t you come earlier?” Manny asked around Colin. “What happened?”
 
   Colin’s whole body stiffened next to me. He must have realised that he had revealed something personal that I might not have wanted Manny to know. He squeezed my shoulder. “Nothing happened. She’s here now and you’re making her cry. Be nice to her.”
 
   “I’m not crying,” I said and wiped angrily at the one tear that made it down my cheek. “I wanted to, but I’m not. I don’t understand that. Why would I want to cry when I’m happy that you are okay and rude to me?”
 
   The doctor uttered a strangled sound and we all looked at her. “Oh, sorry. I think I will leave now.”
 
   “Make sure you get my paperwork sorted so I can leave the death trap.” Using his elbows, Manny pushed himself a bit higher on the pillows. “I’m not spending the night here.”
 
   “Will you take care of him?” The doctor looked at me. I moved in closer under Colin’s arm.
 
   “Oh, we’ll take care of him.” The complete lack of tonal inflection made me turn my head to study Colin. He was planning something that I was sure Manny would find most unpleasant. He smiled down at me. “Don’t worry, Jenny. He’s not staying with us.”
 
   “I’ll give you instructions on how to keep an eye on him during the night.” Doctor Marcell was by the door before any of us could say another word. “I’ll get the paperwork done.”
 
   “Colin?” 
 
   Manny spoke before I could ask Colin to explain himself. “I’m not staying in the same apartment as you, Frey. Doc here I can handle, but I’m not looking into your ugly mug first thing in the morning. Just take me to my hotel.”
 
   “No.” There was strength in my voice. “Either you stay in hospital or you’re coming with us.”
 
   “And where exactly does your boyfriend plan to put me?”
 
   “He’s not my boyfriend.” I pulled myself away from Colin’s comforting warmth and looked up at him. “Where do you plan to put him?”
 
   A malicious smile pulled at the corners of Colin’s mouth. “He can stay next door. There is a beautiful extra room.”
 
   As expected Manny’s face turned red and for the next ten minutes the two men argued viciously. Personally I didn’t care where Manny stayed. As long as he was safe and someone was looking after him. Despite Vinnie’s antagonism towards Manny, he would enjoy taking care of and irritating Manny. Francine would enjoy the task even more. 
 
   The arguing in the hospital room grew tedious. I walked away from the bed and stared at the television. The new president was addressing journalists at a news conference. Staff and bodyguards were squeezed in next to him on stage. It was a triumphant day for him. He had managed to get a new bill passed, something that would bring change to the country’s economic situation. Needless to say some journalists were aggressive in their attempts to solicit answers from the head of the nation. 
 
   My mind wandered away from the controversial politics on television. For the first time since I had witnessed the explosion of the bomb, I let my thoughts roam. The more I thought about it, the more questions came to mind. Questions much more important than the argument still going on behind me.
 
   “Have you heard anything more about the bomb?” I asked as I turned around. Colin and Manny ceased their verbal assault on each other and looked at me.
 
   “I spoke to Edward earlier. He came by. Why?”
 
   “What did he say about the bomb?” I frowned. “Where was Edward? Why wasn’t he there? And what about the young man next to you when the bomb exploded? Is he okay?”
 
   “Slow down with the questions, Doc. Edward and his team were on a different assignment. This young chap was supposed to be almost as good as Edward.”
 
   “He screwed up?” Colin asked.
 
   ‘They don’t know yet what went wrong. Edward hinted at not following SOP. There will be a full investigation and the young guy has been suspended. And to answer your question, Doc, he’s okay. He wore a bleeding blast suit, didn’t he?” 
 
   “How was it detonated?” Colin asked.
 
   “Remotely. They’ve determined that the range could not have been farther than twenty-five metres.”
 
   “That’s inside the museum,” I said. “Didn’t the police evacuate everyone?”
 
   “They did,” Manny said. “Only members of the bomb squad and the police were in the building at the time of the explosion.”
 
   “The bomber is a policeman.” I shook my head. “No, it doesn’t make sense. Maybe he only wore the uniform to gain access, but none of the clues we have right now indicate that he has any connection to law enforcement.”
 
   “Generally policemen are not as poetic as this guy,” Colin said.
 
   Manny shrugged. “I agree with you on this one, Frey. There are always exceptions though.”
 
   “Have they looked at the security videos?” I asked. “Have they determined who was out of place there?” 
 
   “I didn’t ask. As soon as I get out of this hell hole, I’ll find out.” He looked at his hands and sighed. “I might need some help making phone calls.”
 
   “I’m sure Francine will get you set up with all kinds of hands-free gadgets,” Colin said. The more I thought about it, the more his suggestion for Manny to stay next door carried merit. I decided not to say it and risk another ten-minute argument.
 
   “What about that post-it note? I can’t imagine it survived the explosion.”
 
   “It didn’t,” Manny said. “Can you remember what was written on it?”
 
   “You weren’t close enough for me to get a good look. I never saw it. Do you remember anything?”
 
   “It looked like a bunch of Roman numerals to me. For the life of me, I can’t remember what they were.”
 
   “Hold on,” Colin said and took out his smartphone. Within seconds, he spoke into it. “Hey, honey. Quick question. Did you by any chance record the whole thing this morning? Hm-mm. Great. Thanks. Yeah, see you guys later.”
 
   He tapped the screen and looked at us. “Francine recorded everything that we had seen this morning. She is busy working on the visuals to get clearer images, especially the post-it note.”
 
   “That is fantastic,” I said. “I was worried that we had lost that clue.”
 
   “There was another clue for you, Doc.” Manny pushed himself up again using his elbows. His hand must have touched something, because he winced with a shudder. “Bloody hell, it hurts.”
 
   ‘Then stop moving, idiot.” Despite Colin’s harsh tone and words, I witnessed concern softening his eyes.
 
   “Tell me about the other clue.” If I got them to focus on the case, they might not argue again.
 
   “Edward said that there was a little blast-proof box attached inside the casing behind the painting. Inside the box was a sheet of paper with rows of numbers like on the other bomb.”
 
   “Can I get a copy of that?”
 
   “I’ll get the bomb guys to email it to you. They’re pretty worried about these bombs in the city. There are all kinds of talks about terrorists and extremists. We won’t have any problem getting the police’s cooperation. Everyone just wants this to stop.”
 
   The expression on Manny’s face caused adrenaline to make my stomach feel as if it suddenly hollowed out. I felt the need to hold on to something to keep myself anchored. I walked closer to the bed and put my hand on the covers. 
 
   “What is wrong, Manny? What are you not telling me?”
 
   I didn’t think his pained expression and closed eyes were connected to physical pain. It had to be bad and I braced myself for whatever he would say.
 
   “The casing was clever. It was made so that it looked different when it was x-rayed. It was something with lead and something else too. Edward explained it with lots of fancy-shmancy words. But the important part is that inside the casing was a delivery device that has these guys’ panties in a twist.”
 
   “English, please. What delivery device?”
 
   “It was empty, thank God, but the delivery device is perfect for a biological.”
 
   “Are you saying that it could have been a biological weapon released into the air?” Colin asked, his voice tight.
 
   “That is the gist of it, yes.” Manny closed his eyes again. He might pretend that he was okay, but there were enough indications to let me know he was suffering physically. He opened his eyes and looked at me. “Doc, we have to stop this. It’s getting bigger and worse as time goes on.”
 
   “I know, Manny. As soon as I get home and have access to the videos and the notes, I’ll work at figuring this out.” I refused to allow my mind freedom to think about the possible consequences of a biological bomb. I had no doubt that thinking about that would debilitate me to the point of intellectual paralysis. I needed to be useful. I needed to solve this mystery.
 
   “If there is anyone who can do it, it is you. Anything you need, Doc. We have to stop this.”
 
   “We have to figure out who is involved in this and what their motivations are,” I said. “Why I am being targeted and by whom. Then we’ll be able to stop them.”
 
   There was so much to think about. A burning desire to be in front of my computer pushed at me. Already a few connections were hovering around my conscious mind. But first I had to follow an idea that made me eminently proud of myself. Even Phillip would be impressed.
 
   “Did you say I can have anything I need?” I asked.
 
   “Anything, Doc.”
 
   “I need you to stay next door, be safe, allow us to help you and not instigate violent verbal disagreements with Vinnie and Colin.” I moved a bit closer to the head of the bed, ignoring Manny’s disapproving expression. “When the time comes, I will ask you to listen and you must.”
 
   Suspicion replaced the disapproval. “Listen to what?”
 
   “Whatever I ask you to.”
 
   He was quiet for a few seconds. “Don’t I always listen to you?”
 
   “No. You often jump to conclusions and judgements. Strong arguments are often needed to get your attention. This time I would want you to listen first.”
 
   “I can do that.” He frowned at me. “Why do you think listening would be more difficult for me than staying with a gang of criminals?”
 
   “I’m not going to argue with you. I’m going home now to figure out how we can stop this.”
 
   I didn’t wait for either man to respond. The reason I had come to the hospital was to see with my own eyes that Manny was okay. He was. Not even verbal sparring with him could keep my attention away from the white walls, the smells and sounds of the hospital. Pressure in my chest gave me plenty of warning and I wasn’t planning on having any more episodes today. Hopefully not in the foreseeable future.
 
   Colin fell into step next to me only a few metres from Manny’s room. “I told him his transport will be here soon. He’s not happy, but he’ll stay next door.”
 
   I waited until we were outside in the crisp winter air before I turned to Colin. “You are being cruel to him.”
 
   “Harmless cruelty, Jenny. Harmless.” He smiled and I realised how seldom I had seen genuine smiles from him. Only for a moment did I feel guilty that I was glad that teasing Manny could take away the pain that I saw in Colin’s eyes. After this case, I would speak to Phillip. He might know what I could do to make Colin smile more. Maybe he could recommend some books that I could read.
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   “Those are the last numbers,” I said. I had been in front of my computer from the moment we had arrived back at my apartment. It had taken a frustrating and exasperating two hours before the bomb squad had emailed me a scanned copy of the code left in the blast-proof box. Colin had stormed in from his bedroom when I called him rather frantically to help me with the code. “Does it make sense? What does it say?”
 
   “Again just a jumble of words, Jenny.” Colin threw the notepad on the table. “We need to take a break. It’s past eleven already.”
 
   “You take a break. I need to find the key to this code.” We had already tried four different ways of decoding the numbers. All failed attempts. Emotional exhaustion weighed heavily on me, but I did not want to give up in favour of sleep. “I will try another way.”
 
   “This book might not hold the key this time. Check your email again.”
 
   I opened my inbox and also checked the spam box. “Nothing. There isn’t another package. It must be this book.”
 
   Colin stood up. “I’m going to take a quick shower. When I get back, you are going to bed. We can get back to this tomorrow morning after a night’s rest.”
 
   I ignored him, leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. If he wanted to give up, he was welcome to. I was determined to not allow my fatigue to halt any progress in preventing a potential disaster. Mozart filled my mind and I surrendered to its soothing sounds. I could only hope this tried and tested method would bring clarity to my problem-solving mind.
 
   “Up we go.” Colin’s voice was gentle and close to my ear. I opened my eyes the moment he slid his hands under my knees and my upper back, and lifted me effortlessly against his chest. Every muscle in my body stiffened.
 
   “What are you doing?” My voice was hoarse and it felt like I had just come out of a deep sleep, not a Mozart mind-moment.
 
   “Taking you to bed.” He started walking to my bedroom. 
 
   “Put me down. I can walk there.” I didn’t struggle in his hold, too scared that I might hurt his leg or that he would drop me. And my body felt lame with exhaustion.
 
   “Oh, hush. We’re almost there.” He walked straight to my bed and gently lowered me until I felt the soft bedding under me. I couldn’t recall ever being on my bed fully dressed. He sat down next to me and leaned a bit closer. “You are going to take off your clothes, get under the covers and sleep. No arguing.”
 
   “You didn’t have to carry me. You could’ve just woken me up.” I tried to sit up, but his warning look stopped me.
 
   “You were tired enough to sleep upright in your chair, Jenny. I was hoping to not wake you up at all.”
 
   “How did you know I was sleeping?” He had never before thought I was sleeping when I was in my head, working out some complex issue.
 
   He smiled. “Your head was tilted to the side and your mouth was a bit open. I think I even heard a snore or two. Now stop arguing with me and promise me that you’ll go to sleep.”
 
   I closed my eyes and resisted a groan. I was wavering between annoyance and embarrassment that Colin had caught me sleeping in a chair. With my mouth open no less. “Okay, fine, I’ll go to sleep.”
 
   He touched my hand and I opened my eyes. He was still smiling. “Sweet dreams, Jenny.”
 
   “You too.” I knew this had been the right response when his smile deepened. He blinked once slowly and left my room. Only when my bedroom door clicked closed behind him did all my muscles relax into my bed. I didn’t stay there for too long. I knew that it would take less than a minute for me to fall asleep and I needed to go through my nightly ritual to ensure a restful night. 
 
   When I woke up to the faint smell of coffee, I felt refreshed and grateful to Colin for insisting that I took a break. A quick glance at the clock on my bedside table told me that it was half past six. I had slept almost seven hours. A very good night indeed. The knowledge that I might have a good path to the clue rushed me through the shower and into the kitchen.
 
   Colin was watching television and drinking coffee. He too looked rested when he smiled at me. “You look much better. You slept well?”
 
   “I did, thanks.” I watched the coffee machine sputter coffee into my mug. “I think I know how to decode the numbers.”
 
   “See,” he said as he stood up and walked into the kitchen. “I knew you needed a good night’s rest. You should always listen to me. I’m always right.”
 
   “Unfortunately I can’t agree with you. I could always listen to you, but you aren’t always right. I’m smarter than you and I’m not even always right.”
 
   Colin struggled to swallow his coffee before laughing. He nodded while still chuckling. “Of course you would take that seriously. I was just teasing, Jenny. I know I’m not always right.”
 
   I wondered how much of my surprise at the lightness in his tone and eyes showed on my face. It wasn’t only surprise that I experienced though. Relief also made me feel lighter. It had been less than a week since Colin came back into my life. In that week I had observed the anguish in his eyes diminish a little bit every day. This morning he almost seemed like the old Colin who had first broken into my apartment.
 
   “Teasing.” I had been too distracted by the pleasant change in his mood to have noticed the nonverbal cues. 
 
   “Yes, teasing.” He nodded towards the dining room table. “So, what have you got for us?”
 
   I turned off the coffee machine, took my mug and walked to the table. “I have no rational reason to be so convinced of this, but I strongly believe that this book is the key to the second code. We just need to find how to fit it in there. So far we tried the original Ottendorf cipher with the letters, we tried the words, and we tried the words like in the first clue. What we haven’t tried is working the numbers backwards.”
 
   Colin sat down next to me, pulled the notepad closer and shrugged. “Why the hell not? Let’s take it from the bottom to the top.”
 
   We spent an unproductive two hours trying every which way to decipher this code. It felt like an exact repeat of the previous time. I pressed my fingers hard against my temples. “I’m missing something.”
 
   Our second attempt to break the code had given us a string of letters. Out of sheer desperation I turned to my laptop and entered them in the URL bar.
 
   “What are you doing?” Colin asked.
 
   “Taking a chance–”
 
   “Oh my God, Jenny.” His voice lifted in excitement as he moved closer. A webpage had opened. It was a simple black background with gold lettering in an antique font taking up most of the page. We stared at it.
 
   “This sentence must make sense to them,” I said, still staring. “Thus it should make sense to us once we find the context.”
 
   “What context can be found in this? ‘The world will know that wronged men stood against a tyrant, that the righteous stood against the protected arrogant, and before this battle was over, even a god-king and his queen can bleed.’”
 
   Familiar scratching sounds at my front door drew my attention as the door opened. Vinnie stepped through the door with an unfamiliar expression on his face. He appeared taller than usual, the smile around his mouth and eyes making the long scar on his face stand out even more. Following closely behind him was a clearly irritated Manny.
 
   Vinnie was wearing his usual outfit of combat pants, this time dark brown. His long-sleeved black T-shirt stretched tight over his muscular torso. If I had not known his kind heart, I would have been intimidated by the strength and danger he exuded. Next to him Manny looked like a homeless man. Clean, but definitely homeless. Usually the rumpled look only extended to his undone top button, off-centre tie and wrinkled coat. This morning even his pants were wrinkled. Dark rings under his eyes added to the numerous little cuts and the burn on his cheek to make him look worse for wear.
 
   “Good morning, sunshines.” Vinnie was in a good mood. Studying the two men, I surmised that the lift in his tone came from having Manny in his territory. Most likely taking great pleasure in challenging Manny’s patience. Even now I was surprised that Manny had agreed to moving in next door. I knew he would never go anywhere he didn’t want to. That led me to the question of his motivation for staying with two people he considered criminals, one of whom he highly disliked.
 
   “Morning, Vinnie. Manny, did you sleep well?” I asked, proud of my social skills.
 
   Manny walked straight to the table and fell into a chair. “The arsehole kept waking me up, so no. I did not sleep well. I’m tired.”
 
   “And cranky,” Vinnie said from the kitchen. He was taking ingredients from the fridge, no doubt to start making breakfast. “Gramps here has no appreciation for the tender care I have been giving him. He cussed at me and called me all kinds of names every time I woke his sorry arse up to make sure he doesn’t go into a coma. Ungrateful old man.”
 
   Colin made no effort to cover his smile which made Manny scowl even more. I dropped my head forward with a sigh. “Please don’t irritate each other. I don’t know how to handle a situation like this and we have much more important things to focus on. We need to find the context of this cryptic sentence.”
 
   Manny sat up. “What cryptic sentence? Did you decode those numbers?”
 
   “Jenny figured it out,” Colin said, his smile and lightness gone. He looked at the laptop monitor and cleared his throat. “‘The world will know that wronged men stood against a tyrant, that the righteous stood against the protected arrogant, and before this battle was over, even a god-king and his queen can bleed.’”
 
   “What the bloody hell does that mean?” Manny lifted his bandaged hands in a questioning gesture. Seeing his hands made me realise how unsuited I was in caring for people. So much for being proud of my social skills.
 
   “Um, how are you feeling, Manny?” Instead of concerned, my voice sounded businesslike. I softened my tone. “How are your hands?”
 
   “Fine.” Manny frowned at me and waved one of his bandaged hands at me. “Tell me more about this sentence. What have you figured out so far?”
 
   “Not much,” I said. “All I can think of is that this sounds very much like an act of revenge.”
 
   “It is from 300.” Vinnie walked closer, holding a mixing bowl against his chest and whisking the contents with fast expertise. “King Leonidas said this to Xerxes.”
 
   “Are you talking about King Leonidas who led a small army of about three hundred men to confront King Xerxes’ army at Thermopylae?” I asked.
 
   “Wow.” Vinnie’s eyes widened. “I never would’ve figured you to be the kind of gal to watch those movies.”
 
   “What movies?” I asked. “I’m talking about fifth-century history. What are you talking about?”
 
   “Only the coolest movie ever, Jen-girl.” Vinnie briefly stopped whisking to glance at the front door as Francine entered. “Ah, you’re here. Tell them how cool Gerald Butler is in 300, Francine.”
 
   “That hottie?” Her posture changed from her usual model poise to a sensual stroll as she walked to the table. “Ooh, in that movie he was the sexiest thing on screen for almost three years. That body.”
 
   “Enough!” Manny’s hands hovered above the table. It looked like he wanted to slam them on the table, but that would have caused considerable agony. “I don’t care about the actors. Tell us about this king.”
 
   “Xerxes is the bad guy in this movie,” Vinnie said. “Well, I suppose in real life too since the movie was based on history. Anyway, he had an argument with Leonidas who said to him that…”
 
   Vinnie looked at Francine and both of them spoke at the same time. “‘The world will know that free men stood against a tyrant, that few stood against many, and before this battle was over, even a god-king can bleed.’”
 
   They ended their quotation in loud, dramatic voices. Vinnie had taken the whisk out of the bowl and held it up in the air like a sceptre. I flinched when batter dripped from it onto my pristine floors. Colin chuckled and Manny looked disgusted. 
 
   “Are those the exact words from the movie?” I asked, glaring at the two round drops on the floor. “You’re going to have to clean that, Vinnie.”
 
   “No probs, Jen-girl.” Vinnie lowered his hand and started whisking again. “Of course those are the exact words. A true 300 fan would never misquote King Leonidas.”
 
   “There are significant differences between that quote and this sentence,” I said and took the notepad from Colin. “He used ‘wronged men’ instead of ‘free men’, the ‘righteous’ instead of ‘few’, ‘protected arrogant’ instead of ‘tyrant’ and he added ‘his queen’ to the promise that they can bleed. This must have meaning to the bomber.”
 
   “What meaning?” Francine asked as she sat down next to Manny.
 
   “That’s the million-dollar question,” Colin said. On his request Francine repeated the movie quotation and he wrote it down on the notepad. “Okay, so I would guess that he felt that he was wronged and that he’s righteous. Also that this tyrannical god-king is arrogant, protected and has a wife. Does that make sense to anyone?”
 
   “I agree with your assumption,” I said. “I’m pretty sure that the king and his queen are symbolic rather than real. It must represent someone in power, someone powerful enough to have some form of immunity against prosecution for committing some wrongdoing.”
 
   “Bloody bleeding hell.” Manny slumped back in the chair. “That is almost every single politician and rich man on this planet. And a large number of criminals.”
 
   “No, it is not,” I said. “It is someone who is connected to the bomber, the hacker or me in some obscure way. I’m still of a mind that the bomber and the hacker are also emotionally connected in some way.”
 
   “And the hacker has an accomplice who is much more skilled than him. An expert,” Francine added.
 
   “That leaves us with a lot of players in this game,” Manny said. “Kubanov, the hacker, his expert help and the bomber. Are we leaving someone out?”
 
   “The guy emailing and sending packages,” Vinnie said from the kitchen. Appetizing smells were coming from the kitchen and I realised how hungry I was.
 
   “Are these all separate people?” Colin asked.
 
   “An astute question,” I said. “It is almost impossible to determine. But if we can find a connection between these people, we can find out if they are one or four people. And who they are targeting.”
 
   “I thought they were targeting you,” Francine said, looking at me. 
 
   I willed away the panic threatening to steal my attention. “No, this revenge is not against me.”
 
   “How can you know this, Doc?” 
 
   “None of the Bible verses apply to me,” I said absently. My mind was trying its best to connect all the bits of information I had received, but to no avail.
 
   “What Bible verses, Jenny?” Colin asked. There was complete silence in my apartment, everyone watching me.
 
   “Oh, the post-it note,” I said. “Francine emailed me a screenshot of the post-it note that was on the bomb.”
 
   “I was able to zoom in and depixelate the image enough to have a clear image,” she said.
 
   “And you didn’t tell me, missy?” Manny’s voice boomed through the apartment. Colin tensed next to me and Vinnie turned away from the stovetop to glare at Manny.
 
   “I was going to. We haven’t had time to get there yet.”
 
   “When did you figure this out?” 
 
   “Francine emailed it last night. It didn’t take long to decode.”
 
   “So what was it?” Manny leaned forward. I had been so focussed on the cipher that I had forgotten to even tell Colin about the post-it note.
 
   “Two Bible verses.”
 
   Both Colin and Vinnie groaned. 
 
   “Why is it that these guys always find a way to bring the Bible into their sick fantasies?” Vinnie asked. “I bet it is some Old Testament verse with loads of blood and guts. Or maybe from Revelations about the end of the days. Everything is always so much worse with all those thou’s and thy’s.”
 
   “Actually you were right with your first guess. The Roman numerals pointed to two verses, both from Exodus. The first came from Exodus 20 verse 5.” I opened a file on my computer. “This is the verse where God says that He is a jealous God and, I’m quoting now, ‘visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me’.”
 
   “Even without the thou’s and thy’s it sounds terrible,” Vinnie said. “Freaking psychos.”
 
   “The second verse?” Colin asked quietly next to me.
 
   “From Exodus 21 verses 24 and 25.” Again I read the verse from the computer screen. “Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.”
 
   “Oh, that is so definitely revenge.” Francine hugged herself. “This is not good.”
 
   “Okay Doc, now tell me how you know this is not aimed at you.”
 
   “I don’t have children.” The blank looks I received upon my factual announcement made me groan. I was going to have to explain. “This person or persons wants their revenge to be taken out on the child or children of whoever has done them wrong.”
 
   “The god-king,” Colin said. “Can’t it be that you are the child unto the third and fourth generation? That you are the one who has to suffer for something your parents or grandparents have done?”
 
   “I thought about that and no, I don’t believe so.”
 
   “Sorry, Doc, just your say-so does not convince me. Tell me about your family history.”
 
   “No.” I slowly looked at the four people in my apartment. “Why would I need to? I’m sure that all of you already investigated my background. I don’t think there is anything I could tell you that you don’t already know.”
 
   The flashes of guilt on their faces were all the confirmation I needed. Rationally I understood why they had done this. It still irked me. I grunted in disgust.
 
   “Doc, I had to make sure you were up for the job. I will not apologise for that.” The contrite look on his face belied his words. “Please tell us about your family. There might be something I missed that could be a clue.”
 
   “There is nothing,” I said, louder than necessary. I breathed deeply, studying Manny’s face. This time he didn’t get annoyed, flinch or say something scathing. He allowed me to see his determination. “Okay, fine. But I’m not happy to do this.”
 
   “Noted.”
 
   There was an expectant silence in the apartment. Vinnie was the only one making a light noise bringing plates of food to the table. One more plate and everyone started eating. Manny was awkwardly clutching a fork in his bandaged fist. He growled when the scrambled eggs fell off the fork before reaching his mouth. When Francine offered to feed him, he gave her a vicious look and continued struggling. It failed to amuse me. I had lost my appetite and pushed the scrambled eggs around my plate. 
 
   “My maternal grandparents were farmers who had a small farm in North Carolina in the US. They were part of a farming community, never did anything extraordinary with their lives. My paternal grandparents were both British. They moved to France shortly after the Second World War, teaching English at a primary school in a small village in the south. Also never did anything worth mentioning. 
 
   “My parents met at university in New York. Both studied law. By the time they had me they were both in the diplomatic service. Their whole lives had been very carefully constructed to never offend anyone and to impress everyone.” I stopped to take a few calming breaths. I didn’t want to be overwhelmed by the memories of my parents’ willingness to sacrifice anything and everything to keep up appearances. It was a long time ago and I had dealt with it. I had accepted that I had never fitted into their picture perfect lives. I had been the one flaw that they had to contend with. The one imperfection in their otherwise perfect lives. They had been more than happy to get rid of that blot on their combined successes when I had decided to leave.
 
   “Jenny?” Colin moved a bit closer, his posture protective. “Are you sure your parents never, ever made any enemies? Maybe something they did or said to someone that you don’t know about? They did live international lives. They could have made enemies.”
 
   “Everyone loves them.” I shook my head. I could only manage a whisper. “They are highly respected everywhere they go. I was their only enemy.”
 
   “Oh, honey.” Francine put her knife and fork down and looked at me with tears in her eyes. “Some people never know when they have the biggest gift right in front of them. I’m not one of those people. None of us are.”
 
   “Right on, Francine.” Vinnie’s fierce look blasted right past the shields I had constructed to keep people out of my emotions, to protect myself. He leaned forward. “You’re our girl. My Jen-girl.”
 
   Colin took my hand and pressed it against his chest. “They didn’t deserve you, Jenny. I don’t even think we deserve you.”
 
   “For once I agree with these criminals, Doc.” Manny’s voice was gruff. Unfamiliar tears blurred my vision. When did this quest to find a bomber become about my personal history and my relationships with the people I was sharing a meal with? I felt overwhelmed by the kindness shown to me. Panic started creeping up on me.
 
   “Okay, let’s assume that the revenge is not aimed at Jenny,” Colin said. The businesslike tone in his voice removed the emotional atmosphere around the table. It became easier for me to breathe again. “So now we have to find that connection that binds all of these–”
 
   A loud beep came from the tablet lying next to Francine’s plate. She jumped in her chair and stared wide-eyed at the device for a second before she grabbed it and started tapping and swiping the screen. “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God. I think… no, no, no… not think. He logged on. I have found the hacker! We have that fucking bastard.”
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   “You’re just going to have to suck it up, Doc. They’re only going to interview him tomorrow.” Manny sat down heavily on the sofa, carefully resting his hands on his thighs. “I can’t help that he’s still in surgery.”
 
   This was most annoying. We needed all the information we could get from the hacker. The moment Francine had given Manny the hacker’s IP address and even GPS coordinates, everything had happened so fast, my mind was still reeling. Within an hour a response team had captured the hacker. He had tried to escape and got injured in the process.
 
   “They’re still putting pins in his arm and he’ll be out for the rest of the night.” Manny shook his head. “Idiot. Why do they always think they can outrun the cops?”
 
   I didn’t miss the shared look of impertinent humour between Colin and Vinnie. How many times had they run away from the police and gotten away? When I had met Colin, he told me that the thrill of the crime was outwitting the system. Was outwitting and outrunning the police just as thrilling? I didn’t think it prudent to ask that question. Not when the three men had reached a highly fragile truce due to this new development.
 
   “It’s a miracle he’s alive after falling out of that window,” Francine said, swiping and tapping on her tablet. She was sitting next to Manny on the sofa. Colin and I occupied the other sofa and Vinnie had moved a wingback chair closer to join us. Francine turned the tablet to show us the photo of an overweight young man. His hair was long and looked greasy, his T-shirt dull and wrinkled. “He’s not the most athletic of young students.”
 
   “Have you been able to get more information on him?” I asked. Earlier, while Manny had been pacing up and down my apartment, speaking into the headset, Francine had been working her way into the university’s database and a few other places to find out more about the hacker.
 
   “You know the little twerp’s name is Luc Alain, he’s twenty-four years old and a full-time student.” Francine turned her attention back to her tablet, swiping and tapping. “I found out that his major is in electronic engineering and his grades are very mediocre. I was surprised that he’s not living in his parents’ basement. He seems that kind of guy. His flat is registered in his name, but the records show that it was bought a few weeks before his eighteenth birthday by his father.”
 
   “Rich kid’s equivalent of daddy’s basement,” Vinnie said. 
 
   “Word.” Francine’s body language and her tone told me her incorrect use of that word was an expression of agreement. It was not the first time she had used it. She smiled at me. “Now that I have his name, I will have everything on him. Like the fact that he attended a few of your classes.”
 
   “He did?” The few times I was a guest lecturer at universities, the venues were always packed. There was no conceivable way that I could’ve noticed him.
 
   “Yup. He registered for two of your lectures.”
 
   “But I never had any contact with him. I would’ve remembered that. So why is he targeting me? What have I done to him?”
 
   “Don’t know that yet.” Francine looked at her tablet again. “I’ve got a program running trying to find any and all connections or even possible connections between you and this little–”
 
   “Dickwad,” Vinnie finished her sentence. He looked defensive when all eyes turned to him. “What? He’s that and much more. I have a few more very descriptive phrases, but out of respect for the ladies here will hold back.”
 
   “Thanks, Vin,” Francine said. “So this… dickwad has a car far too expensive for a student. He has a few parking fines. All the fines were issued on the same street. Looks like he never drives his expensive car. Twerp.”
 
   “Typical geek,” Vinnie said. “He most likely only drives cars on computer games, and lives an extraordinarily exciting online life. Put those guys in real life and most of them can’t cope.”
 
   “I’m coping just fine, thank you very much.” Francine pointed at herself. “Not all geeks are fashionless losers living off their parents.”
 
   “Sorry, darlin’.” Vinnie shook his head. “You’re one in a million. All the other geeks are spineless losers.”
 
   I had to agree with him. Francine was nothing like the computer specialists I had previously had the displeasure of meeting. This morning Francine was back to her old wardrobe. She was wearing jeans that I knew had a price tag that could feed a family of four for a week. At one of our lunches she had explained to me at length the better fit and value of said jeans. I still thought that my retail jeans fitted me well. 
 
   Francine’s outfit was completed with a simple long-sleeved black T-shirt, a light brown thermal winter vest, a designer scarf and antique jewellery. Her brown, knee-high boots added a few centimetres to her height.
 
   She looked like she had stepped off a fashion advertisement billboard. Her exotic looks no longer required such careful make-up as earlier this week. There was no more swelling or dark bruises. To my untrained eye in such matters, she was strikingly beautiful. And smiling sweetly at Vinnie.
 
   “Thanks, Vin. You’re not too shabby yourself.” She looked down at her tablet. “Okay, back to Luc, our little twerp-hacker. He’s been at university now for six years and still hasn’t graduated. He changed courses twice and… oh, lookie here. He even studied literature for a semester.”
 
   I shifted in my seat, resisting the urge to tap my foot or sigh repeatedly. Interesting as Francine’s discoveries might be, they were not helpful. Not without context. “We need to speak to him. To find out what he knows.”
 
   “And who helped him with his hacking,” Francine said. “The dude is really not all that hot. I would like to know who helped him.”
 
   It had been an excessively frustrating morning, and the afternoon did not have a much better prognosis. I had a strong compulsion to do something, but what? My limited computer skills could not reveal a tenth of what Francine was finding with her tapping and swiping. We had gathered a legion of unconnected bits of information, none of it helpful. Not until I could find the link or links that would slide them all into place to form a holistic overview.
 
   In the deep recesses of my mind I knew all the pieces fitted to create one picture. More often than not, my brain worked at its own pace, sifting through data. There was not much sense in forcing my brain to reach conclusions. The more I relaxed, the quicker the hidden clues would filter through to my cerebrum. 
 
   Under the present circumstances, relaxation was not easily attained. Not when this Luc Alain could bring us closer to connecting these people and events. I thought some more about the young hacker.
 
   “Are we working on the assumption that he is the person who had contacted all the would-be thieves?” I asked.
 
   “Oh, that,” Manny said. “Yes, that young thief we caught did say that he was contacted by someone local. Francine, can you find any connection between Luc and that young thief?”
 
   “So far nothing.” Francine was the only one who treated Manny with a semblance of respect. I would even go as far as saying that she was friendly with Manny. It was evident in her nonverbal cues when she looked at him. “I’ve got my other computers searching and I’m looking through his history to see if by chance there are anything that might be of use.”
 
   “Exactly how many computers do you have?” I asked, distracted.
 
   “Many,” she said. “I only managed to bring four computers next door. Three are connected to form a stronger system which can search better and faster. The other one is for other work, for example where I cleaned up the image from the post-it note. My tablet is connected to the stronger system.”
 
   Something pinged in my mind. “Can I see the footage? Yesterday’s footage from the camera that Manny had?”
 
   “Sure.” She got up with a wince and pressed her palm against her ribs. “It will be easier for me to bring my laptop. The screen is much larger and we can watch it here. Hang tight.”
 
   “What are you thinking, Doc?” Manny grunted at my expression. “You’re going to tell me something about not wanting to speculate, aren’t you? Well, don’t. Please speculate. Please.”
 
   Despite the circumstances I couldn’t help smiling. And giving in. “There was someone I think I recognised.”
 
   “Where? At the Modern Art Museum?”
 
   “And at the gallery,” I said. “I already looked at that footage, but couldn’t see his face. I only had glimpses, but something registered in my memory. I’m sure I know that man from somewhere. Yesterday I also thought I saw him, but he looked different.”
 
   Francine’s return interrupted me. Only when we were all settled at the dining room table with her laptop placed so everyone had a clear view of the screen did I continue. “There was something about his posture that looked familiar. Only in the sense that I had seen this person before, maybe met him. It’s not someone I know well.”
 
   I was pleased to see that Francine had software that I was acquainted with. She pushed the computer at me after opening the video. It was her way of giving me permission to work on her computer. I recognised it for what it was. Trust. I smiled at her and aligned the computer to be exactly parallel to the edge of the table. Within a few seconds I lost myself in the program, looking for the moment when I had seen that figure. It didn’t take long to find it and I let the video play.
 
   Most of the people had already evacuated the museum and Manny was talking to the GIPN leader, another policeman and the curator. Through the glass doors three more officers entered, one of them the person I was looking for. I paused the video, rewound it a bit until I was satisfied with the screenshot. 
 
   “That’s the man.” I picked up a pen and pointed at the average looking policeman. He was wearing the full GIPN uniform, including the protective gear. It was the perfect disguise. Not only did he blend in with all the other policemen swarming the museum, the outfit also covered any unique features there could have been to his physique. Like a few other officers he was wearing a baseball cap, the cap pulled low over his eyes. His head was lowered so that only his bottom lip was visible. 
 
   Manny and Colin were leaning closer to the computer, squinting at the monitor. I took the video back to the moment he entered the building and played that section again. Then I rewound again and paused it.
 
   “He’s too controlled,” I said. “When people are trying to become invisible they control the movements of their arms, head, their whole bodies much more than those who move about normally. If you want to catch a shoplifter, look for the person who has the least arm and head movements. Like this man. His movements are far too limited. Compare him to the officers.”
 
   I played the video and pointed out a different policeman as I spoke. “Look at this one. His movements are much more controlled than the average man you would observe in a shopping mall. But it is awareness controlling his body. He’s alert, ready to act at any moment. His head is raised, his eyes constantly moving, taking note of everything and everyone. His body is loose like a boxer ready for a fight. Even though all his muscles are ready to move, it is not prompted by fear, but by training.”
 
   I pointed at the stranger, the man I couldn’t place but was convinced I had met before. “Now look at him. His head is down, his arms tight against his body and his movements not as smooth as any of the police officers. He walks with confidence, but not the same trained alertness as the policemen. This man is most likely a manager or a powerful businessman. His type of posture can be seen in corporate buildings all the time. There is a level of violence or aggression in the way he carries himself, but he doesn’t exhibit the same physical traits as is the norm with policemen.”
 
   “Bloody hell, Doc.” Manny shifted in his chair. “Who is this guy?”
 
   I didn’t answer him. Instead I pulled my laptop closer, aligned it to Francine’s and accessed the security footage from La Fleur Galerie that had been sent to me. It didn’t take me long to find what I was looking for. First, I played the few seconds’ worth of footage for myself to analyse. I rewound and paused it so that the man was in forward motion, but slightly turned towards the camera.
 
   “I’m convinced this is the same man,” I said. “At the gallery he wore the exact same outfit and the baseball cap again covered his face. It is obvious that he knew where all the cameras were.”
 
   “Why did you not say anything about this?” Manny sounded annoyed, but not as angry as I had expected.
 
   “I believed, naively believed, that the police had full control of the building. That they would never allow anyone in there who was not vetted or part of the team. I am sure to not make that mistake again.”
 
   Colin was looking from one computer monitor to the other. “Are you sure this is the same man, Jenny?”
 
   “Convinced. In the first video he slumps much more.” I pointed to the impostor’s hunched shoulders. “But his legs, height if he were to stand up straight, the length of his arms are the same. The little that I can see of his face on both videos tells me that it is the same jaw and the same bottom lip. His one ear looks the same, but I can’t commit to that. I’m confident though that if it were analysed, the ear on this man in the gallery would be the same as the one on the man here at the museum.”
 
   “Who is this motherfucker?” Vinnie asked. He was standing behind Colin’s chair. No, not standing. He was looming, glaring at the computers. 
 
   “I wish I knew,” I said. “I have an exceptional memory, but in this instance I can’t place him. There has to be a reason why my mind doesn’t want to recall his name or the place where I saw or met him.”
 
   “Do you think it will come back to you?” Manny asked. “Maybe if you do one of those weird in-your-head things where you rock and moan?”
 
   “I moan?” 
 
   “What Manny is asking with such a horrid lack of finesse is if you could possibly get that memory back.” Colin glared at Manny.
 
   As a matter of fact, the only person not glaring at Manny was Francine. She was looking at me, waiting for my answer. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe. I don’t want to lose time on it though. There are more than enough other loose ends I want to look into. I would rather try to figure out what these guys’ next step will be.”
 
   “But you will try to remember.” It could have been a request, but Manny made it sound like an order. 
 
   I did not appreciate his tone and ignored him. “Francine, how much have you managed to find out about Kubanov?”
 
   Manny turned his irritation on Francine. “You’re investigating Kubanov? Why? How?”
 
   “I asked her to find out whatever she could about Kubanov,” I said. “Yesterday before you came here we were talking about Kubanov’s role in this. Since there is indication that this is revenge for something that happened to someone’s child, I thought it might be a good idea to find out if Kubanov has any children.”
 
   Manny made a disapproving noise and looked at Francine, his top lip curled. “So? Did you find anything with your law-breaking ways?”
 
   “Oh, I found out a lot of things.” The searing tone in Francine’s voice warned me. Manny must have also realised something was amiss. He leaned a fraction away from her as she continued. “I found out that you divorced your third wife seven years ago. She’s now happily married to a man you worked with for fifteen years. That one must have really stung.”
 
   Manny was red in his face, his lips tight, his nostrils flared. 
 
   “Wait, wait.” Francine rested a manicured fingernail on Manny’s collar. “Before you huff and puff and blow my little house down, let me finish. I also know every bank account you have, how much money is in each, that you have a Malaga gelato fetish and that you ordered a new Fossil watch on Amazon a week ago. The doorman of your apartment building signed for it, by the way. It will be waiting for you when you get home.”
 
   Her expression changed to sensual, but I saw the anger hidden behind it. She played with his collar, her voice sing-song. “The coup of all coups was to know how old you are. Forty-eight to be exact. Really, Manny. A man in the prime of his life should take better care of himself. You’re still young and possibly virile.”
 
   It was quiet in my apartment. At first Manny had bristled with instant anger, but quickly suppressed it. He was paying close attention to Francine in a way I would if I believed someone was about to unknowingly reveal something of utmost importance.
 
   “Little girl, you don’t want to enter a pissing contest with me,” he said in a quiet voice. His smile was lazy, but his eyes revealed the depth of his anger. “You might be able to freeze my bank accounts, but I can easily have you up for treason. You do good work, but a few of the governments you charm into believing they have your exclusive loyalty won’t appreciate knowing that they’ve been sharing you.”
 
   Francine lost some of her colour.
 
   “Yes.” Manny nodded at her as if she had asked a question. “I know about you, more than you would like me to. And no, I have not told anyone.”
 
   “How do you know this?” Francine looked worried and interested.
 
   A series of micro-expressions on Manny’s face had me sitting up. Manny was even more astute than I had credited him. “He didn’t know. He’s been watching you and must have come to some conclusion. That last statement was a test and you confirmed his suspicions.”
 
   Francine blinked at me before leaning closer to Manny. Her tone was still hot, her eyes cold. “People so easily underestimate me. Underestimate the power I have the moment I sit behind a computer. Don’t ever speak to me as if I am lower than you, Manfred Christopher Millard. I can handle, and I actually enjoy, your sarcasm and sharp tones. But treating all of us as if you are on much higher moral ground than us? I will no longer stand for that. Despite your attempts at running background checks on all of us, there is much you don’t know.”
 
   I marvelled at the nonverbal communication happening around the table. None of them had any understanding of exactly how much information they were giving each other with their micro-expressions and their postures. 
 
   From where I was sitting, the nonverbal communication was unmistakable. Francine had made it clear that Manny had overstepped a line. He, on the other hand, was giving that warning and the other veiled threats from Francine serious consideration. 
 
   He nodded his head slowly as if he had come to some realisation. “I apologise.”
 
   “Now those are magical words to a girl.” This time Francine’s smile was wide and genuine. “I can spill all kinds of secrets when a man as old-school and macho as you utter those two words.”
 
   “How about telling him only about Kubanov?” Colin’s tone carried a subtle warning. 
 
   “Ah, of course.” She sat back in her chair, relaxed. “I know some people who know some people. None of them and none of my other sources could dig up any kids that Kubanov might have had. Not one child was ever registered with him as the father and there were never any rumours about a love child somewhere either. There is always a margin of error, but I’m convinced that he doesn’t have any children.
 
   “His mother on the other hand had a few kids. Kubanov is the oldest of five. Three sisters and one brother. Between him and the second child is a nine-year age difference. Quite significant if you take into account that he comes from a poor family in a small village in rural Russia. Kids were often born one right after the other.”
 
   “None of our investigation ever found out who his biological father is,” Manny said. “Do you know?”
 
   “Only rumours,” Francine answered. “Apparently one of the top officials in that area used sex as payment to speed up connecting electricity to a house or heating or water. Basic amenities. Fifty years ago corruption in Russia was even worse than it is today. One man, Roman Lebedev, was one of the worst corrupt officials. He extracted payment from Kubanov’s mother for giving written permission to have electricity connected to her family home. The payment resulted in the birth of Kubanov.
 
   “His mother was staying with her parents and two sisters. They were shamed by her pregnancy and child and tried to marry her off. Unfortunately for them it took seven years to find a volunteer. She married a much older farmer who needed a housekeeper and extra hands on the farm. Life was hard for them and the first two girls died before either of them reached their first birthday. The third daughter survived, but died ten years ago in a bus accident. The youngest was another boy.”
 
   “Kubanov has a younger brother? We never found out about this.” Manny sat up. “Who is he? Where is he?”
 
   “I’m working on that at the moment. While the mother was pregnant with the youngest, the farmer died a violent death. He was attacked and brutally murdered. There were rumours that Kubanov had killed his stepfather for all the abuse, but it was never investigated or verified. Shortly after the farmer’s death, Kubanov joined the military and started his illustrious career. There is a nineteen-year age difference between him and the youngest brother.”
 
   “How do you know this?” Manny asked. His tone held no censure this time, only curiosity. 
 
   “People who know people. These are people I’ve met online in all sorts of situations. And no, not all of them are criminals. A lot of them are gamers, some of them IT specialists and of course some of them hackers. There are also networks of people all over the internet that you can ask all sorts of questions. If you’re in the right network, you can get good answers.”
 
   “Ask your questions so that we can find out about this brother,” Manny said. “After the Piros forgery case, I investigated Kubanov and found out a lot about Kubanov, but never this.”
 
   “Maybe because his mother never registered the brother as her child. This just shows how one can game a system.” Francine rolled her eyes. “Most likely through bribery or more sex, the mother managed to register Kubanov’s brother as the son of her five-year-old daughter.”
 
   “What? How the hell is that even possible?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “Corruption. I don’t know the reasoning behind this, but Kubanov’s younger brother is legally registered as his sister’s son, his nephew.”
 
   “Twisted,” Colin said. “On all kinds of levels.”
 
   “Is his mother still alive?” I asked.
 
   “Nope. She died fifteen years ago. Suicide.”
 
   Silence settled around the table. I thought of the man who had started as the unwanted product of a bribe. The man who now was one of the most influential people in Russia. He was widely respected for his philanthropic works. He was also widely suspected of many criminal activities, none of which had ever been proven. Was it his origins that had shaped his life into the ruthlessness it was now? Like people with similar backgrounds, it was most likely a combination of his impoverished, abusive childhood, his fight to survive through that and his military training that had formed his psyche. 
 
   We could never discount the addictive nature of power. People like Kubanov who had been victimised often turned into bullies whenever they had their first taste of power. I would dare to posit that his first taste came in the military, maybe when he received his first rank. That was when the hunger for more power, even absolute power, would have driven him to reach the upper echelons as soon as possible. At any cost.
 
   And with power, all kinds of complications usually followed. That he had become a brutal criminal mastermind did not surprise me at all. That he now focussed his unhealthy mind on me most definitely did come as a surprise. Finding anomalies in data, analysing potential fraudsters’ body language had never seemed life-threatening to me. I had been naive.
 
   The distant jingling of my smartphone’s ringtone pulled me out of my thoughts. I gave an irritated sigh and pulled my phone out of my handbag hanging on the back of my chair. The number registered on the screen was unfamiliar. I swiped to answer. “Hello?”
 
   “Good evening, Doctor Lenard.” It was a man’s voice. Deep, cultured with a hint of an Eastern European accent. I had only ever heard that voice in person once. Six months ago. Bits of disjointed information rushed to connect. I knew who the impostor was. My free hand gripped the table as adrenaline pumped through my system. He sounded so close. “Tomasz Kubanov here. How are you on this fine afternoon?”
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   Cold darkness threatened to take over my consciousness. The very man we had been talking about, the man I strongly suspected was a psychopath was on the other side of this phone call. I looked desperately at Colin, for what I didn’t know. He responded immediately by uncurling my fingers from the table and holding my hand between both of his.
 
   “Genevieve, are you there?” Kubanov pronounced my name in the way I hated. The French pronunciation of my name usually sounded wrong and annoyed me. Coming from this man, it sounded sick, perverted. It nauseated me.
 
   “What do you want?” My voice was much stronger and more stable than my current emotional state. Colin tightened his hands around mine. I looked at him and mouthed ‘Kubanov’, in answer to the question written all over his face. His eyes flashed open in shock. He turned to Francine and started whispering to her. I didn’t pay attention to them. Kubanov had started speaking again and I needed to pay attention. I closed my eyes and isolated my concentration to mentally record every word and nuance.
 
   “Have you missed me, Genevieve? I can’t say that I’ve missed you. It’s not possible to miss you when you’ve been with me every single day since last summer. I even dream about you.” 
 
   “Why this obsession with me? Why target me?”
 
   “Oh Genevieve, how could you not know?” His voice was playful. “A girl as bright as you must surely have some theories.”
 
   He had just confirmed our speculation that he was behind this. I didn’t want to converse with him. I pulled the phone away from my ear to disconnect, but Colin stopped me. When I frowned at his frantic hand signals, he pulled my note pad closer and started writing. If it weren’t for the disconcerting phone call I was trying to deal with, I would have been incensed with the defacing of my note pad. I gave Colin a quick disapproving look, and read his slanted handwriting asking me to keep Kubanov on the line so that Francine could trace him.
 
   I wriggled in my chair, closed my eyes again and put the phone back against my ear. “Is this your unsubtle way of asking my hypotheses on why you are targeting me?”
 
   He laughed. “Yes, please.”
 
   Just because I was not ready for this conversation did not mean that I lacked the theoretical know-how on handling such situations. It didn’t come naturally to me like it did to Phillip, but years of training and observation served to empower me. I loosened my shoulders and relaxed against the back of the chair. Against my nature, I was about to start a game.
 
   “There are numerous reasons, most of which I have discounted,” I said. 
 
   “Oh, please tell me those reasons. It would be fun to hear them.” If I had been watching him on my monitors I was sure he would have been rubbing his hands together.
 
   “I’m definitely not a random target. This is also not borne of passion, it is too well planned.”
 
   “Thank you.” He sounded sincere. “I’m glad you can appreciate the genius behind it all.”
 
   I physically bit down on my tongue to not refute his definition of genius. Instead I concentrated on the reasons why criminals resorted to violence. “You are not doing this for gain, out of jealousy or out of some ideological conviction. I have nothing you want, you don’t feel a sense of ownership nor do you have any ideological convictions that I might have offended.”
 
   “Brilliant! Although I have to disagree with you on one point. You do have something I want. Your expertise.”
 
   “Which you will never have access to. You know this, covet it, but accepted the perceived loss.”
 
   “You delight me, Genevieve.” His approval made my stomach turn. I did, however, know that I was on the right path with this conversation. I had his attention and if I could draw him into a conversation, he might reveal some essential information.
 
   “I’m also not your competition, so you don’t need to eliminate me. That leaves us with only a few other options.” 
 
   “What are those?” He was genuinely curious.
 
   “I will tell you if you will tell me how you got this number. There are only a handful of people I have ever given this number to. Only someone exceptionally good could’ve found my number.”
 
   When the line continued to stay silent for five long seconds, I thought that I might have miscalculated my move. “You are indeed a difficult person to access. In today’s online world, your presence is so minimal that I had to call in help. Only your little Brazilian-mix friend is better than my guy. Or not. But that’s besides the point. He was able to track your number down. As I’m sitting here, I’m looking at a little blip on my computer. You are in your flat at the moment.”
 
   Colin’s hand tightened over mine when I stiffened. I breathed deeply and forced myself to relax. “You are right. I’m sitting at my dining room table.”
 
   “Is your whole little band of misfits with you? Those puppies that follow you everywhere?” He chuckled. “Give Mister Millard my regards. He was most entertaining a few months ago with his little investigation into my life.”
 
   “Why don’t you tell him yourself?”
 
   “You are much more interesting to talk to, Genevieve. Those puppies are far beneath the likes of us. They’re boring.” He swallowed the last words as if he regretted saying what he had. “Finish telling me about your hypotheses.”
 
   “There is another possible reason for what you are doing. The lust of killing, of watching others suffer. I think that applies to you.”
 
   “Did little Colin tell on me? Bad, bad boy.”
 
   I tried to ignore my fear. There was one more reason that motivated people like Kubanov, but I didn’t want to reveal too much to him. I was playing a game and I had a strategy. “I think that you are like a big cat, enjoying the hunt, enjoying playing with your prey. For some obscure reason you have set your sights on me. You are enjoying playing games with me. It might even serve as an aphrodisiac for you. You are having fun. I think you are bored with your everyday life and decided to play a real-life type of chess.”
 
   In his laughter I heard not only amusement, but also triumph. I almost raised both my fists in victory. A rare moment indeed for me to have convinced a man such as Kubanov that I knew less than I truly did. 
 
   “Ah, Genevieve, you are a worthy opponent. Worthy. You are like cream to my already superior cup of coffee. I hope you enjoy my gift.”
 
   “Your gift?” No sooner had I asked the question than my doorbell rang. I heard chairs scrape on the floor and fast footsteps, mostly likely Manny and Vinnie rushing to the front door. I didn’t open my eyes to look. “I am sure I will appreciate the symbolism in your gift.”
 
   “It was a pleasure speaking to you, my lovely.” And without another word, he disconnected the call. 
 
   The loud voices from the front door couldn’t even get me to open my eyes. I needed a moment to process what had just happened, a moment for my mind to analyse.
 
   “Jenny?” Colin squeezed my hand lightly.
 
   I opened my eyes and was pleased that I had not gotten lost in my head. Manny and Vinnie were still at the front door, their bodies blocking me from seeing who they were arguing with.
 
   “Are you okay?” Francine asked. She was sitting across from us, her hands frozen above the laptop’s keyboard.
 
   “I’m fine. You look pale. What is wrong?”
 
   “I traced his call. He is here in Strasbourg.”
 
   “He knew I was in my apartment.”
 
   “Your GPS is either on, or they activated it.”
 
   “Did you do that with his phone? Do you know where he is?”
 
   “He must have been using a supremely old mobile phone. One without GPS. I could only locate the nearest tower his phone connected to. I couldn’t get his coordinates.”
 
   “Where is that bastard?” Manny stormed towards us, looking at Francine. “Do you have his address? The response team is here, ready to go get him.”
 
   “Sorry, Manny. I don’t have his coordinates.” Francine did not look well. I wondered if it was some residual pain from her attack. 
 
   The realisation dawned on me with a great force. “You know the hacker who helped Kubanov.”
 
   “What?” Manny’s voice was too loud. He looked down at his shoes and breathed a few times loudly through flared nostrils. We were quiet. He looked up, zoomed in on Francine and lifted a bandaged hand. “Let me speak to the response team. I’ll be back in three minutes, then you can tell me all about this hacker. Bloody hell.”
 
   We watched him walk to the door, passing Vinnie on the way. 
 
   “Those guys have far too much ammo on them.” He sat down next to Francine. “Manny told them that there is no danger here, but they still came storming in with their guns, extra ammo stuffed in pockets all over their uniforms. I like these guys. Why are y’all so quiet? Francine, why are you so pale? Are you okay, honey?”
 
   Vinnie’s voice softened from the excited tone as he looked at Francine. The hushed conversation had ended at my front door and Manny closed it. He saw me frowning and turned back to lock the five locks. He joined us at the table, sitting down on the other side of Francine.
 
   “Okay, now tell me what the fuck that was all about.” 
 
   “Manny, you have to be more specific with your question,” I said. “Are you asking me? Are you asking Francine? What do–”
 
   “Why don’t you start, missy? Tell me why Tomasz fucking Kubanov phoned you.”
 
   “To gloat,” I said. “He is playing a game and he thinks that he has out-planned, out-manoeuvred us. He wants me to know that he is responsible for what has been happening. And he wants to know for himself what I know and don’t know.”
 
   “Why the hell does he have such a hard-on for you?” 
 
   I flinched. “I am convinced that his motives are not sexual in nature at all.”
 
   “Millard is obviously not thinking of his language, Jenny. What he means is why is Kubanov focussing on you.”
 
   Only when Colin spoke did I realise that my hand was still in his. I pulled it back and rested both hands on my lap. “You heard what I told him. I believe that this game he is playing is very stimulating for him.”
 
   “Eeuw.” A shudder went through Francine’s body. “That is sick.”
 
   “Kubanov is a highly sophisticated criminal. His kind of intelligence is often found with psychopaths. His behaviour does bear resemblance of that too. On top of that, he sees himself as vastly superior to everyone else.” I smiled, proud of my deception skills. “He didn’t expect me to turn the game on him.”
 
   There was silence around the table. Manny dropped his chin and stared wide-eyed at me. 
 
   Colin’s eyes relaxed with a smile. “Did you lie to him, Jenny?”
 
   “No,” I said. “I just didn’t tell him the whole truth.”
 
   “A lie by omission is still a lie, Doc.” Manny straightened. There was respect in his eyes. “Good on you, Doc. Good on you. Now tell us how you gamed him.”
 
   “Firstly, I didn’t tell him that I knew he was at both bomb scenes.”
 
   “He was?” Manny was raising his voice again.
 
   “Yes, he was the man in both videos that I thought I had recognised. I’m just angry with myself for not putting it all together earlier.”
 
   Colin waved my anger away. “At least we know that he is here and that he is playing an active role in this whole game. Is there a secondly?”
 
   I nodded. “I told him all the reasons I thought he might be pursuing me. He thinks that I think it is because he enjoys playing games. That he wants to win and that I am the perfect competitor. A worthy opponent, he had said. I believe that is true. But that is only a bonus for him. I didn’t tell him the true reason I believe he is doing this.”
 
   “So why is he doing this?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “I believe that it is what we had talked about earlier. Revenge. People want to exact revenge mostly for three reasons. The last reason is betrayal. I’m mentioning this first, because I don’t believe it to be relevant here. The second reason is identity. If someone’s identity is threatened or harmed, they want to get back at the person who presented that threat or caused that harm.”
 
   “And you harmed Kubanov’s identity, his reputation, of being an invisible, invincible crime lord. You brought his illegal activities out in the open last summer.” Colin’s voice was tight. He was remembering. 
 
   The cognitive dissonance I experienced was very uncomfortable. I was pleased that I had exposed Kubanov’s murderous art forgery syndicate. But I hated that my actions might have played a role in the trauma Colin had suffered at Kubanov’s hands. 
 
   “You made him look bad and now he wants revenge for that,” Colin continued. “What is the first reason for revenge?”
 
   “Equity,” I said. “This is where those Bible verses are appropriate. An eye for an eye. I had taken away from Kubanov’s reputation, he wants to take away from mine. I had taken away from his business, he wants to take away from mine.”
 
   “How would he do that?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “A man like him would have studied me, knowing that I don’t care about my reputation or material things.” Fear constricted my throat muscles, turning my voice softer and much more tense. “He knows about the people in my life. He mentioned Francine, Manny and Colin. I’m sure he knows that Vinnie is also here. That would be his way of getting to me. That and attempting to reach his end goal before I can figure it out. That would make me look foolish and would give him immense pleasure.
 
   “I don’t think that he only studied me. I believe that he found that you are all connected to me somehow and went out of his way to find out as much as possible about you.” As I believed he had done with Colin. My lips tightened and I shook my head. “You are in danger because of your association with me.”
 
   “Bullshit!” Vinnie jumped up and glared at me. “My life was dangerous a long time before I met you, Jen-girl. You are not responsible for this asshole’s behaviour.”
 
   “Thank you, Vinnie. I know this. My statement is not out of some irrational false responsibility. I was merely stating that you are targeted by Kubanov because you are connected to me.”
 
   People like Kubanov enjoyed the complexity of these games to an obsessive degree. Despite all the clues pointing to him taking revenge on me for whatever wrong he perceived I had done, I was convinced there was more. He had alluded to me being the cream in his coffee. If that were true, who or what was the coffee?
 
   “Unfortunately I agree with Genevieve,” Francine said. “I’ve been wracking my brain trying to figure out how somebody could have discovered where I live and then broken in. If Kubanov studied you, followed you, he would’ve seen us meeting for lunch at some point.”
 
   The heavy weight of reality settled on me. “It wouldn’t have been him. He would’ve have had someone else do it, but yes, your theory is feasible. He would have wanted to know as much as possible about the people in my life. God, I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.” Colin enunciated each word emphatically.
 
   “Let’s find him before he can hurt anyone else,” Francine said softly. “I think I might know a way.”
 
   As one we turned to her. 
 
   “Does this have to do with your state of shock?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, it does.” She gave a self-deprecating laugh. “I feel incredibly stupid at this moment, because I really should’ve seen this earlier. Oh well, this is definitely a lesson in humility. The last person I ever would’ve expected to be connected to Kubanov’s ilk has just handed my pride to me on a platter.”
 
   “You know who’s been helping the hacker?”
 
   “Yes. Everything makes much more sense now. Twelve years ago I was, um, functioning on the fringes.” She saw my one lifted eyebrow, glanced at Manny and gave me a resigned smile. “I was not always working for the good guys, Genevieve. One day a twelve-year-old boy managed to hack me. He was good, but a bit heavy-handed and I traced him. Long story short, I took him under my wing, taught him how to hide his presence, be stealthier, basically to become an exceptional hacker.”
 
   “And this is the guy helping Kubanov and Luc Alain?”
 
   She nodded. “I was trying to trace the call from Kubanov while you were talking to him. I heard everything. The moment he called me a Brazilian-mix, I knew. When Jonas found out that I have a Brazilian-Chinese father and a French mother, he decided that my Brazilian genes were the strongest. He always called me a Brazilian-mix.”
 
   “That’s his name? Jonas?” Manny had his smartphone in his hand. “What is his surname?”
 
   “DuPont.” She sounded sad. “Jonas DuPont. He is brilliant. I have not crossed paths with him in years. I haven’t seen his recent work. He’s made a point of being invisible.”
 
   “Like you,” I said. Francine had hinted a few times at the lengths she had gone to remain unknown.
 
   She nodded. “Yes, I suppose.”
 
   “Why did you lose touch with him?” Colin asked.
 
   “I started playing with the angels and he was increasingly dabbling in evil. We didn’t part ways as the best of friends. I don’t want to hang around black hat hackers.”
 
   “Are those the bad guys?” I asked. When Francine nodded, an immediate association came. “That must make you a white hat hacker.”
 
   “I would like to think so,” she said.
 
   “Do you know where he is?” Manny asked.
 
   “Behind his computers,” Francine answered. “As I know him, he’s already disconnected the computer he used for Kubanov’s hacking and is stripping it for parts. He would be using different hardware and operating systems to start his next evil invasion.”
 
   “Send me everything you have on him,” Manny fumbled with something in his jacket pocket. His lips thinned in frustrated anger and he breathed deeply. “Could you please get my phone out of this bloody pocket and phone Daniel?”
 
   Francine smiled sensually at Manny’s brisk tone and leaned closer. She looked at him with a challenge as she put one palm against his chest and took her time searching for his phone with the other. By the time she had dialled Daniel, Manny was grinding his teeth. He grabbed the phone from her and pushed it against his ear.
 
   I wasn’t interested in listening to a one-sided conversation. I turned to Vinnie. “What did Kubanov send?”
 
   “The motherfucker sent you flowers, Jen-girl.” The corners of his mouth pulled down. “Fifteen red daffodils. Millard and the police dude thought it was better for them to take it and get it analysed in case there was more to the gift than just the pretty flowers.”
 
   “Fifteen?” The number resonated with some of the many bits of information floating around my brain. Was it connected to something I had already looked at in this case or was it completely disconnected? I was relieved that the curiosity of the flowers overpowered the depraved symbolism of the gift. I didn’t want to lose time going into my head to regain my calm and equilibrium.
 
   “Yup,” Vinnie said. “There was no note. Just the flowers. The kid who delivered it is with the police now. He didn’t know anything. The florist is his mother and she receives a lot of online orders. Since there was no handwritten note, he thought that these flowers were maybe ordered online. When they left here, they were going to his mother’s shop to find out about the order.”
 
   Manny had finished his phone call and put his phone on the table. He looked at Francine’s laptop. “Did you record Doc’s conversation with Kubanov?”
 
   “Most of it.” She started tapping away on the keyboard. “I didn’t catch the very beginning. It took me a few seconds to set up the recording and tracing programs when Colin told me to do it.”
 
   “Can we listen to it again?”
 
   “Sure. Let me just… Okay, here we go.”
 
   There was a lot of tense body language around the table while we were listening to the conversation. Hearing it all again only served to confirm my previous observations. It also surprised me immensely to hear the steady, almost bored, tone of my voice. I didn’t think I was capable of repeating that calm conversation if asked to. It was amazing what a person could do under pressure. It might not be second nature to me, but to successfully deceive was something that I could do. And do well enough to mislead someone like Kubanov.
 
   My pondering pulled my attention away from the table. I didn’t notice the onset of it, only the full-blown anger in Manny’s body when he leaned over the table towards Colin.
 
   “What the fuck did he mean, Frey?”
 
   Colin moved to stand up, but I swung my arm out and stopped him with my forearm across his chest. I knew what this was about. I knew the time had come. And I was not looking forward to the next few minutes.
 
   “Manny.” When he didn’t look at me, I raised my voice. “Manny! Sit down. Thank you.”
 
   He glared at me only for a second before turning furious eyes on Colin.
 
   “Wait, don’t say anything yet.” Hundreds of thoughts were rushing through my mind. The ones surprising me most was my concern with everyone’s emotions. I turned to Colin. “Do you want Francine and Vinnie to be here for this?”
 
   “I’m not doing it, Jenny.” Colin pushed against my arm to stand up, but I wouldn’t let him. 
 
   “I’m not fucking going anywhere.” Vinnie folded his arms across his chest. 
 
   “Fine.” I was done being considerate. I looked at Manny until his eyes turned on me. “Remember when you promised me that you would listen when I asked?”
 
   Manny did not like where my request was going. “Now? You want me to sit back and listen now?”
 
   “Yes, please. Don’t talk until you’ve heard everything.” To my surprise Manny nodded. He pressed his lips tightly together and sat back in his chair. He might have complied, but it had not made him any less combative. 
 
   “I’m not talking, Jenny.” Colin’s body was tense against my arm. I pulled my arm back awkwardly and put my palms on my thighs. 
 
   “Do you trust me?” I asked as he moved to stand.
 
   Colin’s eyes flashed in surprise and he sat back down. He lowered his head and looked straight in my eyes. “Implicitly.”
 
   “Do you trust my assessment of people?”
 
   He sighed. He must have anticipated my next question. “Millard doesn’t have clearance for this, Jenny.”
 
   “But I do?” I lifted one eyebrow. He sighed again. I didn’t give him the opportunity to answer. “I have been the recipient of Manny’s harsh words more times that I can count. He’s not a polite, diplomatic person. But I trust him, Colin. With my life. And I know that you know he can be trusted. You were the one who convinced me of this six months ago. This disrespect between the two of you is unproductive and completely misplaced. It constantly interferes with this investigation and frankly I am tired of wishing that Phillip was here to mediate. Tell Manny or I will.”
 
   I waited out the silence, hoping that I was handling this correctly. Indeed I did wish that Phillip had been here. I did not have the calm presence he had. What I did apparently have was the ability to gain the cooperation of four strong-minded people. Vinnie was watching Colin, undoubtedly ready to act on whatever decision Colin would make. His loyalty unwavering. Francine, on the other hand, was watching this with the same look of gleeful entertainment I had seen on the men’s faces when they were watching a wrestling match on television. 
 
   Colin shifted next to me. He had made up his mind. His bottom jaw was ever so slightly pushed forward, his chest pushed out. He looked at Manny. “You tell anyone and you’re dead.”
 
   Thoughts expressed themselves on Manny’s face. I was impressed and extremely grateful when he didn’t verbalise most of the micro-expressions I observed. “I’m listening.”
 
   “You remember when you arrested me thirteen years ago? And then after only a few hours in your custody I was taken away? Well, that arrest managed to raise flags at Interpol, and the Secretary-General at that time got involved. He and two other high-ranking officials decided that I was exactly what the organisation needed. They offered me a deal and I’ve been working for Interpol since. Apart from the Secretary-General and a few other people, no one at Interpol knows that I even exist.”
 
   “Tell him what you do,” I said when Colin stopped. 
 
   “I reappropriate art.” Colin briefly closed his eyes and shook his head. I could see this was not easy for him. “Sometimes I reappropriate other things that Interpol requires. Obviously these things are often of sensitive nature. Art stolen during wars, sensitive information lost or stolen. A lot of this can have large international repercussions. These thefts are never reported since the items were not supposed to be in those people’s possession in the first place. There are only seven people who know what I do.” He looked at me. “Are you happy now?”
 
   “Thank you.” I looked at Manny. “We are all on the same side. If I have learned anything from working with all of you, it is that there is no black and white in doing good. I don’t always understand it, but at least I don’t treat anyone as if they are beneath me.”
 
   Manny was quiet for a long time, his eyes narrowed and focused on the wall behind me. His mind was putting the pieces together. It didn’t take long before he came to some conclusion. More sober than I had ever seen him, he looked at Colin. “Did they send you after Kubanov?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I never had time to verify any of the intel that I had received. Was any of it correct?” Manny startled when Vinnie slammed his hands on the table and got up.
 
   “I have to cook. Y’all stay for dinner.” He stormed to the kitchen, his movements not as fluid as usual. 
 
   “What happened, Frey? What was Kubanov talking about?” Manny nodded at Francine’s computer where the recording was stored.
 
   Colin’s buccinator muscles pulled his mouth into a sneer. “It was a set-up. I agree with Jenny that this is about revenge. I think that after the last case, Kubanov was so pissed that he wanted to lash out. My theory is that he knew you were on that case and somehow he also knew that I had been involved. He fed you some intel, just enough to gain interest. I don’t think he knows that I work for Interpol, so it was possibly only his good fortune that I was sent to his place in Russia. He took great pleasure in telling me how he had planned it.”
 
   The more Colin told him about the captivity, the mansion and the rescue, the more Manny’s pallor turned gray. Colin’s voice was tight with remembered distress. “When that plan didn’t work, I think he sat back and started planning something much more elaborate, something that in his mind would destroy Jenny.”
 
   “But why you? Why did he want you in his territory?” Manny asked.
 
   Colin looked at me with regret. “He wanted information on Jenny. He couldn’t find anything to hurt her with and thought that I could, or would, give him a way in.”
 
   “You were tortured because of me.” My voice sounded distant to my own ears. “Oh Colin. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Me too, Frey. As much as I think you’re a thieving conman, I would never have sent you out on unverified intel.” His brow pulled together. “Why did they do it? Send you without making sure what I had was for real?”
 
   Stress lines along Colin’s face told me that he was in the middle of a great internal struggle. It was always difficult to hold onto one’s anger when the perceived perpetrator had no knowledge of the wrong done. In Manny’s case, regret for the events that had taken place was in his verbal and nonverbal communication.
 
   “When I refused to go at first, they told me the real reasons. And I was sworn to secrecy. It’s all kinds of top-secret information. Not even Jenny’s trust could make me tell you.”
 
   “Oh, this is delicious.” Francine bounced in her chair. “A conspiracy.”
 
   “Settle down, little girl.” Manny frowned at Colin. “There has always been information that some people were not privy to. I can deal with this. I don’t know if I can deal with you working for Interpol though.”
 
   Vinnie’s snort drew our attention. He was chopping onions with an oversized knife that I knew I had never bought. The speed and accuracy of his knife-handling was disconcerting. Especially when he continued the controlled cutting without taking his eyes off Manny. I feared for his fingers.
 
   “Who do you work for, arsehole?” Manny asked Vinnie.
 
   “Manny, don’t antagonise.” I was growing weary of being a referee. It was beyond my understanding how Phillip could enjoy this.
 
   “I work for myself, old man.” Vinnie buried the knife’s point in the wooden cutting board with such force that I thought it might have gone straight through and nicked my marble countertop. “I’m loyal to no institution, only to those I choose.”
 
   Manny’s attention turned to Francine. She jumped up from her chair and grabbed her laptop. “No, no, no. You and your governments with all their conspiracies will never own me. Nobody owns me. I’m leaving. I might still have a trick or five up my sleeve to find Jonas.”
 
   She left in a hurry, clutching her laptop to her chest and promising Vinnie that she’d be back for dinner. I was left with Colin and Manny at the table. The silence turned awkward. I considered my role finished. Manny started asking Colin questions about his level of security clearance, his jobs and many other things Colin couldn’t answer. Couldn’t or didn’t want to. 
 
   I was content that their body language and tone of voice did not warn of impending violence, so I pulled my notepad closer and started going over everything that we had discovered. All the clues had to be reconsidered in light of the new information. The emails, the packages, the bombs, the codes, the people involved. We needed to find out the next step Kubanov was planning. And what roles all these people had in his end goal, especially the hacker.
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   “I knew it!” Francine’s proud voice got absorbed by the soundproofing of my viewing room. My sacred space felt crowded. Colin and Francine were sitting on either side of me and Vinnie was lurking behind us. Soon I was going to have to ask him to take a seat. His hulking size and the pacing behind me were hugely distracting. Francine wriggled in her chair. “This twerp is confirming everything I dug up.”
 
   I didn’t have the energy to correct her. Even though Luc Alain had confirmed that he had recruited vulnerable, poor students to commit the robberies, it wasn’t Francine alone who had discovered this. Unused to teamwork, I had to admit that working with these people had been very efficient. Together we gathered information and connected it much faster than if I had been alone.
 
   We were watching the hacker being interviewed in his hospital room. It had taken a few tense minutes to get the detectives to aim the cameras correctly for optimum viewing. They had blamed their lack of coffee early on a Monday morning for not being good with the cameras. I had been able to refrain from asking the relevance of the day and coffee. 
 
   I needed to see as much as possible of the young hacker’s body, especially his face. Eventually they had set up one camera for a close-up on his face. That shot was on the monitor right next to a wider shot from the second camera. Not only did I have a clear view of the hacker’s prone body on the hospital bed, but I could also observe the detectives asking the questions. That helped in giving me context, which in turn aided me in more accurate analysis.
 
   Manny was standing out of camera view, sometimes moving just enough to reveal his shoes or a glimpse of his rumpled coat. He had been uncommonly accommodating when I asked him to ensure that the interview was recorded. The confrontation between Manny and Colin had changed the dynamics in our small group. Manny’s easy acquiescence to my request for him to wear an earpiece so that I could ask questions and direct the interview had also been unexpected. 
 
   Since the interview had started fifteen minutes ago, I had observed the young hacker being defiant, scared, arrogant, terrified, followed by co-operative. The detectives were the same two men who had interviewed the young thief three days ago. I liked them. They were now asking the hacker for the names of all the students he had recruited. I wasn’t interested in that information, so I studied everyone’s body language.
 
   “And you did this all by yourself?” one detective asked after recording a lot of names, mostly male. Again he was dressed in a suit, his short hair neat and his manner authoritative, but relaxed.
 
   “Of course. I’m one of the best.” His arrogant expression turned calculating. “Hey, maybe you could cut me a deal, you know. Like in the movies? I could start working for you guys and won’t have to go to prison.” 
 
   Francine pulled on my sleeve. “Tell Manny to ask him if there is any difference between MOVD and MOVQ instructions in ASM.”
 
   Without asking for an explanation, I relayed the question to Manny. He stepped into view. “If you are as good as you say, tell me if there is any difference between MOVD and MOVQ instructions in ASM.”
 
   The detectives glanced at Manny, but there was no resentment visible. They didn’t mind his interference. All three men focussed on the hacker, waiting for his answer. His corrugator procerus muscles pulled his brow into a worried frown, his orbicularis oculi muscles increasing his blinking rate. He was losing confidence. Fast.
 
   “There isn’t a difference.” He smirked. “It’s the same command, just in different compilers.”
 
   I looked at Francine and she shook her head, a disgusted smile pulled at her full lips. I spoke into the microphone connected to Manny’s earpiece. “He’s wrong.”
 
   Manny stepped forward, folded his arms across his chest and leaned back. The other two detectives had been able to get the hacker chatting, to get him relaxed. Manny was quite effective at being severely intimidating. “Young man, we both know you don’t know your arse from your elbow when it comes to MOVD and MOVQ instructions. Stop lying to us and start talking about the hacker who helped you. We know that you could not have done this alone.”
 
   Luc looked helplessly at the two detectives and visibly relaxed when Manny moved back into his corner. 
 
   “Okay, fine. I will tell you. Just to let you know, in some circles I am considered to be a good hacker. It was P–” He hesitated and blinked furiously for a few seconds. I made a note of this. He was hiding something. “Um, I was recommended for this job. Most things were already arranged before the Mafia dude phoned me.”
 
   ‘What Mafia dude?” the other detective asked. His head was shaved, a shadow of hair forming a thin line around the lower circumference of his scull. I wondered if he shaved his hair because of convenience or to hide his baldness. People’s vanity fascinated me.
 
   “The dude with the Mafia voice.” Luc’s answer pulled my attention away from the detective’s head. “He has this deep voice and the accent makes him sound sick.”
 
   “Like he has the flu?” the bold detective asked.
 
   “No, man, sick as in really cool. Like he was this bad-ass.” He rolled his eyes. “Old people. He also sounded old. He used very correct French when he spoke to me.”
 
   “How many times did you speak?”
 
   “Only the once. He wanted to make sure that I was on board with this thing.” The corner of his mouth pulled into a sneer. “He didn’t believe the word of people who trusted me. But after we spoke he was cool. He promised me that I’d get whatever help I needed to do this job. I mean, this dude was really something, you know? All powerful and shit. But since he was the guy organising everything and the guy with the money, I wasn’t going to complain. That night he paid me in cash. In advance. How sick is that?”
 
   Both detectives closed their eyes for a moment. I supposed it was in exasperation with the young man’s inept use of language. I was interested in this lexicon. But the implication that Kubanov had been in direct contact with this young man was even more interesting. Was it him or one of his associates? 
 
   It was out of character for Kubanov to get involved in the execution of his plan. Even as a businessman, he would delegate the menial tasks. Or would he? Was this so important to him that he needed to personally oversee someone even as disposable as Luc?
 
   “What kind of help did you get?” the first detective asked.
 
   “Oh, you know. Some hacking help.” With his thumb and forefinger he rubbed down from the corners of his mouth to his chin. Blocking behaviour that indicated deception. The change in the two detectives’ postures told me they doubted his truthfulness.
 
   “Some help or someone helping you to do it right?”
 
   “Okay, fine, be like that. Yes, it was someone to help me with some stuff. I’m not that good. Not yet. But he taught me a lot of cool things. His sick skills helped me get into the security companies’ systems so that I could get all the specs I needed to organise the jobs.”
 
   “Who is this guy? What is his name?” the bold detective asked.
 
   “I only know him as DeathRabbit867. The whole hacker world knows him. He’s famous. Now, this dude is really sick. He has mad skills. There are only two hackers better than him. Rumour is that one is a chick. How sick is that?”
 
   Francine’s gasp drew my attention away from the incorrect use of the word ‘sick’. I turned to her. “What is it?”
 
   “DeathRabbit867 is Jonas.” She shook her head. “I knew this, but still can’t believe it. Even when I hear it from this twerp. How could Jonas stoop this low?”
 
   On screen the detectives were insisting on a name, the handle being useless to them. I told Manny what Francine had said. “She’s already working on tracking him, so it’s not an efficient use of time to question him about that. Question him about the person who recommended him to Kubanov.”
 
   ‘The who?” Manny whispered through his teeth. 
 
   “Twice now his nonverbal cues showed that he was hiding something when he talked about being recommended to Kubanov. Either the person is in his circle of friends and is close to him or he respects this person highly. Ask him about it.” I was getting agitated wasting time explaining myself to Manny. “I don’t think he’ll answer you, but that’s okay. Ask him yes or no questions then.”
 
   Manny stepped into view and glowered at the camera for a moment. I smiled. An annoyed Manny was familiar. The complying Manny was something I would have to get used to. He took another step to the bed. Luc pushed himself deeper into the pillows.
 
   “Who recommended you to… the Mafia dude?” The last words came out with great distaste.
 
   “Um, some friends?”
 
   “You’re not sure? Earlier you sounded completely sure of who recommended you. You even sounded pissed off that your Mafia dude would not believe this person. Who is it?”
 
   The young hacker’s chin pushed out. “I don’t know.”
 
   It was the constant touching of his ear and mouth and the sudden stillness of his hands that gave his defiance away as a lie.
 
   “Is it one of your university buddies?” Manny asked. I almost sighed with relief that he had taken my advice.
 
   “No,” he snorted. “I don’t have university buddies. They’re all a bunch of losers anyway.”
 
   “Is it one of your loser buddies?”
 
   “My buddies are not losers.”
 
   “A family member?”
 
   “What is this? Twenty Questions? I told you, I don’t know who gave that dude my name.”
 
   Manny glanced at the camera. I picked up the microphone. “He knows who recommended him. But you haven’t asked the right questions. Not yet. Continue.”
 
   Manny glared into the camera again before turning his annoyance to Luc. “Is it one of your hacker buddies?”
 
   Luc didn’t respond, his lips tight and his hands in fists on the covers.
 
   “Is it someone at the university?”
 
   I jumped in my chair and pointed at the monitor. “There. Look.” I grabbed the microphone. “It is someone at the university. Ask him which one.”
 
   Just as Manny leaned closer, two medical personnel stepped into the room. “Sirs, we have to ask you to leave now. The patient is still recovering from major surgery and the stress is not helping him.” 
 
   The one doctor walked to the equipment attached to Luc, frowning at the display screens. “Oh, yes. You definitely have to leave. You’ve been here for more than an hour already. You can come back late this afternoon or tomorrow. Right now Monsieur Alain needs to take his medicine and rest.”
 
   A few more minutes of arguing could not dissuade the doctors. They were adamant. Manny shrugged at the camera. “Guess this will have to do, Doc. Hope it is enough.”
 
   “It will do.” I was deeply disappointed that Manny hadn’t been able to ask any more questions. 
 
   Within a minute the monitors were dark. I turned to Francine. “We have to find out who this person at the university is.”
 
   “I’ll check his old laptop for that.” 
 
   “What old laptop?” Colin asked.
 
   “Oh yes, I didn’t tell you. When the police were going through Luc’s flat, they found a very old laptop in a hidey-hole. They brought it to our flat late last night. Manny had insisted that I immediately look at it even though it was almost two o’clock. I had a peek at it and it looks like he had been using it only at places with Wi-Fi, like cafés and restaurants.” She rolled her eyes. “Just shows you what an amateur he is. A pro would have used a strong antenna to connect to other people’s Wi-Fi networks. I’m sure there will be some interesting internet history on this old laptop. It might even give me some leads to find Kubanov and Jonas.”
 
   “And the person at the university,” I said. “Kubanov is planning something big. In order to get ahead of his planning, we need to understand all the players involved.”
 
   “Sounds like chess,” Vinnie said.
 
   I turned around in my chair and smiled. “An apt comparison. He has a strategy, each move planned in detail. Without knowing who else is involved, we might miss essential players and the roles they are supposed to fulfil. Everyone we’ve found so far has been used by Kubanov towards an end goal. They all had their individual purposes and were chosen with care. Why them? Who else is there? If we put everyone together, what holistic view will we have?”
 
   “Those are big questions, Jen-girl.”
 
   “Questions we’re not going to get answers to sitting here,” Francine said.
 
   We talked for a few more minutes and agreed that Francine and Vinnie would go home. I stayed behind with Colin and for the next few hours I watched the footage again and again, making sure I hadn’t missed anything. Not a verbal or nonverbal clue. I needed more information, more data to tie everything together. 
 
   Five minutes after my asking him, Colin was driving us home. Fifteen minutes later we were in his apartment. Not mine. I wanted to be in my apartment, but Francine and all her computers were in his.
 
   We walked into her spacious bedroom and I gasped. Loudly. Colin cleared his throat behind me in what sounded like an attempt to hide laughter. 
 
   Francine looked up from where she was sitting on her bed. She had changed her outfit. Now she was wearing a deep blue turtleneck sweater, jeans and those silly pink house-boots. She still managed to look like she was posing for a fashion magazine, her long black hair glossy and her make-up subtle, but perfect. 
 
   “Oh, hey there. Come in, come in.” She got up with only a slight wince and stepped over a silver designer sandal, two different-coloured boots and too many cables to count. How was it possible that a woman as beautiful and always well-dressed as Francine could live in a room that was giving me heart palpitations? The wardrobe doors were open, clothes falling off hangers and pulled halfway out of shelves. 
 
   “I can’t.” I turned around to face Colin. “I can’t be here. Find out what she knows and come tell me. I’ll be home.”
 
   To get to the front door I had to walk past the kitchen and the living areas. I was so focussed on getting into the neatly organised safety of my apartment that I didn’t see Vinnie in the kitchen until he spoke. 
 
   “Didn’t think you would last long in that pigsty.” He was gently stirring a pot on the stove. As soon as I noticed it, I also noticed the mouth-watering aroma. “I’m making a nice thick stew for dinner. It’s been cooking for hours, but just needed to be moved around a bit.”
 
   He placed the wooden spoon on a holder and placed the lid on the pot. This kitchen was as clean as he always kept mine when he was cooking there. All the countertops were clear of clutter and without a spot. To the left of the stove was a tablet computer streaming a news programme. The tablet was angled for easy watching while Vinnie was cooking.
 
   The sound was turned down low, but was audible enough for me to hear the interview with the president and his wife. She was laughing at an answer the president gave. He smiled warmly at her and continued talking. Vinnie wiped the already spotless stovetop. The stew bubbled gently on one plate. It didn’t make sense.
 
   “How can you live with…” I pointed in the direction of Francine’s bedroom. “… that?”
 
   Vinnie laughed. “I’ve known Francine for a long time. As long as she has her own space to mess up, she’ll keep everything else neat. We had a nice long discussion when she first moved in here. I don’t care about her room. As long as nothing breeds in there, I’m okay with it.”
 
   “Oh God.” I put my hand over my mouth and spoke through my fingers. “How can you even think such a thing, let alone say it?”
 
   “Aw, Jen-girl, you really are cute when you get all disgusted like that.” He hung the dishcloth on the oven handle and stepped closer. “Did you make any more progress today?”
 
   “No.” I lowered my hand. “Do you know if Francine has found any useful information on Kubanov, the hacker and the university person?”
 
   He looked at the clock on the microwave oven. “I checked with her twenty minutes ago and she was still working on something. She rudely chased me away.”
 
   “Then I’m going home.” I had been hoping for more data, but at present Mozart might prove to be more helpful. With a small wave, I left Vinnie in the kitchen and walked to my apartment. I stepped in and felt the relief of being in my haven wash over me. My muscles lost some of its tension as I locked the five locks and went to the kitchen to make some camomile tea. 
 
   The normality of my routine settled me. By the time I sat down on the sofa facing the balcony doors, my breathing was deeper. I paged through the article I had printed out earlier, scanning the text. Mozart’s Violin Sonata No. 21 in E minor was filling my apartment, loud enough for me to focus on each note. I took a sip of my tea, put the mug on the coffee table and closed my eyes. In my mind’s eye I pulled up a sheet of music paper. As each note played on my sound system, it appeared on the staves, neatly written. I loved the concrete structures of Mozart’s music. The stability in it made me feel safe and corresponded with my neuro-patterns.
 
   “Jenny?” 
 
   As a child, I had never responded well to anyone attempting to bring me out of my mind. If they had dared touch me, it usually ended up with many bruises to everyone involved and me being grounded for weeks. Therefore it was of analytical significance that I felt comfort and security rather than intrusion when I opened my eyes to Colin’s voice and saw his hand covering mine. 
 
   Was I unique in having found a person whom, for some reason, I allowed to touch me and in a sense manage me? Studies would show that this was by no means an anomaly. For me it was. My behaviour had always been predictable. And as an adult, controllable. It had been the last six months, since Colin and the others entered my life, that my status quo had changed. Nothing was the same any more. Not even my intense fear and hatred for change was the same. It had softened marginally. 
 
   “Hey, Jenny.” He rubbed my hands. “When you stare at me like that, I kinda feel naked.”
 
   I stiffened. “I’m not thinking sexual thoughts.”
 
   Vinnie’s laughter drew my attention to the reading area. He had settled in one of the wingback chairs, reading a book. Strange.
 
   Colin was smiling. “I didn’t mean it like that. It just feels like you strip me psychologically and emotionally of everything and can see my soul.”
 
   “Oh. Sorry.”
 
   “You don’t have to apologise. You just don’t often study me so deeply. Usually I can see that you only analyse my expressions. This is different.”
 
   “Oh,” I said again. How else was I supposed to respond to that?
 
   “Vinnie’s made some stew that we can heat up for you.”
 
   “No, no.” I stopped him, emphatically shaking my head. “I need to speak to Francine.”
 
   “I’m here,” she said from the dining room table. “And boy, do I have things to show you.”
 
   I jumped up from the sofa and rushed to the table. A quick glance at my watch and I was pleased that I had only been in my head for three hours. It was seventeen minutes to nine. The night was still young. And my mind was racing with the connections the last three hours had brought to me. Francine’s new information might very well help to solidify the theories I had. Theories I was sure of.
 
   “What have you got?” I asked.
 
   “Um, do you think we could maybe turn the music down a bit?” Francine had once confessed that she had a time limit for enjoying classical music. I remembered being a bit disappointed in her then. 
 
   “Sure.” I turned to Colin who had followed me to the table. “Do you mind changing the music and turning it down?”
 
   “I’ll do it.” Vinnie jumped up from the chair. Recently he had been favouring my world music selection, especially Lourdes Perez. I was not surprised when the rich sounds of her voice filled my apartment. Vinnie quickly turned the sound down until it was in the background. 
 
   My eyes were drawn to the book he had left on the chair. “Are you reading Dante?”
 
   Vinnie’s back muscles tensed. He turned around slowly and I was amazed to see embarrassment colouring his cheeks. “You don’t have to sound so shocked, Jen-girl. I was just curious what this fuss was all about. That’s all. The book is actually not all that bad.”
 
   “Vin is a poet at heart,” Colin said with a smile.
 
   Vinnie lifted his middle finger at Colin and grumbled as he settled back in the chair with the book.
 
   I smiled and sat down next to Francine. She had a laptop set up on the table and her tablet was at a viewing angle next to it, a wireless keyboard in front of the tablet. Her fingers were flying over the laptop’s keyboard, the windows changing too fast for me to get a good look at what was on it.
 
   “Okay.” She pointed at the monitor. I was looking at something that looked like a professional presentation. “I put things together like this to make it easier to explain. So here on the first page you will see the information that I was able to get from Luc’s computers. It was all the hacking history, hacking into a few institutions, the security companies, things that didn’t give any new and helpful information. Most of this I already had access to when I hacked his system.
 
   “On the next few pages you can see everything that I was able to dig up on his background.” She moved from page to page as she explained. “I’m not going to repeat the things we already know about him, even though it’s also here. But this is new. A list of his known associates. I got these names from his social media pages, his email contacts, his phone contacts and a few other places. So far none of those names triggered any red flags. 
 
   “His phone records also didn’t show anything criminal. I reckon that he had another phone, maybe given by Kubanov. But I’m guessing and I know you don’t like it.” She smiled at me. “What I don’t have to guess about is his financials. Definitely daddy’s poor little rich boy. Every month he received an unhealthy sum from his father. And every month he spent it all by the second week. Computers, games and hacking are very expensive hobbies and that was what most of his credit card expenses were for.
 
   “About nine months ago, I think that was around the time that he dropped out of university, he started gambling online. He was not good at that. Not at all. He drained his accounts even faster than usual. I think that might be why Kubanov recruited him. He was behind in most of his bills and from the emails between him and his daddy’s accountant it looked like he was about to be cut off as well. Boring stuff.”
 
   She clicked to the next page and straightened with excitement. “But this? This is pay dirt. This is what I found on his hidey-hole laptop. So, I told you yesterday that this was the computer he used to contact Jonas. This is also where he received all his instructions, all the information and source codes that Jonas sent him and where he had a few more secrets. I’ve been going through this and it just proves how amateurish Luc really is. Even at a cursory glance I saw that Jonas had given him more than just basic help. Jonas must have been in the security companies’ computers and those specific files long before he sent Luc there.”
 
   Something was causing her distress. Her breathing had changed.
 
   “What else, Francine?” I asked.
 
   “Jonas sent Luc an email with instructions to organise a break-in at my place. They were to only insert a flash drive into my computer. Nothing else. Jonas must have really enjoyed putting one over me. Luc was to get the best thief he could, so there would be no evidence of a break-in.” She shuddered. “I never suspected anything.”
 
   “But you now have proof that your previous theory was correct,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, well, it’s cold comfort. I don’t particularly enjoy being outwitted by Jonas. Or robbed by a dumbass. Jonas instructed him in one of the first emails to delete every email after reading it and to clean out the trash box. Fortunately for us he didn’t listen to the very good advice. I don’t know if it was Jonas or Kubanov who manipulated Luc into thinking that he was the one doing all this super-hacking. They totally fed his ego with some of those emails.”
 
   “Why would they do that?” Vinnie asked from the kitchen.
 
   “Why would they feed his ego?”
 
   “No,” Vinnie said. “Why would they do all the work and then send Luc in to do it again.”
 
   “If ever there were to be an investigation, that would be what would be visible. Not Jonas’ initial and very covert snooping.”
 
   “A patsy,” Vinnie said, nodding his head in understanding. “A real Kubanov trick.”
 
   I knew there was more. “What else?”
 
   “Digging through all his surprisingly well-encrypted files, I found that he had another email address.” Francine smiled widely. “He had a separate address to be in contact with only one person.”
 
   “Who?” Vinnie asked from behind me. I hadn’t heard him move from the kitchen.
 
   “I don’t know yet. I’m working on that. As email addresses go, this is one of the oddest I have seen. I’m also trying to decode the emails.”
 
   “It’s written in a cipher?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, but it is not cryptography used for emails. It’s more like your book cipher.”
 
   “What the fuck is it with these people and their ciphers?” Vinnie stomped back to the kitchen. “It’s like it is 1950 in the US and thirteen-year-old boys form a little secret society in someone’s tree-house with code-words to enter and ciphers to communicate. Idiots!”
 
   I smiled. “People who enjoy playing games are often emotionally immature. They think they’re superior to everyone else when in reality they’re not. Being part of something seemingly exclusive plays into their illusion.” I turned back to Francine. “Send me the emails and I’ll see if I can decipher it.”
 
   “To be honest, I haven’t tried very hard to decipher it. I only got into that email account about two hours ago.”
 
   “No problem. Just send it to me and I’ll look at it.” Something she had said was bothering me. “What was the strange email address?”
 
   She looked at her computer. “alighieri@tormail.tor.”
 
   All the connections came together so hard and fast that I physically felt it. I gave in to my need to hug myself and rock gently. “It’s him. It is really him. It’s him. It’s him.”
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   It took me an unfortunate fifteen minutes to calm down. In that time Vinnie had called Manny who was now also sitting at the table. Everyone was giving me time, but the glances I managed to grab of them showed their impatience and the tension in their bodies. It was only by a microscopic margin that I held onto my consciousness and stayed in the present. How could I have been so wrong?
 
   Vinnie placed a cup of coffee on a coaster in front of me and sat down. Francine had moved her laptop and tablet to the other side of the table. She was flanked by Manny and Vinnie. Colin was sitting next to me, eating one of Vinnie’s oatmeal cookies. I rolled my head on my shoulders a few times. A few deep breaths readied me further to explain.
 
   “It is Professor Claude Tremont. He is the owner of that email address. He is also Luc’s connection at the university.” My mouth was dry, the words coming out with difficulty.
 
   “And you know this how, Doc?” Manny sat up from his slouched position and leaned towards me.
 
   “He’s the one who got all uptight about an article I wrote.” I shook my head. “I just never thought that he had taken such offence at what I had written.”
 
   “Okay, wait.” Manny held up one bandaged hand. “First tell me how you know that it is this professor.”
 
   “A lot of clues. The last clue was the email address that Francine got off Luc’s computer. Tremont is a professor here in Strasbourg in the comparative literature faculty, his speciality is medieval and early modern literature up until the 1800s.”
 
   “That explains the book,” Colin said. 
 
   “Doc, are you sure it’s this professor?” Manny asked.
 
   “It is definitely him,” Francine said. The whole time we had been talking she had been busy on her computers. “I’ve been trying to trace the origin of the Alighieri emails, but have not gotten far. They are all over the place and I haven’t had enough time to find more detailed parameters. As soon as I had the professor’s name, I linked this email address to the university, his home, cafés in a five-mile radius of all his known locations. It’s him. Most of his emails were sent from the university campus or his home. A few were sent from cafés in his area. It is him.”
 
   “Let’s get that bastard.” Manny got up from the table and fumbled in his pockets with his bandaged fingers. “Oh, for Pete’s sakes. Francine, get yourself over here and help me.”
 
   Her mouth quivered as she moved gracefully to Manny. He had already awkwardly placed the earpiece in his ear and told her to dial Daniel. I smiled at his irritation about asking for help. Francine also found this highly amusing and laughed softly when she returned to the table.
 
   “We should call him Grumpy.”
 
   “Why?” I asked and immediately waved the silliness away. “Oh, never mind. Can you get more personal information on the professor?”
 
   “Already on it.” She moved between her laptop and tablet for a minute before picking up the tablet. “Wow, this guy is educated. He even has a degree in philosophy. Okay, do you want to hear his whole background?”
 
   “No.” I was more interested in his connection to Dante. There had to be something in his life that reflected Dante or his works. “Tell me about his family history. His wife and children, not his parents.”
 
   “Okay.” She drew out the two syllables while she swiped and tapped. “He got married real young to his childhood sweetheart. Oh my God, it is just like in Dante’s book! They met when they were in primary school and got married while they were still students.”
 
   “Which is different from Dante and Beatrice’s history. They never got married.”
 
   “But he loved her so passionately,” Francine said. “I’m looking at an interview here that Professor Tremont gave to a literary magazine. He says that he felt the same love for her that he read in Dante’s work. Okay, reading on. Aha, here he says that they both graduated and he continued his studies while his wife, Sophie, worked. When he started teaching at the university, Sophie fell pregnant and gave birth to a little girl.”
 
   Manny joined us again and put his phone on the table. “How long ago was this?”
 
   “Um, they got married twenty-five years ago, had the baby when they were married for nine years, so that would be sixteen years ago.” She read for a few seconds in silence. “Oh shit. Their daughter was nine years old when she was diagnosed with some rare neurological disorder.”
 
   I grabbed my computer. “This is the code that was on the gallery bomb. Here it is. ‘This sweet child mine, told her end is nigh, should not have had to face, her life in a run.’”
 
   “Bloody hell.” Manny was not the only one taken aback by this. Everyone around the table had varying degrees of shock written all over them.
 
   “What happened to his daughter?” I asked. This must have been the difficult time Tremont had gone through and people were still whispering about.
 
   “Um.” Francine scanned more of the article. “Oh God, she died. She had undergone treatment, but nothing worked. Then Professor Tremont insisted on a procedure. It was not a very common procedure, but doctors had had success with it. The surgery was successful, but… she died a week later. Oh, wow. Against medical advice, he took her home only five days after the surgery. The moment she was off the machines, he and his wife signed her out. He blamed the hospital and the doctors who operated on his daughter for the death. Um, wait. Yeah, the magazine asked the hospital to comment and they referred to a press release after the girl’s death. The press release stated that they had numerous times warned the professor and his wife of the risks of taking her home, but he believed that they had made the right choice. They hadn’t.”
 
   “That’s so sad,” Vinnie said softly. “I don’t care what kind of bastard this professor is. No little girl should suffer.”
 
   “Where is his wife now?” I asked.
 
   Francine took a moment to answer. “It’s not in this article, so I’m checking the… Shit, this guy really had a rough time of it. His wife died eight months ago.”
 
   I winced. “That was around the same time my article was published. Together with his wife’s death, this must have been the catalyst for all of this.”
 
   “Tell us about your article, Jenny,” Colin said.
 
   Manny groaned.
 
   “It was well-written and made for compelling reading, I’ll have you know.” I knew I sounded defensive, but Manny’s resistance to any and all of my explanations grated. “My article was regarding the inclusion of verbal communication and the understanding of nonverbal cues in the effective systemic treatment of non-neurotypical patients.”
 
   “Huh?” Vinnie said as Manny groaned again.
 
   I took a moment to simplify my thoughts. “People like me are called non-neurotypical. Our brains don’t work like most people’s. In order for us to receive effective psychological treatment, a few elements are needed. Firstly and most importantly is the inclusion of the family. This is where I mentioned narrative therapy. It is a type of therapy that heavily relies on storytelling, which in itself I have no problem with. The issues I pointed out were that in therapy such as this, family members are not included and often do not know if any progress is being made.
 
   “The next mention I made of narrative therapy was when I talked about the role of society as a whole in the treatment of non-neurotypicals. I said that narrative therapy holds a social constructionist belief that there are no absolute truths. I pointed out the positive and negative points in this, but ultimately criticised current society for marginalising non-neurotypicals and so excluding them in the construction of any social reality.”
 
   “Huh?” Vinnie said again and chuckled. “No, I actually understood that. It sounded very clever, Jen-girl. So why is the prof so pissed off at you?”
 
   “He had a paper published a few months prior that fully supported narrative therapy in its entirety.” I glanced at the sofa and saw the article on the coffee table next to my mug. “I read the article earlier for the first time. Now I understand his fury a bit better. In it he explained how even in Medieval times, people used storytelling to deal with their problems, understand life and communicate ideologies. He even used Dante Alighieri’s La Vita Nuova as an example. He lambasted critics of narrative therapy.” I winced. “I mentioned in my article that highly educated professionals should not write articles and declare irrefutable statements in a field they are not well-versed in. I wasn’t referring to him, nor to his article, since I didn’t even know he had written it, but there were enough details for him to perceive that those two sentences were aimed at him.”
 
   “Let me get this straight,” Manny said, putting his bandaged hands on his hips. “In one article you lightly criticised a therapeutic method and in two sentences appeared to criticise Tremont.”
 
   “That’s what I just said.” I was looking at Manny’s body language. He was not being territorial, so he was showing confidence and authority. For what reason? 
 
   He folded his arms across his chest and gave a strong nod. “That’s it. We’re throwing his crazy arse in jail and losing the key.”
 
   “You’re being prejudiced and irrational.”
 
   “Actually, Jen-girl, for once I agree with the old man.”
 
   “It is obvious that he has some problems. Granted, his problems are bad enough that he’s building bombs and sending me coded messages.” I felt like we were missing something. “There is always so much more underneath the surface of any action.”
 
   “No, Doc. Sometimes an atrocity is just an atrocity and a nut just a nut.”
 
   I ignored that statement. I was not going to enter an argument when I knew that there was another piece of information, essential information that I needed to connect to this development. My elbows on the table, I rested my head in my hands, framing my face with my thumbs and forefingers. It wasn’t difficult to tune out the conversation around the table. 
 
   The music had changed and the voice of Cesária Évora pulled me into the easy Cape Verdean sounds. It wasn’t as effective as Mozart, but there was something calming about the melodies and rhythm. After the fifth song, I had it. It was a possible connection that was there to grab and unravel. I lifted my head and waited for Francine to finish telling Manny about Professor Tremont’s financials. He had been living quite a modest life, it sounded.
 
   “Who was the doctor?” I asked when she took a breath between two sentences.
 
   “Which doctor?” She picked up her tablet and looked at me.
 
   “The one who operated on Professor Tremont’s daughter.”
 
   She swiped the tablet’s screen a few times. “This article doesn’t say. Give me a minute and I’ll find out.”
 
   “Why do you want to know?” Manny asked.
 
   “It’s a theory. I’d prefer to not say yet.” 
 
   “You and your bloody resistance to speculation.”
 
   “It was a woman.” Francine tilted her head. “A Doctor Lescot.”
 
   “Her first name?”
 
   “Um, let me check. Lili. Lili Lescot. Why does her name sound so familiar?”
 
   My eyes narrowed as I thought about this. I needed confirmation of my suspicion. “She operated on Professor Tremont’s daughter almost nine years ago, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Was she married then?”
 
   “I will need a minute for this.” She turned to her laptop and for a few minutes the only sounds in my apartment were Cesária Évora and Francine’s typing. “Oh. Of course! Oh. Oh.”
 
   Manny sat up. “Stop saying ‘oh’ like that. Speak.”
 
   Francine looked up from her computer with eyes wider than I had ever seen them. “She’s the president’s wife.”
 
   I dropped my head back and looked at the ceiling while the men responded with colourful expletives. Watching news programmes and documentaries was often pure escapism for me. I seldom attached any value to what I was watching. Not any more. If it weren’t for the documentary on the president’s wife I had watched three weeks ago, I would never have made this connection. My suspicion had been confirmed.
 
   “She only took the president’s surname eight years ago when he became serious about politics. Since then she has been practicing as Doctor Godard. Also, we know her as Madame Isabelle Godard. She stopped using the shortened form of her name when her husband entered national politics.” I was becoming worried about Manny’s pallor. I leaned towards him. “Are you okay? You’re not looking so good.”
 
   For nineteen seconds Manny swore. Strong words. Worse than Vinnie used when he burned something in the kitchen. “We need to be fucking sure about this, Doc. Already I have all kinds of arseholes pushing me to end this bombing madness. If I now add the president and his wife to the mix? It will be total bedlam.”
 
   “Manny, look at the evidence.” I pointed at Francine’s computer. “Doctor Godard is even mentioned in Professor Tremont’s second code. He called her ‘those of false hope’. He called himself ‘the betrayed’ and that vengeance will visit upon Doctor Godard.”
 
   “But that was for the bomb in the Modern Art Museum” Colin said. “And it exploded, but wasn’t big enough to even hurt Millard too badly. How would that be taking revenge on the president’s wife?”
 
   “I don’t know. There must be an explanation though.” This sudden rush of connections offered even more questions. “How does Kubanov fit into all of this?”
 
   “That motherf…” Manny shook his head once. “He must wait for now. First I need to do something about the president’s wife.”
 
   “Aren’t you going to phone your police buddies?” Vinnie smirked. “Or has this just gone far above your head, old man?”
 
   “Vinnie.” My tone was strong and reproving. He had the good grace to lower his head. But he also winked at me and smiled. 
 
   Manny glared at Francine. She smiled sweetly, clearly understanding his nonverbal communication, and picked up his phone. “Same number?”
 
   His grunt was enough answer for her. For the next four minutes we listened to a one-sided conversation. I surmised that the initial disbelief was followed by very brief panic. Soon the conversation ended.
 
   “Okay, he’s going to check with GSPR where the first lady is and if all of them are safe. He’ll get back to me.”
 
   “What is GSPR?” Francine asked.
 
   “It’s the presidential security detail,” Manny said.
 
   “Who were you talking to?” I asked. I was curious.
 
   “The GIPN team leader here in Strasbourg, Daniel.”
 
   “This is worse than the friggin’ US of A,” Vinnie said. “FBI, CIA, NSA, GSPR, GIPN. All these stupid alphabets.”
 
   “Acronyms,” I said. “When we use the… oh, you were being sarcastic. Sorry. I’m not used to you being sarcastic.”
 
   “No sweat, Jen-girl.” Vinnie grunted. “No problem. I don’t care what you guys do, but I’m not calling everyone G-something. It will be the president’s security detail and one G for GIPN. Else it will be too many G’s for my little brain.”
 
   I wanted to correct him about his high intellect when I realised he was also referring to my name. I smiled. 
 
   It became quiet in my apartment, everyone lost in thought. I was trying to make sense of this game of chess Kubanov was playing. Despite Professor Tremont’s many degrees, he was simply not capable of this type of strategic planning. That was Kubanov’s trait. As I had seen before and again heard during that horrid telephone conversation, he loved playing games.
 
   “Jenny, tell us what you’re thinking.” Colin was smiling at me. “You’re mumbling and you’re blinking furiously. Maybe if you tell us, we could play devil’s advocate.”
 
   My face pulled into a frown. “It’s mostly hypotheses that I’m running through my mind to see which ones fit with the concrete evidence and facts that we have already accumulated.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, Doc. We know that you don’t like guessing. Just tell us so that we can spitball your ideas.” Manny gave me an uncommon smile. “It means to throw ideas around for discussion. No real spit involved.”
 
   A few chuckles eased some of the tension. Even I smiled. “Apart from Kubanov exacting revenge for the perceived humiliation suffered under my hand, there has to be more. For his personality, his reasoning, this doesn’t fit. Looking at the previous case, that art forgery scam had so many elements, fitting so neatly together. On the surface it seemed like a bunch of students expertly forging masterpieces, but after a lot of layers we discovered that it led to leadership in Eurocorps and the EDA being part of this.”
 
   “Being part of this conspiracy,” Francine said pointedly, but quickly leaned back in her chair when we looked at her with expressions of shock and disgust. “What? It was a conspiracy.”
 
   “Granted,” I said. “One that had Kubanov right at the top, orchestrating it. He was using his philanthropic reputation to hide his illegal activities. There has never been any evidence of him being involved in any crime. He has always used others to do the practical work–”
 
   “–so that if they get caught, he is never implicated,” Colin finished.
 
   “Yes,” I said. “So why is he actively involved this time? What makes it different? Personally, I think that there is more at stake for him here than just getting back at me. I’m too insignificant. I think I’m merely a bonus to something bigger.”
 
   “Any ideas?” Colin asked.
 
   “Not yet.” I rubbed my temples. “Francine, what do you have on the president’s wife? Background, work history, family history?”
 
   “A lot.” She grabbed her tablet with a smile. “No politician escapes my scrutiny. I have dirt on all of them. I must admit that I paid more attention to her husband than to her. Maybe that is why I didn’t catch on to her name at first. The husband was much more important to dig into.”
 
   Manny cleared his throat, looking at Francine from under eyebrows pulled down low. 
 
   Her smile widened. “Don’t worry, handsome. No one will ever know that I checked them out. And no one will ever know what I know. I just need to be prepared.”
 
   “Prepared for what?” I asked. This woman fascinated me. Her preparedness might be conspiracy paranoia, or it might have a valid premise. With her I never knew which direction she would go.
 
   “For the Illuminati to come out of hiding after almost two hundred years of obscurity.”
 
   Vinnie rolled his eyes, Manny he shook his head, Colin laughed softly and I knew which direction she had gone this time. I found her entertaining.
 
   [bookmark: _Toc374897053]“Okay, here it is,” she said. “Isabella Sophia Lescot was born–”
 
   “Maybe you should only give us more recent details,” I said. “Tell us about her student years.”
 
   Francine grunted. “Okay, if you say so. She studied medicine and that is where she met her husband, Raymond. She graduated in neurology and he as a lawyer. She was quite the feminist trailblazer at university. People were surprised when she actually got married. Like you said, she didn’t use his surname until about eight years ago.
 
   “At first they both concentrated on their careers. She was hot stuff in her field and quickly became nationally and internationally known as one of the best neurosurgeons. She took a break in her career to have their only child. He is now eleven years old. She cut back on her hours, for two years working only five-eighths of the hours she used to.”
 
   She did a quick crosscheck on her laptop. “Yup, that was around the time that Professor Tremont’s daughter needed surgery. That was nine years ago. Shortly after that surgery, she left that hospital and started working at another hospital. Hmm, I wonder why. Maybe the hospital accepted a bribe, or donation as they call it, from the professor and forced her to perform the surgery.”
 
   “Francine, that is outrageous speculation,” I said. “You tend to go overboard with you speculation. Not everything is a conspiracy.”
 
   “But could be true.” She pulled her shoulders back. “I’m not always wrong, you know.”
 
   “I know. And that is rather worrying. And paradoxical.”
 
   “Cool.” That seemed to please her. “What else do you want to know? The president hasn’t always been in public service. After he graduated, he worked for a private firm as a criminal defence attorney. One of his cases ended quite badly. An immigrant, who was a juvenile and a violent criminal, could’ve gotten off on a technicality, but Godard slipped up. This kid was sent to jail where he was killed two weeks later. Quite a scandal. Godard left that firm and started working for the prosecutor’s office six months later.”
 
   “I didn’t know that.” Manny scowled.
 
   “You’re a Brit,” Colin said with disdain. “Do you have any interest in our politics?”
 
   “Frey, it is not like you are a French national either. You have no grounds to look down on your nose at anyone either.”
 
   I tilted my head. None of us were pure French citizens. I held two passports, one American and one French. Manny was British. The others I was convinced had more passports and more identities than I could imagine. Vinnie I knew had been born in the US and Francine in Brazil. Colin? I did not know. It bothered me. 
 
   I was annoyed that my mind had digressed so. I cleared my throat. “The documentaries I saw about the president and his wife never mentioned much of his early years or that case. If I think about it, the only information about his background started only fifteen years ago, when he was already working at the prosecutor’s office. That scandal must have been uncommonly bad. I can’t remember it being on any of the news programmes I watched.”
 
   “Of course you watched news programmes when you were a student.” Vinnie looked disgusted. I didn’t understand why.
 
   “I did and I cannot recall anything about that.”
 
   “A cover-up,” Francine said with such authority that I almost believed her. In the context of who she was, I lifted one eyebrow and waited. “Obviously this was some government conspiracy against this poor immigrant kid, and they didn’t want the public to know anything, so they had a media blackout. That was still possible in the pre-social media years. I would like to see them try that today. I’m sure that the president’s PR team has also advised him to never, ever mention that scandal. Ooh, now I have to find out what happened. Give me a few hours and I’ll tell you everything.”
 
   Her enthusiasm about this made me smile. She genuinely amused me with her preposterous theories in direct contrast to her highly intelligent fact-finding skills and reasoning. 
 
   The jingle of Manny’s smartphone brought tension back to the table in an instant. He answered it and we all leaned forward.
 
   “Daniel, have you got him? You’re fucking kidding me. Yes? Uh-huh. Yes. Okay, let me check.” He placed his hand over the earpiece on the side of his head. I didn’t know if that was an effective method to prevent Daniel from hearing the conversation, but didn’t say anything when Manny looked at me. “They took Professor Tremont into custody fifteen minutes ago. He’s en route to the police station now. They would like for you to be there for the interview.”
 
   “Me? No.” The last time I was in a police station, they had locked me in a room for more than six hours. “We can stream the interview.”
 
   “Why do you look so worried? You’ll be perfectly fine in the police… aah.” The risorius muscles contracted his lips in an attempt to hide his smile. I still saw it. “Doc, no one will arrest you or leave you in a room for the night. I’ll make sure of it. You’ll be in the observation room while we conduct the interview. It will be much easier with you there.”
 
   “I’ll go with,” Colin said, surprising everyone. He rolled his eyes at the expressions around the table. “In disguise. I’ll go with in disguise.”
 
   Manny mumbled something about criminals and con artists. I didn’t catch everything. I was too busy weighing up my options. Logic ruled out my resistance. “Okay, I’ll go if Colin goes.”
 
   Manny lifted the phone to his ear, glaring at Colin. “We’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
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   I didn’t want to be in this observation room. My increased heart rate and shallow breathing was evidence that my entire system rebelled against being in this building. The last time I had been in this police station, Manny had insisted it had been for my own safety, yet I still considered it as being locked up for the night. I had spent six hours in an interrogation room, just like the one on the monitors in front of me.
 
   Then it had been Mozart keeping me calm. Now it was nonverbal analysis and Colin’s calming presence next to me. I glanced at the cheap clock against the beige wall. It was a few minutes before midnight. Seven minutes to be exact. On the three large monitors, I had a complete view of the room where Professor Tremont had spent the last ninety minutes not responding to any of the detective’s questions.
 
   The police station had surprised me with its up-to-date technology. The three cameras in the interrogation room were of the highest quality, providing great visuals. There were two microphones, both fully functional and giving crisp clear sounds. The software being used by the quiet policewoman sitting behind the computers was on par with what I used.
 
   Manny stepped into the observation room and stopped a few feet away. I had been overwhelmed with relief when I had walked into this room to find it spacious. “What can you tell me, Doc?” 
 
   “The same as I told you ten minutes after you started the interview. His rage overwhelms all his responses. I honestly don’t think you’re going to get him to tell you anything.” 
 
   Another man stepped into the room, making it much smaller. He was not as large as Vinnie, but a tall and well-built man. I recognised him from the footage of the two bombs.
 
   “Doctor Lenard, I’m Daniel Cassel.” His English was accented, but he seemed comfortable with the second language. He stuck out his hand. “Please to meet you.”
 
   Manny placed his hand on Daniel’s forearm. “She doesn’t shake hands.”
 
   Daniel withdrew his hand. “No problem. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you too.”
 
   He looked at Colin. “And you are?”
 
   “Sydney Goddphin.” Colin got up from the chair next to me and shook Daniel’s hand. His British accent was stronger than Manny’s and incredibly authentic. “I’m an associate of Doctor Lenard’s. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   The assessing look Daniel gave Colin indicated that Manny had not told him who Colin really was. Colin didn’t even glance at Manny who was looking at me with a frown. I lifted my shoulders and refused to say anything. Colin stepped back and sat down next to me again. 
 
   When Colin had come out of his room unrecognisable in his hipster apparel, I had told him that I was not going to lie for him. He had told me it wouldn’t be necessary. When I commented on his clothes, he had been surprised that I knew about hipsters. Subcultures interested me. I had to admit being surprised that he had skinny jeans, multi-coloured boat shoes and a stretched out hoodie in his usually elegant wardrobe. Even indoors he was still wearing tinted glasses and a gray knit ski hat. 
 
   “Doctor Lenard, we would like to try something different with Professor Tremont,” Daniel said. 
 
   “I didn’t see you in the interrogation room,” I said. “Have you also been watching this interview?”
 
   “Yes. This has become an inter-agency, inter-departmental case. It’s of national security importance that we get Tremont talking.”
 
   His mention of national security triggered a question. “Is Doctor Godard okay? Safe?”
 
   “She’s at home with her family. We’ve alerted the presidential security detail that something might be up, so they’ve got extra guys at their home and will have extra security on them until this thing is sorted out. They are sceptical though. Even though President Godard is popular and his wife the nation’s sweetheart at the moment, they still receive a fair number of threats.” He smiled at me. “But they know their job, so you don’t have to worry about her tonight.”
 
   After the last case and the involvement of the GIPN, I had read up on them. A lot of the French version of a SWAT team’s training was psychology. This man must have done extremely well in that course. He knew all the right things to say and which tone to say it in. His body language was authoritative, but respectful, open and friendly. He was successful at putting me at ease. Not an easy feat.
 
   “What would you like to try with Professor Tremont?” I asked.
 
   “We would like for you to interview him.”
 
   “Me?” My eyebrows shot up and I put my hand on my sternum. “Oh, I think that it would be a grave error in judgement to send me. My expertise is in watching interviews and interpreting nonverbal communication. I’m not trained in asking questions to a suspect.”
 
   “Take a breath, Doc,” Manny said. “Just hear Daniel out.”
 
   Daniel’s eyes widened ever so slightly when Colin put his hand over my fist in my lap. He hid his reaction quickly. “Manny has briefed me on your history with Professor Tremont. We think that he would be agitated enough with your presence there that he might start speaking. In my experience, once you get a suspect to speak, it is like a dam that bursts. Everything just comes tumbling out.”
 
   “You don’t have to do this, Jenny.” Colin’s words were soft, excluding the two men standing in front of us. His accent slipped a bit. 
 
   I took a deep breath. I looked at Colin, then Daniel and Manny. “I can’t guarantee anything. I’ll try to get him to talk, but I’ve never done anything like this before.”
 
   “She’s not going in there alone.” Colin’s hand tightened over mine. “Who’s going in with her?”
 
   Manny gave a half shrug and his top lip curled up. He was disgusted and not committed to what he was about to say. Interesting. “We think you should go in with her.”
 
   Colin laughed. “Who are ‘we’, Millard? I’m sure it wasn’t your idea.”
 
   “Don’t push me, Goddphin.” Manny emphasised the surname with warning. “It was Daniel’s idea and unfortunately I agree with him. Tremont has seen all of us at some point during this evening. We don’t want to involve anyone else at this point in the investigation and you already know the entire background.”
 
   “And?” Colin had seen the same hesitation I had observed. There was more to Manny’s reasoning.
 
   “And Doc trusts you,” Manny said reluctantly. “I know that you’ll look out for her.”
 
   “Aw, Millard, that’s sweet.”
 
   “Don’t taunt.” I pulled my hands from under Colin’s. “Is there anything specific you want me to ask him?”
 
   [bookmark: _Toc374897055]Daniel walked to the policewoman and got something from her desk. “You can use this earpie–”
 
   “No, no, no.” The amount of bacteria on that little device had me shivering. “I’m not touching that thing. Give it to Colin.”
 
   “Who’s Colin?” Daniel asked.
 
   Manny laughed. A belly laugh. “It’s her pet name for her boyfriend here. Must be some private joke or something.”
 
   I was surprised that Manny would lie to protect Colin’s identity. And I was highly annoyed that the thought of an already used earpiece had me so distracted that I couldn’t even attempt to lie. I might not have been successful, but I might have tried.
 
   “I’ll take it,” Colin said. He glared at Manny and then turned to Daniel with his hand extended. “I’ll either relay it to Doctor Lenard or ask it myself.”
 
   “Oh, that’s a brilliant idea.” I sat up in my chair. “Co… um… Sydney can ask all the questions.”
 
   “Doc, you and I both know that Tremont most likely won’t respond to that. I think it is you who will push him into talking.”
 
   I exhaled loudly. “Fine.”
 
   I glanced at the monitors. Professor Tremont was sitting at the table, slumped. Two burly GIPN team members were watching him from their positions next to the door. Like Daniel they were wearing their full uniform. Claude Tremont looked like a sick, weak man next to these specimens of health and strength. His hair was mussed, his face drawn. As always he was dressed in brown corduroy trousers, a crisp cream dress shirt and a sports jacket.
 
   “Time to get this show on the road, Doc.”
 
   Even though I didn’t appreciate or often understand metaphors, I agreed with Manny that this was going to be a show. I felt utterly ill-prepared for this. Colin stood up and held out his hand. I looked at it. Taking his hand represented too many significant choices. Including an admission of weakness. 
 
   I got up without touching Colin’s hand and stood in front of him. “No offence intended.”
 
   “Oh Jenny, none taken.” He lowered his head to look me straight in the eye. “And I mean no offence. I know that you are more than strong enough to do this alone. You are brave, strong, intelligent and so far above all these yahoos.”
 
   When I nodded and gave Colin a small smile that I knew didn’t convince, he gave me a genuine smile and walked to the door. I followed him. Ahead of us, Manny and Daniel talked in low voices. They stopped in front of a door on the left and waited for us to join them. It was two doors down from the observation room.
 
   “Doc, I’ll be in the observation room. Daniel and his two guys will be right outside this door.” Manny paused like people did before they said something of great importance. “If anything looks iffy, you shout and Daniel will be in there before you can say ‘help’.”
 
   “That is physically impossible.” My voice tapered at the end. I grunted. “It’s also a saying, isn’t it?”
 
   They smiled. Daniel gestured to the door. “My guys will leave as soon as you are in there. Sydney here has the earpiece and you only have to shout and we’ll be in there. Ready?”
 
   “No. But I’ll do this.” I walked past the men and opened the door. It gave me a sweeping view of the room. I took one step in and stopped next to the door. This interrogation room was exactly like the one the two detectives had interviewed the young thief in. Professor Tremont was sitting with his back towards the door on a heavy duty plastic chair. His head hanging forward and his hands on his lap.
 
   One of the burly men was next to the door to my right. He nodded to his partner who walked to the door and pushed past me. I sucked in my breath as they touched me inadvertently. I had to hold it together if I was going to succeed in my first interrogation. I felt a hand on my lower back and swivelled around to glare at Colin. He lifted both hands and smiled apologetically. I straightened my shoulders and walked to the other side of the room to take the chair across from Professor Tremont.
 
   He didn’t lift his head as I sat down or even when Colin scraped his chair on the floor. I sat for a few seconds contemplating my next move. How I approached the initial contact would set the tone for the rest of the interview. Just as I reached a decision, Professor Tremont lifted his head. First his eyes widened in recognition, immediately followed by his pupils constricting and him squinting at me. Nonverbal behaviour observed when the subject did not like what he saw or he felt threatened.
 
   “You! You vicious bitch! What are you doing here?” Spittle flew from his mouth and landed in little sparkling drops on the table between us. “Why the fuck would they send someone like you in here to talk to me? Do they not know who you are? What you do to people?”
 
   I was not prepared for this reaction to my presence. It was fascinating. So much rage for whatever he had perceived I had done to wrong him. I lifted my hand from my lap in a slight movement to stop Colin from interfering. His body was tense, ready for action despite his apparent relaxed pose. Professor Tremont hadn’t even noticed his presence or simply didn’t care.
 
   “Do they know how you go out of your way to destroy a man, a respected man’s career? Why did you do it? Huh? Why?” He didn’t give me time to answer. “Do you know how hard I had to work to have the reputation I did? You ruined it all. You and your vicious paper.”
 
   “What else did I ruin, Claude?” It was evident that he had long since passed the line of rationality. I presented a convenient scapegoat for all his problems. Using his first name would infuriate him even more. I was stripping him of his profession, his achievements. These were not the kind of questions I had expected to be asking.
 
   “You made me look weak.” He changed his voice into a sing-song bully’s voice. He sounded as deranged as the wild look in his eyes implied. “Oh, look at poor Professor Tremont. He had to go for therapy and he was so proud that it worked. Look at clever, genius Doctor Lenard. She wrote an article calling that therapy hogwash. He was duped. His therapy didn’t help him. He is such a loser.”
 
   He slammed both hands on the table. Colin stiffened, but didn’t do anything. I was glad that this interview was being recorded. Professor Tremont’s behaviour was that of a psychotic break. I would like to watch it again. 
 
   “What? Huh? You got nothing to say for yourself? I thought so. You think you are above us all. You and your high IQ. You know what the people around the university call you? Huh? Sharon Stone. They call you Sharon fucking Stone.”
 
   “Why?” For once I actually knew who this person was. On the news channel I usually watched, some documentary had been advertised that was narrated by this actress. I had been bored and had researched her on the internet. 
 
   “Because she’s so sexy and has a genius IQ.” His smile held no humour, only rancour. “I find that so funny. Her IQ was never proved. And she admitted that she was never a member of Mensa. So there! You don’t even qualify to be compared to her.”
 
   “Who do I compare to then?” 
 
   “Evil. Pure evil.” Spittle was gathering in the corners of his mouth, running down one side. “Why are only women so possessed with evil? They take away everything that is important to us. You think I’m crazy, but I’m not. I know why I am here. All those big policemen are looking for Tomasz. I know he does bad things, but at least he is an honourable man. He has standards and will not allow anyone to betray him.”
 
   I felt the need to use one of Vinnie’s words to express my amazement at how easy this was. Already Professor Tremont was talking about Kubanov. It was equally astounding that he was calling the Russian by his first name.
 
   “He told me that you betrayed him, Doctor Lenard. That is why I agreed to work with him. He told me that you are an evil woman and I agreed with him. You took my reputation, my strength away from me and you took his friends away from him. Oh, don’t look so shocked. He told me everything. How you had set him up to look like a criminal mastermind. How could you? He does so much good for his people. Not like you. No. You work with criminals and murderers. He showed me the photos of you and your friends. Such low class people you keep company with. Thieves and killers. You are evil!”
 
   He was panting as if he had been exercising. It took some control to not react to what he had just said. This was another suspicion confirmed. It sounded as if Kubanov had indeed had me followed. Stalked might be a more appropriate word.
 
   “Still saying nothing, huh? Well, I suppose Sharon fucking Stone wouldn’t want to admit not doing her research. If you had properly looked into Tomasz, you would have seen how many people he had helped. He is one of the few people who really understand my pain, my grieving. He has been such a great support. That is why I didn’t mind doing most of the practical organisation. He even helped me choose Luc. You’ve found Luc, haven’t you? He’s such a lost kid. I saw that the first day he came into my lecture, and again when he dropped out so soon after. I had to agree with Tomasz when he pointed out that Luc should get caught. That being in prison would save him from himself. You see how Tomasz has helped me when all you’ve done is destroy what I have been building?”
 
   It wasn’t hard for me to not speak up. Clearly Kubanov had used Professor Tremont’s fractured emotional state to convince him that he was right to blame everyone else for life’s unfairness.
 
   “You can’t even defend yourself, you witch. You are just like her. She also didn’t defend herself. She never even took the time to answer my letters.” His eyes lost their focus. He was retreating into memories. “She was never willing to accept responsibility for taking my Juliette away from me. It destroyed us. My wife was never the same, you know? Oh, what do you care? You only care about yourself and making sure everyone knows how clever you are.”
 
   “But you can’t do anything to me, Claude.” I put disdain in my tone. It wasn’t easy. Observing this man’s psychological deterioration was affecting me. “You are in police custody and I will walk out of here.”
 
   “Hah! That is what you think. I’m not done with you yet, you bitch. I don’t care that I’m here. Everything is planned and in place. Nothing you can do will stop me now. Half of me died with Juliette. The other half when my wife died. I’m nothing any more. The only thing I have to live for now is to see you go down. You and that other witch.”
 
   I laughed dismissively. “How are you going to make me go down?”
 
   “I will destroy you!” His face was red, veins standing out on his forehead and in his neck. I had successfully infuriated him. This was one deception I took no pride or satisfaction in. He leaned forward. “You will become a joke to the world. Oh, world-renowned Doctor Genevieve Lenard couldn’t even stop a bomb. Not even when she knew about it long before the time. The world will know that you can also be weak and incompetent. I will destroy your reputation. I will destroy you all!”
 
   He leaned across the table and continued shouting over and over that he was going to destroy me. We had lost him. He had gone into a place in his head where there was no peace. Despite our history and his wildly misguided plans, I knew it all came from a place of unbearable pain. I looked at Colin and shook my head. A second later the door opened and Daniel and the other two men stepped in. 
 
   I left the room with much more knowledge than I had before, but it weighed heavily on me. In the corridor I leaned against the wall, for once not concerned about hygiene. With only the greatest control was I able to not hug myself and fold double in emotional discomfort. 
 
   “Hey.” Colin stepped into my personal space and rested his hands on my shoulders. “You did great in there. You know this. You also know that none of this is your fault.”
 
   Uncontrolled tears filled my eyes. “Rationally I know this. Why am I feeling so… so wretched?” 
 
   “It’s called empathy, Jenny. Something he said must have resonated with you, made you understand his craziness.”
 
   I had never been accused of being empathetic. It was an aggravating misconception about people with autism. Just because I was non-neurotypical didn’t mean I didn’t feel. Didn’t empathise. It would appear that Colin wasn’t of the same opinion as the people of my childhood. They had called me cold, unfeeling.
 
   It unnerved me that Colin understood me so well. That nobody ever understood me had become a cloak that I had worn almost all my life. Having that taken away from me was making me feel naked and vulnerable. It also made me feel light and connected. The cognitive dissonance Colin caused was not comfortable. 
 
   Often I considered people who needed reassurances weak. Why could they not use straightforward logic to reason themselves out of whatever self-doubt they were suffering from? I had to retract those beliefs. Colin’s reassurances, him telling me things about myself I knew to be true, lifted the weight from my emotions.
 
   “Hey.” Colin squeezed my shoulders. “You are none of the things he accused you of and everything I believe in. You are kind, caring, loyal and want to help. Only sometimes you don’t know how to communicate those things.”
 
   I awkwardly patted his hands on my shoulders. “Thank you. I needed to hear that.”
 
   “Doc!” Manny stormed out of the observation room towards us. “You were brilliant. I think you have to–”
 
   “Manny, please don’t finish that sentence. I don’t ever want to do this again.”
 
   His face softened. “That bad, huh? I saw that the guy totally lost it.”
 
   “What’s going to happen to him now?” I asked.
 
   Manny considered his answer. “I’ll put in a request that he be transferred to an institution where he will receive the help he needs.”
 
   “Thank you.” I swallowed hard at the emotions strangling me.
 
   “Doc, he was out of reality long before you wrote your article or spoke to him here. You have to remember that the info you got us might be very helpful. You just need to interpret it now.”
 
   I laughed weakly. “I need to sleep for at least four hours before I work on that. I need to create some emotional distance first. And I really need to rest.”
 
   Manny looked at Colin. “Take her home and make sure she rests. And for the love of God, play some Mozart for her. I’ll get the guys here to start working on whatever they can.” 
 
   We left with minimal goodbyes. The drive home was done in blissful silence. Colin had removed his hipster hoodie. I could see his profile in the soft lights of the streetlamps. 
 
   “I was wrong,” I said into the silence. “About so many things.”
 
   “Which things, Jenny?”
 
   “There are a lot of good people, caring people in this world.”
 
   “That is true.” He didn’t push for more. 
 
   “My experiences taught me that people don’t even try to understand other people. It is so much easier for everyone to make fun of that which they don’t understand. Mock it or declare it evil. It’s been a human reaction to anything atypical since the beginning.”
 
   “And you believed this?”
 
   “Believe. I still believe this.” I looked out of the side window at the street flashing by. “But it doesn’t apply to everyone.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “It doesn’t apply to Phillip, to Manny, to Vinnie, to Francine or to you.” I started counting off my fingers. “Phillip has known me for six years and not once belittled me for being non-neurotypical. He was the first person to treat me like a normal human being. He gave me a job, an opportunity to be completely independent. He gave me a life. Then the rest of you entered my life. Manny is gruff, but his gestures proves that he cares about me. Francine wants to be my friend and Vinnie is a brother I never had.”
 
   “And me?”
 
   “You understand me.” I grew quiet for a long while. When I spoke my voice was raw with emotion. “It scares me.”
 
   We had reached our apartment building and Colin parked the car in the street. He turned to me. “I know it scares you, Jenny. A lot of this scares me too.”
 
   “What? Working with Manny or understanding me?”
 
   He laughed. “I think working with Manny scares me more. Understanding you? It’s not that hard. You’re not that difficult.”
 
   Never in my life would I have thought to hear someone say those words. Not about me. And not when my entire life had been a fight to understand others and make myself accessible at least to some degree. Accessible enough to be part of society, even if only the fringes. 
 
   My thoughts were rudely interrupted by the buzzing of my smartphone.
 
   I took the phone from its pocket in my handbag and swiped the screen. “Oh God. I have another package.”
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   “Vinnie is already on his way there, so you can stop arguing now, Jenny.” Colin was speaking softer and slower. He was getting angry.
 
   “We could’ve gone. It’s a quick drive there and we are in the car.” 
 
   “Still.” He shook his head. “I’m getting out and going up. Coming?”
 
   We had been arguing for the last ten minutes about collecting the package from the mailing service. In that time I had thought Colin was being rude by playing with his phone. Little did I know he was texting Vinnie about the package. I got out of the SUV and followed Colin into the building.
 
   “I hate it when you disregard my opinions and make decisions without me.”
 
   We got in the elevator and Colin turned to me. “I apologise. But you know why I do this, right?”
 
   We reached my floor and Colin gestured for me to leave the elevator ahead of him. A gentleman. He had keys ready and started unlocking the door to my apartment. I walked past him when he opened the door wide. “I know you do this to protect me.”
 
   “You don’t have to sound so disgusted by that,” he laughed.
 
   Completely out of character, I threw my handbag on the dining room table. I walked to the kitchen to start the coffee machine. As soon as the coffee started filling the cup, I went back to the dining room table to carefully hang my handbag on the back of its usual chair. I smiled at the feeling of rightness and returned to the kitchen for the coffee. There was not going to be any sleeping tonight. 
 
   Colin disappeared to his room for a few minutes. By the time he came out, I was sitting in front of my computers with two cups of coffee. He joined me.
 
   “I know you mean well,” I said without looking away from the laptop monitor. When he didn’t respond, I looked up. He was smiling.
 
   “You’re not alone anymore, Jenny. You don’t have to carry your whole life all on your own. There are people who will help you.”
 
   “You mean overbearing men who just want to protect me?” There was no anger in my tone. Just a bit of sadness. “What if I get used to it and you disappear again?”
 
   He flinched. “That was a mistake. Going to Russia and not telling you when we came back. It was all a mistake. I, we, are here to stay.”
 
   The rational part of me was fighting the illogical desperation to believe that. I looked back at the computer monitor. Work was safer. Made more sense. 
 
   “What are you looking at?” Colin asked.
 
   “The thefts. I’ve been wondering why the thieves were told to steal those specific works of art. Maybe someone realised this and didn’t say, but how did Kubanov know to get Jonas to tell Luc which specific works to look for in the security companies’ systems?”
 
   “Good question.” Colin leaned back in his chair and sipped his coffee. “I would dare say that Kubanov already had Jonas hack those systems to have a look-see.”
 
   “That is such a silly phrase. You look at a system. Not look-see. It’s redundant. Silly.” I tilted my head. “Francine thought the same. I don’t like that you’re speculating like that, but it is a viable explanation.”
 
   “Hah. We’ll make a gut-following guesser out of you yet.”
 
   I looked at him in horror. “Never.”
 
   “I promise to keep on trying, Jenny.” He smiled and straightened. “Okay, let’s see what these thieves stole.”
 
   We went through the police files of the five thefts, including the young thief’s interrupted theft and Francine’s great-uncle. It gave us seven works of art.
 
   “What do an Alberto Giacometti bronze sculpture, a rare American coin, a Jackson Pollock painting, a Pablo Picasso painting, a Damien Hirst sculpture, a Francis Bacon triptych and an Amedeo Modigliani sculpture have in common?” I asked. Since Colin was an infamous art thief, I considered him the authority on this subject.
 
   “Nothing. Not all seven of them. They are vastly different in era and medium, not even the artists have anything in common. Five of the artists originated from different countries. Nope, there is nothing that ties them.”
 
   I leaned my head back, closed my eyes and mentally started writing Mozart’s Violin Sonata No. 21 in E minor. There was such complex logic in Mozart’s compositions. It soothed over my frayed nerves and tiredness and brought clarity. My eyes flew open and I looked at the clock on my laptop. Two hours had passed. 
 
   Movement drew my attention to the reading area. Colin was pacing, his body screaming distress. He was speaking on his smartphone. The surge of adrenaline from my mental discovery turned into a heaviness in my stomach that made me feel slightly nauseous. 
 
   “You do everything they say, Vin. Don’t fuck around with this. Don’t be a hero.” Colin’s voice was tight, his grip on the smartphone even tighter. “Okay, I’ll tell her. We’ll see you soon.”
 
   He ended the call and turned to me. I knew my eyes were wide, my face an expression of worry. “What happened?”
 
   “Vinnie is okay.” He walked to the table and sat down facing me. “The same as the last time, he took all his toys to check out your package. One of his toys is a handheld biosensor.”
 
   I had never heard of or seen a biosensor, but the implications were clear. My heart rate increased and my breathing became shallow. “No. Please don’t tell me this. No.”
 
   Colin took my hands in his. “Vinnie is fine. That is why I started this conversation with that sentence, so you don’t have to worry. He’s being decontaminated by the Hazmat team, but they’re sure he’s fine. I got him to agree to go to Paul to double-check in any case. Wait, I just have to phone Paul quickly.”
 
   While Colin arranged with Paul to make sure that Vinnie was one hundred percent free of any disease, I took the time to calm my breathing. Colin ended his call with a smile.
 
   “Paul says that we’re going to make him rich with all our visits this week.”
 
   My mind had never even covered those grounds. “Exactly who is paying for all these illegal treatments?”
 
   “As long as no major surgery is involved, Paul appreciates my art greatly.”
 
   “You paint forgeries for him?”
 
   “Yes, and he knows they’re forgeries, so everything is above board. Okay, maybe not everything.” He narrowed his eyes. “Calmer?”
 
   “Yes. Tell me what happened with Vinnie.”
 
   “It was a large envelope in your mailbox. He scanned for all kinds of things with his not-even-on-the-market gadgets. The first thing he did was check for explosives or a bomb. There were also no electronics. Then he brought out this nifty biosensor that some nanotechnology firm is testing for release early next year. This thing lit up like a Christmas tree.”
 
   I smiled. That was a fun and apt analogy. “What was it?”
 
   “Anthrax.”
 
   “Oh, no. Did Vinnie inhale this? Are you sure he’s okay?”
 
   “Vinnie only handled the envelope, he didn’t open it. His exposure to it was minimal.” His smile was wide and genuine. “Sometimes Francine’s paranoia really pays off. She had indoctrinated him so much in the last few days with all her wild theories that he not only wore his usual gloves, but also a specialised mask when he checked your mail. The Hazmat guys thought he was a genius for doing that. He, on the other hand, is pissed off because he’ll have to listen to Francine say ‘Told you so’ for the next few years.”
 
   “It’s rather disconcerting how often she is right.”
 
   “True. Anyway, when Vinnie’s biosensor went off, he phoned Manny and soon the Hazmat team was there. Their equipment is better than the handheld gadget, so they were able to determine that the amount of anthrax Vinnie was exposed to was minimal. Together with the gloves and mask, there is almost no threat.”
 
   “But he’s going to Paul?” I no longer cared that there was any kind of illegality involved.
 
   “He promised me, yes. So, the Hazmat team opened the envelope in those containment thingies or something. I didn’t get all of that. The important part is that there was a lot of anthrax, but it was put in between the pages of a magazine.”
 
   I couldn’t swallow. My throat was dry. “The academic journal my article was published in?”
 
   “That specific issue, yes. Most of the anthrax spores were on the pages of your article.”
 
   I rested my crossed forearms on the table and dropped my head in the protective frame of my arms. It was surreal to think that someone wanted to kill me. In such an extreme manner, no less. 
 
   The sounds of my front door being unlocked made me lift my head. It was Francine. She was balancing her open laptop on her arm while closing the door. The excessive energy in her walk and the brightness of her eyes indicated good news.
 
   “Was I right or was I right?” she asked.
 
   “Your question doesn’t make sense,” I said. “It doesn’t offer options.”
 
   “I was right. Vinnie was wrong. He’s so going to eat crow. He is okay because I was right. It is a beautiful moment.” She smiled and fell into a chair across from us. “You’re going to love me.” 
 
   “We already love you, honey,” Colin said.
 
   “You’re going to love me more. Genevieve is going to love me. She’s going to say she loves me. The two of us are going to have us a little moment. She’s going to buy a constellation and name it after me.” She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. When she opened her eyes, she looked marginally calmer. And slightly embarrassed. “My mouth runs away with me sometimes when I had a super-cool breakthrough.”
 
   “Only gullible people buy stars within certain constellations, Francine. You can’t own a star. I would never buy you a constellation. I would rather buy you another computer.” The more I spoke, the more I realised that yet again I had most likely misunderstood. I was fully prepared to be smiled at, teased or humoured. I did not expect to see tears in Francine’s eyes.
 
   “You’re the best friend anyone could ask for, Genevieve.” She sniffed inelegantly and looked at her computer. “I know everything about Kubanov’s baby brother, Pavel.”
 
   Her statement grabbed my attention. “Yes?”
 
   “Well, he’s dead. He died fifteen years ago.”
 
   “That’s the same time his mother, their mother, died,” Colin said.
 
   “Fifteen years? Hmm. That’s how many red daffodils Kubanov sent me.” I nodded. “Yes, that would be the symbolism he wanted to connect to the flowers.”
 
   “How messed up can one individual be?” Francine pulled her laptop closer. “But there is more to the brother’s story. Much more. When he was sixteen, he came to France on a holiday visa. He was here to work on a farm during the summer holidays. He might have inherited his father’s abusive nature or his brother’s sicko character, but he got into a heated argument with the farmer. The next day the farmer and his wife were found brutally murdered in their home. Naturally, Pavel was taken into custody as a suspect.”
 
   “Oh dear God.” My hand covered my mouth and I stared at Francine.
 
   “Yup, you got it, girl. At that time Kubanov was in the military, working his way up the ranks. He had enough pull and money to hire really good legal representation for his baby brother. He hired the law firm Raymond Godard was working for. The police had slipped up with some evidence and legal procedures. Godard could easily have had that case dismissed, but he never addressed the mishandling of evidence. Pavel was going to be tried as an adult and was sent to jail awaiting trial. There he was killed by inmates with some connection to Russia. Rumour had it that it was revenge on Kubanov. I think that Kubanov blames himself for the death of his brother.”
 
   “And the death of his mother,” Colin said. “She must have committed suicide around the time that Pavel died.”
 
   “No, he doesn’t blame himself.” So much about Kubanov now made sense to me. “He would blame everyone, anyone, but would never accept such responsibility. Typical of a psychopath, he is narcissistic and a megalomaniac. He has delusional beliefs of greatness, of power, of importance. He also is pathologically egocentric. There is no real capacity in a man like him for attachment. 
 
   “His anger, bitterness and grudge would come from the blot that was left on his image because of the role he had played in the death of his brother. His image of greatness and power is something that he would protect at all costs. Kubanov would find someone to aim all the blame at and make that person his target. President Godard being the main perpetrator. I’m just a bonus.” 
 
   “Holy hell, Doc.” Manny stood in the front door and looked at me in horror. “Now it’s the president as well?”
 
   He looked haggard. I didn’t know if I looked any better. It had been a tough night. Manny locked the door and joined us at the table. He lowered himself slowly in the chair.
 
   “How’s Vinnie?” I asked.
 
   “The arsehole is fine. If I heard you correctly a second ago, we don’t need to worry about him right now. We need to worry about the president. Speak to me.” 
 
   I told him everything we had discovered and pieced together.
 
   “Oh yes,” I said. “I also found a connection between the thefts and President Godard. We know that Jonas aka DeathRabbit867 had ordered Luc Alain to search the security companies for specific works of art. Francine and Colin posited that Kubanov had already had Jonas search for it.”
 
   “Then why would he get Luc to search for it again?” Manny asked.
 
   “To use Genevieve’s fancy word, I posit that Jonas went in and out undetected,” Francine said. “He knew how amateurish Luc is and knew that he would leave some sort of trace that would lead us to him.”
 
   “The scapegoat,” Manny said. “Okay, so how did you connect the artworks to the president?”
 
   “The artworks have nothing in common,” I said. “Each originated from a specific country. If we look at this according to the chronology of the thefts, it gives us Switzerland, the United States of America, Spain, Britain, Ireland and Italy. Those were the countries in exact order that President Godard visited in his first three months as president.”
 
   “You’re sure about this?” Manny asked and then he sighed. “I don’t know why I even ask. Of course you’re sure. But I need confirmation. Francine, can you check the president’s itinerary for the first three months?”
 
   “Here,” Francine said after a few moments. She turned her laptop so that Manny could see. 
 
   Manny lowered his head and stared at her. “That was mighty fast, little girl. You have the president’s itinerary at your fingertips?”
 
   “Knowledge is power, handsome.” She smiled at his irritation and pointed at the monitor. “Look. It’s exactly like Genevieve said.”
 
   He look at the laptop, loathing around his mouth and eyes. With a heavy sigh he took his smartphone from the inside pocket of his coat. 
 
   “See his nice gloves?” Francine asked, pulling my attention to Manny’s hands. He was wearing form-fitting black gloves with a silicone grip pattern on the palms and a light grey material on the tips of his index fingers. “I got him those. They’re touchscreen gloves. Now he doesn’t have to feel so helpless anymore.”
 
   Manny glared at her and turned his torso away from her while making his call. “Daniel, this is turning into a combined threat. Kubanov has a hard-on for the president. Where are they? Hmm-mm? Yes? And you are sure that everything has been checked?”
 
   He finished the call and sank deeper into the chair. We waited, but he didn’t speak.
 
   “So?” Colin asked.
 
   “They’re still at home. It is after all half past five in the morning, a time when normal people are still sleeping and early birds start waking up. The president is already up, his wife and son usually get up an hour after him. Or that’s what Daniel just told me. I don’t really care. I’m tired.”
 
   It was the first time since I had met Manny that he had admitted being tired. It came as no shock since he had been the victim of a bomb blast less than seventy-two hours ago.
 
   “Maybe we should all sleep for a few hours.” Manny stood up. “I think I’m getting too old for this.”
 
   “Aw, handsome.” Francine closed her laptop and also got up. “You’re just a bit banged up. A little beauty sleep and one of Vinnie’s breakfasts and you’ll be as good as new.”
 
   Manny snorted. He looked at me. “I’m going to get some shut-eye. I think you should also hit the sack for an hour or so. Let’s pick this up again in two hours. Frey, you can translate all this to her.”
 
   Francine winked at me and followed Manny out.
 
   “I don’t need a translation,” I said. “It’s crude English, but clear enough. What I do need is to know is whether this is it.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Colin narrowed his eyes. “What more can there be? We know that Professor Tremont wants revenge on you and the first wife, and that Kubanov wants revenge on you and the president.”
 
   “We also know that it will be a grand finale.” I stared at the wall across from me. “It doesn’t feel complete. I feel like I’m missing something.”
 
   “We’ve been at this since yesterday morning. Don’t you want to sleep for an hour?”
 
   “It wouldn’t help me.” I would never be able to fall asleep with the niggling feeling of an impending connection. There was only one way to find this elusive clue. “You go sleep for an hour. I need to work this out.”
 
   Colin sighed, long and heavy. “In that case, I’m going to take a shower, make coffee and let you Mozart your way through this.”
 
   “I told you not to use Mozart as a verb. It annoys me.” I stood up stiffly. I had been in this chair for some time. “A shower actually sounds like an excellent idea.”
 
   Twenty minutes later, I walked out of my bedroom, refreshed after a scorching hot shower and dressed in clean clothes. Apart from the realisation that I was starving, I had had no epiphanies in the shower. I waited patiently in the kitchen for my coffee machine to spit out a strong Brazilian blend coffee. The aroma alone was enough to energise me. I grabbed a few of Vinnie’s oatmeal cookies, picked up my mug and went to the dining room table.
 
   Colin came in, his hair still wet from the shower. He had shaved and was wearing dark gray pants and an expensive-looking black sweater. He also looked refreshed.
 
   “Silence or Mozart?” he asked, walking to the sound system.
 
   “Put on Mozart’s Symphony No. 26 in E-flat major, please.” I took a large bite from one of the cookies. The opening sounds of the first movement filled the room and almost simultaneously I felt a shift in my mind. It was as if everything inside me aligned the moment I heard Mozart. I sipped my coffee and ate another cookie. This was not working fast enough. I put the mug on the coaster next to my notepad and closed my eyes.
 
   It was the argument between Vinnie and Francine that made me open my eyes. They were in the kitchen, Vinnie cooking breakfast and Francine criticising his method of flipping pancakes. I smiled. Then I frowned. An hour in my head and all I could do was confirm everything we had already discovered. Some of which had been mere hypotheses, but now I knew where to get the concrete evidence. 
 
   This was worrying. An urgency I did not often experience discomforted me. It was as if I needed something else to reach that hidden revelation in my brain. Whether it was more data, more Mozart or more sleep I did not know. What I was well aware of was the utmost importance of this revelation, this connection. Not even the mouth-watering smell of Vinnie’s cooking could calm the tension gathering inside me. 
 
   My smartphone buzzed, making me jump.
 
   “Hey, take it easy.” Colin was sitting next to me, solving a Sudoku puzzle in a daily newspaper. “It’s just your phone.”
 
   I reached for my handbag. “Well, lately when my phone beeps, it’s some horrid email for a package or… God, this is from Professor Tremont.”
 
   “Impossible,” Vinnie said. He was standing next to me with the pan in one hand and spatula in the other. “He’s in jail.”
 
   I inspected Vinnie from head to toe. He looked his usual intimidating self. “Are you well?”
 
   He smiled at me and leaned a bit forward. “As right as rain, Jen-girl. Even Paul says that there is nothing to worry about, so you can stop looking at me like that.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “That you should stop looking at me like that? Yes.” He smiled at my frown. “Yes, I’m sure I’m fine. Tell us about the email.”
 
   I first did another inspection of Vinnie’s nonverbal cues. He wasn’t lying. He was genuinely okay. I pulled my laptop closer and opened my inbox. “At the police station, Professor Tremont said that he had finished setting everything up. He must have scheduled this email to be sent at a specific time.”
 
   “What does it say?” Francine asked.
 
   I stared at the screen, the corrugator procerus muscles pulling my brow into an even tighter frown. I lifted both shoulders. “‘Bon Appétit’.”
 
   “Breakfast’s not ready yet, Jen-girl.”
 
   “No, the email says ‘Bon Appétit’ and only that.” I shook my head. “This doesn’t make sense. If he had scheduled the email to be sent at this time, then it is obviously around breakfast time. But why would he wish us a pleasant meal if our eating has nothing to do with his great plan? Well, his and Kubanov’s great plan.”
 
   “What’s going on here?” Manny asked, walking towards us. I checked behind him and relaxed when I saw that he had locked the door. He still looked exhausted, but had also taken a shower and changed clothes. He was wearing a shirt that was so neatly ironed that I wondered if Vinnie had been doing laundry for Manny. For some reason that thought greatly amused me, and I smiled.
 
   “What are you smiling at, Doc?”
 
   “My own thoughts.” Taking into consideration the tentative tolerance between these men, I did not think it wise to share those thoughts. I looked at my laptop monitor and my smile disappeared. “I got another email.”
 
   Manny walked faster and sat down across from me. Sombre. “What does it say?”
 
   “‘Bon Appétit’.”
 
   “What the fuck does that mean?”
 
   “We were talking about it when you came in,” I said. “There is no context and it doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “Hmm.” Manny thought about it for some time before he looked at Vinnie. “Pancakes for breakfast?”
 
   Vinnie looked into the pan he still wielded in front of him like a weapon. “I thought we all needed some unhealthy levels of sugar and calories to fuel us for the day.”
 
   “Are the president and his family still safe?” Francine asked as Vinnie walked back to the kitchen, mumbling about ridiculous suspicions.
 
   “Yes. Daniel phoned to say that they have added to the security detail. This morning the president will attend a function with his wife and son.” He held up one gloved hand. “Before you get all upset, the severely neurotic presidential security detail have checked everything and double-checked it.”
 
   I was not convinced. The niggling just beneath my consciousness became stronger. “Where is this?”
 
   “At their son’s school. Since there are a lot of VIP children in the school, security is always pretty tight. The president was asked to not attend the breakfast concert this morning, but he refused. It’s an annual breakfast the school hosts for all the kids and their parents. They get to enjoy a meal together while some of the kids play some instrument or something. Since there was no proof that he was being targeted at this event, he didn’t want to take this very important milestone away from his son. Apparently the little guy had been practicing his Chopin non-stop for the last three weeks.” Manny’s mouth quivered. “Daniel said the bodyguards were convinced their ears were bleeding from hearing the same pieces over and over.”
 
   It was smooth. The transition from disjointed pieces of information into an all-inclusive, multi-faceted cognisance of everything that had taken place in the last week. I felt at peace with this new understanding as everything quietly fitted together providing me with the full picture.
 
   “It’s not the president or his wife who is the target,” I said in a whisper. “It’s their son.”
 
   My apartment was quiet. Nobody talked or asked questions. They just stared at me. Vinnie rushed back to the table, this time sans pan. I had their full attention.
 
   “Think of the Bible verse on the post-it note. Exodus 20 verse 5, stating that the iniquity of the fathers will be visited upon the children. You thought it could have been me. Add to that this morning’s email wishing me ‘Bon Appétit’?” I looked at Manny. “There is a biological bomb at the school. Kubanov will be there to set it off, just like he was there when I stepped on the bomb and he was there to detonate the bomb that injured you.”
 
   “Whoa, Doc. You’re going too fast here.” Manny was pale. “What the bleeding hell are you talking about?”
 
   I slowed down my thinking process and considered my words. Explaining myself was more complicated than I enjoyed. Every time. “The impostor on the videos was Kubanov. We’ve established that. He likes to show off and to be there for the action. Yes?”
 
   Manny nodded.
 
   “That combined with his past behaviours tells me that he will be wherever this grand finale he planned is to take place. I believe that is at the school. All the clues point to that. I can explain it to you in fine detail, but we’ll be wasting time. You should be phoning Daniel right now to start looking for a bomb or some other delivery system that will spread a pathogen into the air at this event at the school. I think that it will be anthrax, but this is more speculative than anything else. Phone Daniel now.” My last sentence came out as a somewhat loud order. One to which Manny responded immediately.
 
   He pulled his smartphone out of his pants pocket and dialled. “Daniel, it’s the son. It’s the president’s son.”
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   “Would you put a sock in it?” Colin snapped at Manny as we screeched around another corner. 
 
   “Then stop driving like the poet Sydney Goddphin and drive like a thief in a getaway car.” Manny pushed himself deeper into the passenger seat and braced his feet against the foot panel. With his hands still bandaged and most likely sensitive, he was not holding onto anything. 
 
   I, on the other hand, was sitting in the backseat of Colin’s SUV, the safety belt tight across my chest. My one hand was clutching the door handle, the other pressed flat on the seat next to me for balance. I didn’t know why Manny was complaining about Colin’s driving. He was speeding dangerously through the streets of Strasbourg. We had left the city centre’s congested streets and were heading for the leafy suburbs where the school was located.
 
   “Step on it, Frey. I want to be there five minutes ago.”
 
   “We’ll be there in three. Stop your incessant nagging. You’re worse than Vinnie when…” Colin stopped talking in order to concentrate on overtaking three vehicles, jumping the curb and bouncing back onto the road. “… he wants something.”
 
   “You compare me to that gorilla?” Manny sucked in air when Colin nearly collided with an oncoming car while overtaking again. He swerved in time and for a few metres drove on the shoulder of the wrong side of the road before slowing down and turning into a side street. 
 
   “You’re okay there, Doc?” Manny didn’t take his eyes off the road to look at me.
 
   “I’m okay.” I wondered if it was a lie. That would greatly depend on each person’s individual definition of the word ‘okay’. This unproductive reasoning in my mind kept me from panicking. I had never been in a car that was driven at such speed. The part of my brain that objectively observed things told me that Colin was an exceptional driver. Somehow that knowledge did not relax my tense muscles or stop me from biting down hard on my jaw.
 
   The streets we were racing through now were lined with leafless trees. The current temperatures held the heaps of shovelled snow frozen. The sun that had greeted us when we left my apartment had now disappeared behind cold clouds. I wished for summer. And to end this perilous journey. We raced into a long driveway that led to impressive brick buildings spread over a sprawling property.
 
   I was looking at my past. These were the schools my parents had tried to send me to. All prestigious academic institutions had the same look. The look that communicated money, success and intellectuality. To me it communicated pretentiousness, unhealthy ambition and a lack of love.
 
   “Okay, cowboy, slow down. We don’t want to make a scene here.” Manny sat up. “They’re expecting us at the gate.”
 
   We were stopped briefly by a police officer who pointed Colin to a place behind the main building. We passed many expensive cars in the parking area, some with drivers waiting inside heated vehicles. At the back of the main building were fewer cars. A bus was parked next to the doors leading into the building.
 
   “Stop next to the bus.” Manny fumbled with the seatbelt release button while Colin parked, facing the nose of the bus. 
 
   He glanced at Manny and smiled. “Need some help there, Millard?”
 
   “Fuck you, Frey.” Manny lifted his hand and waited for Colin to release the seatbelt. He mumbled his thanks and jumped out of the car. 
 
   Getting out of the SUV was not that easy for me. My hands were shaking as I opened the door and my legs did not feel as steady as usual. The adrenaline surge was affecting my mobility. I took a deep breath and straightened my spine. A concert hall full of children and parents were in need of our combined skills. My dislike for this environment and the after-effects of Colin’s driving had no bearing here.
 
   I turned to the bus. It had only one door, which I found odd and interesting. The door opened and Daniel appeared at the top of the two lowered steps. There was no welcoming smile. “Come in, guys.”
 
   Daniel disappeared into the bus again. I followed Manny up the steps with Colin right behind me. I stepped into the bus that looked large from the outside and stopped. Colin bumped into me and looked over my shoulder.
 
   “Um, Jenny, are you going to be okay with this?” he asked softly next to my ear, his British accent in place.
 
   The bus had been outfitted with so much equipment that the pride I fostered for my viewing room diminished. At the back was a small conference table and chairs. Along one side of the bus were three computer stations, each with a keyboard and three monitors angled in a semi-circle. The opposite wall was covered in charts, touchscreen whiteboards and electronic equipment that I did not recognise. 
 
   Counting myself, there were currently eight people in the bus and it felt cramped. Claustrophobia tightened my throat. I could see that this bus was created to host up to a dozen people comfortably, but for me this was unimaginable. For extra strength I took five seconds to imagine Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 27 playing softly in the background. My breathing slowed and deepened.
 
   “Please come in,” Daniel said from the conference table. “We’ve been waiting for you. Let me introduce everyone so we can get to work.”
 
   I chose the least populated area of the bus, the computer area, to stand. I leaned lightly against a city map pinned to the wall. Colin was next to me, so close that we were touching shoulder to hip. I didn’t mind. It anchored me.
 
   Daniel started pointing at the men in the bus. “Next to me is Monsieur Aumont, the director of the school and board member. Next to him is Ian, the head of GSPR, the president’s security detail. Ian’s people are already in the ball room and around the school. We’ll make use of that.”
 
   I studied the two men and came to immediate conclusions. The head of GSPR was a man formed by his service to the country. I doubted he experienced, or allowed himself to experience, soft emotions. His life was about being alert, protecting and leading. Monsieur Aumont was the exact opposite, possibly with the exception of leading. Even his features were similar to the people from my parents’ social circles. High forehead, narrow nose, straight posture and arrogance in every muscle movement. I didn’t like him.
 
   Daniel introduced his other two team members in the bus. Pink was a name completely unsuited to the muscular man working between two computer stations. He was an expert in everything connected to information technology and electronics. He nodded at us without taking his eyes from the monitors, his fingers flying over the keyboard. His team mate, Charles, was the tactical leader of the team and stood close to the door, his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
   I glanced at the closed door behind Charles and flinched. Colin touched my lower back and brought my attention back to Daniel’s introductions.
 
   “Doctor Lenard is an expert in nonverbal communication.”
 
   “How is that supposed to prevent some imbecile from bombing my school?” Monsieur Aumont asked. Even his speech pattern was typical of this subculture. His question was asked with a cultured accent, in an apparent respectful tone, but his body language gave away his condescension. To him we were all inferior.
 
   Daniel ignored Monsieur Aumont and finished introducing Manny and Colin. Both snickered when Colin was referred to as my assistant. I didn’t bother to point out the mistake or try to understand Manny and Colin’s amusement. I tried to focus on the situation and not the space that felt as if it was slowly constricting even more.
 
   “Except for Monsieur Aumont, everyone here is fully briefed on the events of the last few days and how this led up to our presence at the school,” Daniel said. “Monsieur Aumont understands that not all information can be disclosed to persons without needed clearance.”
 
   I had no idea what information Monsieur Aumont had been given and feared that I might disclose things better not publicly known. With a shudder, I acknowledged to myself that I currently found myself in a situation beyond my skill-set. I looked at Colin and he shook his head slightly. Since I had no context from which to interpret his communication, I turned back to what Daniel was saying.
 
   “A quick rundown on what we have at the school. At present there are nine hundred and seventy-three people in this building. To our benefit, everyone is contained mostly in the ballroom and kitchen. Like I said, Ian’s people inspected the premises thoroughly two days ago and again yesterday, ensuring the president’s safety for this morning’s event. Since the alert went out yesterday, they’ve upped the detail. There are presently eighteen of his people spread all over the school, in the ballroom, kitchens, everywhere. They are busy moving people out of the other areas, making sure that we only have the ballroom and kitchen populated. We were discussing sending some of our men in there.” 
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” All eyes turned to me and I regretted verbalising my thoughts.
 
   “Why not, Doctor Lenard?” Ian asked.
 
   “I believe that Kubanov is inside the building. The moment you send a team in there or start sending people out, he might release whatever pathogen he has.”
 
   Daniel nodded. “We came to the same conclusion, so we’re keeping the status quo as it is. We have the Hazmat teams on standby outside of a safe perimeter. The last thing we want to do is trigger this man into acting rashly. So far we’ve been able to keep things going as is. Sending our guys in with biosensors will create a stir and most likely panic which is something we want to avoid at all cost.”
 
   “What do you recommend we do, Doctor Lenard?” Ian asked. 
 
   I was surrounded by alpha males, with the exception of Monsieur Aumont. What made this group of men exceptional in my eyes was their openness to cooperate. There were no territorial fights, no posturing, just a common goal and the need to find the quickest, cleanest solution to this situation.
 
   “Sorry for stating the obvious, but we need to determine where the pathogen is and how Kubanov plans to deliver it.”
 
   The tactical leader Charles shifted from one foot to the other, restless to act. “This shindig is only for another hour and a half. We don’t have time to figure this out.”
 
   Monsieur Aumont sighed loudly. He pointed with his sharp chin to some glossy pamphlets lying on the conference table. “These are the programmes for this morning’s breakfast concert. It’s all there. Even photos. As you’ll see everything is planned to the minute.”
 
   Colin moved to the table and took two pamphlets. He handed me one. I glanced at it without completely registering what I saw.
 
   “This event was planned under great secrecy,” Monsieur Aumont continued. “No one outside of this school knew about this. An hour before the event started we alerted a selected few journalists. This is good PR for the school and for everyone involved. No one else knew about it until an hour before it started.”
 
   I cleared my throat. “These are teenagers with access to the internet, they have smartphones, use multiple forms of social media. Jonas, the expert hacker, would’ve picked up any communication about this if he had searched for this.”
 
   “I’m well aware of that,” the director said. “The children in this school come from well-to-do families, families with political enemies, families that have entire security teams appointed to them. A lot of these kids have bodyguards. They understand the importance of keeping things under their hats.”
 
   We stared at him. I bit down on my lips to not say anything about his naivety. 
 
   “We’re wasting time.” Daniel looked at Colin. “Mister Goddphin, if you were going to set off a bio-weapon, how would you go about it?”
 
   Colin stiffened. I knew that Manny had not told Daniel anything about Colin’s background, yet the leader of the GIPN team had just proven his skill at reading people. 
 
   “Firstly, I would never do anything remotely like this.” Colin leaned closer against me. “But I can imagine that Kubanov would have had this all set up months ago. If his motivation is to get to the president’s son, he would have been here for some time looking for opportunities to exact his revenge in the most satisfying way.”
 
   “I agree,” I said. “I believe that he’s had someone here for a few months even to keep an eye on the president’s son. He would not have wasted his time or energy with that. But today he would want to be here, to watch his handiwork.”
 
   Colin nodded. “Yup. He has someone at the school working for him and he got in as one of the temporary staff. Maybe the catering company, cleaning crew or even as one of the security guards.”
 
   “Impossible.” The director lifted his nose to look down at Colin even though he was sitting and Colin standing. “All our staff, permanent and temporary, are vetted. Because we have diplomats’ children here and other VIP children, a person entering these premises for anything other than a prearranged meeting has to be approved by the local police.”
 
   This man’s arrogance pulled me back into my past. These people were never at fault, never open to learn and most definitely not open to change. I looked at Daniel. “He’s not helpful. My professional opinion is that he will argue every decision you make and might even go as far as interfering. I suggest removing him from our discussion and keeping him contained.”
 
   My suggestion solicited many different responses. The director turned red in his face and spluttered. Charles and Colin chuckled. Pink stopped working on the computers for the first time since I entered the bus. He turned to look at me with surprise and respect on his face. Only Ian and Daniel maintained neutral expressions, but I had seen the micro-expression around Daniel’s eyes. He had been surprised and amused.
 
   “In this regard, I agree with Doctor Lenard.” Daniel looked at Charles. “Please escort Monsieur Aumont out.” 
 
   The director complained loudly and then resorted to threats. He had no qualms using his position and connections as leverage. I could see the fear beneath it all, but I knew it was not concern for the people in the school’s ball room. It was fear for himself and his reputation. Charles took him by the elbow and pushed him out of the door. I was relieved. Now I could speak without the overwhelming concern that I might be disclosing national secrets.
 
   “You are a goddess.”
 
   I blinked at Pink. He had completely swivelled his chair to look at me. I didn’t know how to react at this exaggerated praise. He smiled at me and turned back to his computers.
 
   “He’s being looked after,” Charles said as he stepped back into the converted bus. I closed my eyes briefly when he shut the door behind him. 
 
   “Doc, are you okay?” Manny moved to get up, but stopped when I lifted my hand still holding the programme and pointed it at him as if it were a stop sign.
 
   “I’m fine. It’s just cramped in here.”
 
   “Okay, boys and goddess.” Pink turned and winked at me. “I have the school’s security cameras on the monitors here.”
 
   “Well done, Pink.” Daniel got up from the conference table and pushed past me. I sucked in my breath when his protective jacket touched me. He stopped behind Pink to look at the monitors.
 
   “Pink?” I whispered to Colin to take my mind off the tight space.
 
   “I’m a big fan of her music, Doc.” Pink moved his head until he could see past Daniel to make eye contact with me.
 
   “Oh.” My smile was not genuine. I did not know what or who he was talking about and this sudden social acceptance was confusing. I reverted to work. “Pink, can you put the security footage on all the monitors here? That way we can all see it.”
 
   “Sure.” Within seven seconds all the monitors in the bus flickered to life with black and white images of the school interior. I walked to the third computer station and stared at the three monitors.
 
   “Is this a live feed?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   “Hmm.” 
 
   “What is it, Doc?” Manny asked. 
 
   I didn’t answer him immediately, but continued watching the monitors. Each wide monitor was divided into six screens, showing different camera shots all over the school. I focussed on three. “This is not a live feed.”
 
   “Sorry to disagree with you, goddess, but it is.” 
 
   “Look at cameras three, seven and ten,” I said. Spending my days in a viewing room looking for the smallest clues had made me unusually detail-oriented. “The shadows–”
 
   “Oh my God, you’re right.” Pink moved closer to the monitors. “The sun is no longer shining, yet here you can see it streaming through the windows. This must have been recorded earlier and put on a loop.”
 
   “We don’t have eyes inside,” Daniel said. “Except for Ian’s guys, we are blind.”
 
   “Doc, you need to do something.” Manny got up and moved to us. I retreated, but he followed to look me in the eye. “Do some of your Mozart voodoo and tell us where Kubanov is and where he stashed that bomb.”
 
   “I can only tell you where Kubanov is if I see him. Whether he wears a disguise or not, I’m sure that I’ll recognise him.”
 
   “Our priority is finding out if there is a bomb, where it is and what it is,” Daniel said. “And we need to do it soon. I don’t want anyone inside that ballroom to even suspect that something is amiss.”
 
   “My guys are busy covertly looking at the ventilation system, the food and as much else as they can,” Ian said. “The problem we face is time and subtlety. In order to not spook this Kubanov, we can’t storm around. That means that we could really do with some ideas, Doctor Lenard. These guys tell me that this is not your first picnic with Kubanov. Maybe you can give us some insight into how he plans to deliver this.”
 
   Again everyone turned to me. I was not comfortable being the centre of attention. The pressure and the confusing, yet interesting word choices kept me from catching the message my subconscious was trying to deliver.
 
   “I need to get out of here,” I said as I walked to the door. “Space and time.”
 
   I didn’t care if they agreed or not. If they wanted my help, they would have to accept my process. 
 
   I stepped into the overcast morning and pulled my scarf higher around my throat. I walked around the side of the building and stopped when I had a full view of the main entrance. It looked like most of these exclusive academic institutions. A sweeping rounded staircase led up to heavy wooden doors which were closed. The seven-story building had not been built in this or the last century. My knowledge of architecture was far too limited to guess its age and design. 
 
   I heard footsteps on the paving behind me. It wasn’t the controlled footfalls of law enforcement men, but rather movement which would have been almost inaudible if other shoes had been worn. A thief’s walk.
 
   “I’m here,” Colin said softly.
 
   “I know.” I didn’t look at him when he stopped next to me. We stood in silence for a few minutes, my mind not reaching that elusive bit of information. I knew that the men in the bus were not idly waiting around for me. Most likely they were working all possible angles in desperate pursuit of ending this. They had the training and tactical knowledge how to handle situations like this. I was sure there were numerous operational manuals they had had to study on this subject. I had limited knowledge and no experience.
 
   In all honesty I could not imagine the pressures of their lives. At this very moment I felt the oppressive weight of responsibility pushing down on me. These men were tasked every day with life-and-death decisions made under unimaginable stress and time constraints. I had been asked to help stop a potential bomb and was hard pushed to not succumb to the desire to return to my safe viewing room or home. Yet I would not. I knew in a small way I could help. If nothing else, I had to open my mind to that clue. 
 
   I inhaled the cold air and closed my eyes. Irrationally hoping that only a few moments of Mozart would give me answers, I gave myself over to the power of his Symphony No. 5, one of his childhood symphonies. It could not have been five minutes later when I opened my eyes wide and looked at Colin. I waved the crumpled pamphlet at him. “It’s in here.” 
 
   “What is?” 
 
   I stared blankly at him for a second, then ran to the bus. Soft footsteps followed me. The door to the bus opened before I reached it. Charles held the door and I rushed inside. On one of the monitors was the view from a security camera mounted on the bus’ roof and aimed at the spot I had been standing. They had been watching me.
 
   “Doc?” Manny’s posture communicated readiness to act.
 
   “Look at the breakfast programme.” I unfolded the badly crumpled glossy paper. “They should be eating breakfast now. In half an hour there will be a speech by the president, followed by a final performance of all the children.”
 
   “Yes?” Daniel said, looking at the pamphlet.
 
   “Look at the picture at the back. It must have been taken during their dress rehearsal. All the performances are by individual students. It is the final performance that includes everyone, like on this photo.”
 
   “Oh God, of course.” Ian took two steps to the conference table and ordered two of his men to the stage.
 
   “What is it, Doctor Lenard?” Charles was the only one who did not have a shocked or relieved expression on his face.
 
   “Look at the smoke on stage. A smoke machine would be the perfect delivery method to get a pathogen out there. Not only would it be strongest around the president’s son, but it would be all the children. Whichever adults are exposed to the spores would be an additional reward.”
 
   The next ten minutes were sensory overload for me. The interior of the bus vibrated with battle-ready alpha-male body language. All of them were barking orders into phones, two-way radios and microphones. Silence settled inside the bus, everyone waiting for feedback from the people they had been communicating with. Daniel was the first to receive news from his earpiece. His body stilled and then shuddered.
 
   “Secured,” he said to us. “They have the smoke machine.”
 
   Another few minutes of silent communications and Ian sank into the closest chair. “Son of a bitch, that was too close.”
 
   “Update?” Manny asked him.
 
   “One of Daniel’s guys got a biosensor from the Hazmat team and took it in. The smoke machine doesn’t have any explosives in it, but the biosensor is reading a pathogen around the machine. They’ve secured the area and unplugged the machine. The Hazmat team is sending one of their guys in to secure the machine and take it in. After they tested the air backstage, one of my guys took the biosensor and discreetly tested the air inside the ballroom. So far we have an all-clear, but my guy is still moving around the ballroom. We’re trying to attract as little attention as possible.”
 
   “Because we still have a Russian to catch,” Pink said. “I can’t get these cameras to work, boss. We don’t have eyes inside.”
 
   “Well.” Daniel drew out the word. People did that to give their brains time to come up with an answer or solution. “After the final performance we will make an announcement. We’ll use the usual gas leak excuse, and say that it’s not an emergency, only a security concern. That is why we could hold off a full evacuation, but we need them all to leave the building.”
 
   “What if Kubanov has a plan B?” Colin asked. Angry looks were aimed at him so fast, he lifted both hands. “Just asking. I might have had a back-up plan.”
 
   “What do you think, Doc?” Manny asked.
 
   I shook my head and lifted both shoulders. “I don’t know. He’s arrogant enough to believe that only one plan was needed, that nothing or no one would foil his plan. But on this I refuse to speculate. Too many lives are involved.”
 
   The men discussed this for a few minutes. They were in full agreement.
 
   “We need to get everyone out as soon as possible,” Ian said. “We’ll take the risk.”
 
   Charles unfolded his arms. “We’ll secure all the exits, getting everyone to leave through the front doors. It might cause a bit of a bottle neck sending them out one by one, but that way we can control everyone leaving.”
 
   “We can station Doctor Lenard at the bottom of the stairs to check everyone coming out. Hopefully we’ll flush out Kubanov.” Daniel looked at me. “You sure you’ll recognise him?”
 
   “No. I can never guarantee a sure result of anything. It is simply impossible. I am, however, confident that I will be able to recognise his body type and involuntary nonverbal behaviour.”
 
   “That’s good enough for me.” Ian stood. “Let’s move out.”
 
   “Doc, you’re with me,” Charles said and waited for me and Colin to follow him out of the bus. Pink was the only person to stay behind. Charles led us to the main entrance. “I’ll set you up in the safest place you can imagine.”
 
    
 
    
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc374897058][bookmark: _Toc374899288]Chapter TWENTY-SIX
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “This is not the safest place I could imagine.” I stood stiffly at the bottom of the wide staircase. The wooden front doors looked even larger than they did from my earlier viewpoint. 
 
   “They’ve already won the argument, Jenny.” Colin’s voice had a smile in it. It annoyed me even more.
 
   “I have three snipers aiming their rifles at me, Colin. How is that safe?” I turned to him, my lips tight and my eyes accusing. “Tell me.”
 
   “I’m only going to tell you the same as Manny and Charles told you.” He stopped trying to hide his smile. “Those guys are looking out for you. They have the best vantage points. Two behind us and one in front? I’d say they have us covered.”
 
   “With weapons.” I knew my words came out clipped and strong, but I had never liked weapons. After my first experience with Kubanov, I liked them even less. 
 
   “You remember the signal, Jenny?”
 
   “Of course I do. I’m not dull.” I turned from him in disgust. Charles had insisted I practice it seven times. How difficult was it to lift one’s right fist into the air? 
 
   As much as I had wanted to, I didn’t take offence. These men were more than the average police officer. Without anyone revealing my autistic tendencies, Daniel and Ian had noticed that I was non-neurotypical. They had not once treated me with less respect or courtesy, but had adjusted their approach to make it easier for me. My respect had been growing for them by the minute.
 
   While Daniel and Ian’s teams had been getting ready to herd all the children and their parents out of the front door, Charles had explained the strategy of the three snipers to me. Logically it had sounded good. It did not feel good.
 
   Firstly, they were there to keep me safe. They also had direct communication with Ian and Daniel and would get the word to them the moment I recognised Kubanov. I wouldn’t have to speak or interact or even point. I merely had to lift my fist. 
 
   They would immediately stop anyone else from exiting. Other officers posted on a perimeter around me would move in and apprehend whoever had exited before I lifted my fist. In theory it sounded like a simple and easily executable plan. Lifting my fist was an insult to my skill-set, but I had doubts. 
 
   My doubts became of lesser importance as the front doors opened and Manny came rushing down the stairs. He looked harassed. More than usual.
 
   “Doc, we’re running into some trouble inside.”
 
   “What kind of trouble?” My hands felt very cold as adrenaline forced blood away from non-essential body parts.
 
   “There are too many exits. We don’t have enough people to cover those, and help evacuating the people. Daniel’s guys are covering the exits and Ian’s people are stretched really thin.”
 
   “You can’t possibly expect of me to help you with the people?” Had he lost all his ability to consider the implications of such a request?
 
   “Not you.” Manny sighed. I blinked a few times at the combination of desperation and disgust on his face. “I need Frey to help us contain these folks. Will you be okay out here?”
 
   Colin moved to say something, but stopped when I looked at him with censure. “I have three men with sniper rifles supposedly protecting me. I dare say I’m safe out here.”
 
   “Thanks, Doc.” Manny’s levator labii superioris muscles curled his top lip. “Come on, Frey. Time to be your entitled, charming self.”
 
   Colin touched my arm. “Are you completely sure you will be okay?”
 
   “Go, I’ll be fine.” I pulled my arm closer to my body. 
 
   “You’ll remember the signal?” He nodded at my scowl. “Okay. You need anything, you shout for me, okay?”
 
   “Go, Colin.”
 
   He and Manny ran up the stairs and disappeared into the building. Again I was staring at the closed doors with three high-powered killing instruments aimed at me. I shuddered. 
 
   Fortunately I didn’t have any more time to think about that. One of the heavy wooden doors swung open and a GIPN team member stepped out. He tilted his head as he communicated into his headset. He straightened as the first person left the building.
 
   One by one people came through the door. Men, women and children. The adults were all dressed befitting their stature. The children who were not in school uniform were in clothes that could have been costumes or trendy, youthful outfits. There appeared to be a system. First the woman would be sent out, followed by her child or children, the father being last to join them. Men and women dressed in black suits urged them to their cars. I had come to the conclusion that all the black-suited men and women were from Ian’s team.
 
   The majority of the adults leaving the building were exhibiting nonverbal cues of great agitation. They did not appreciate being in a position of lesser power, forced to follow orders. A few were exceptions and showed genuine cooperation and care within their family core. Not one of them was Kubanov. 
 
   One of Daniel’s team members joined me. A brief sideways glance at his protective gear identified him as GIPN. There was no need for conversation and I returned to scanning each individual coming through the doors. 
 
   Recognition slammed into my consciousness with lightning speed. 
 
   There was no warning, no blackness threatening my peripheral view, no tightness in my chest. This was completely different than usual. I was fully cognisant of my environment, of every new person leaving the building, but my body was frozen. Books and the internet taught lay people only two responses to danger. Fight or flight. Very few ever mentioned the freeze response. This particular reaction in the face of danger happened more often than anyone acknowledged, but it was the first time it happened to me. 
 
   My muscles were completely unresponsive to my brain’s desperate orders to obey. Practicing seven times was not going to help me now to lift my fist. Not even with Kubanov standing right next to me.
 
   “You know it’s me standing here, don’t you, Genevieve?” 
 
   I hated feeling so powerless. I hated that I couldn’t speak. I hated above all that he pronounced my name in the French way.
 
   “I suppose this drama playing out in front of us now is for my benefit. How sweet. Everybody looking for me with such vigour.”
 
   I couldn’t even move my head to look at him. It left me at an even greater disadvantage. I couldn’t read his nonverbal cues. I couldn’t tell if he was being playful in a sick psychopath manner or whether he was leading up to action. Did he have another bomb in the building that he planned to detonate with me watching here? I wanted to scream, but most I managed was an increased blinking rate.
 
   “You have proven yourself to be much more than simply a worthy adversary, Genevieve.” The genuine respect I heard in his voice grated my every value and belief. I did not want the respect and admiration of a man like Kubanov. “I underestimated you. But here’s the thing. I don’t often repeat little mistakes like this. You have revealed so much about yourself in the last week, Genevieve. I feel like I truly know you now.”
 
   The coward in me wished for an episode. Unaware of my surroundings, I would not have had to listen to his threat issued so conversationally. I was terrified to think of the ways that Kubanov now thought he knew me. Was this knowledge of me going to put those around me in danger? I knew Manny, Colin, Vinnie and Francine had skills and contacts to protect themselves. But what about Phillip? The man I had come to view as a mentor in all thing social?
 
   “Don’t worry.” Kubanov sounded genuinely consoling. “Your cleverness today has completely foiled my plans. All these good people are safe from me. For today. Since those irritating Men in Black wannabes unplugged the fog machine, there is no other threat.” He laughed softly. “Well, except maybe for the ladies running too fast in their high heels. Those things can be deadly.”
 
   Only part of my brain was now listening to him. He boasted about how he had planned this for months. How easy it had been to get Professor Tremont’s cooperation. There was malicious pleasure in his voice when he told me how he had enjoyed the shock on Manny’s face when he had detonated that bomb. He didn’t tell me anything I didn’t already know or suspect, so I gave his bragging less attention. I poured most of my energy into the other part of my brain sending messages to my muscles. There was a complete communication breakdown. I couldn’t even feel the cold in my hands I knew for certain was there. None of my muscles reacted.
 
   “Are you having one of your famed episodes, Genevieve? Do you even know that I’m here? It’s a pity, really. I wanted to ask you if you liked the Beata Beatrix that I had especially painted for you. Personally, I thought it was a masterpiece. And the flowers. Did you like them? Oh well, I’m having a wonderful chat with you, so I suppose it doesn’t really matter if you can hear me or not.”
 
   Another two families left the building as we stood in companionable silence. Not only was I fully aware of Kubanov next to me, I also imagined feeling the crosshairs of the three sniper rifles on my chest and back. Again I begged my right hand to form a fist and lift. Nothing happened.
 
   “Actually, I hope that you can hear me. I want you to know that you might have won this time, but the next time you won’t be this lucky. I’m a little strange like this, you know, Genevieve. Once I set a goal, nothing can deter me from achieving it. 
 
   “In your case, it would be to eliminate a target. You think you are so smart, but you lack a few things, Genevieve. Like ruthlessness and especially the ability to kill without remorse. Yes, you are not strong like that.” He snorted. “Well, looking at you now, you are quite the weak little human, aren’t you? Standing here all blacked out and useless to everyone. See that beautiful girl running to her mom? Yeah, I could kill her right now and you wouldn’t be able to do anything.”
 
   Tears of frustration formed in my eyes and I blinked them away. If I could not get my body to respond, I would use my brain. And my brain was telling me that it was a wise strategy to let Kubanov think that I was not aware of his presence at all. Tears running down my face would take away the security he felt in taunting me.
 
   “No, I’m not going to kill anyone today. Pity though. It would have been a stupendously remarkable day for me. Right now there are simply too many cops around. And of course the three snipers watching us right now. They are not even half as smart as you, Genevieve. You would have figured out by now that I was not a real cop. They’re just too easy to outwit.”
 
   His voice lost its easy friendliness. “This is not over, Genevieve. You destroyed my reputation by taking away my forgeries. Today you have taken away my revenge on the man who killed my brother. A plan that has taken me almost a year to form to perfection. When you entered my life six months ago, I generously decided to include you into this plan. I was going to let you live through the embarrassment of having your reputation blown to bits. Pardon the pun. But I have changed my mind. I have something much stronger in mind for you now. Believe me when I say that you will suffer for this. I will get you, my dear Genevieve. Not today, not tomorrow, but soon.”
 
   I heard him walk away. The inability to do something, anything was possibly one of the worst experiences I had ever had. Another three families exited the building one by one before I could feel my fingers move. I inhaled deeply, closed my eyes and tried to lift my right fist. My fingers barely curled into a fist and my hand was shaking with the effort. With the same suddenness I had frozen, my muscles responded to my brain’s messages. My fist shot up in the air. 
 
   I was gulping in air, my fist still raised. Uniformed and black-suited men and women rushed around me towards the door to intercept the man who had just stepped outside. Other members of Ian and Daniel’s teams were halting the two families who had not yet reached their cars. Manny and Colin was running to me at the same time as two uniformed men.
 
   “Don’t approach her!” Colin shouted as he picked up speed. His British accent was gone. “Don’t touch her!”
 
   The two uniformed men slowed down and stopped a few metres from me, staring at me curiously. Colin reached me a few seconds before Manny. He covered my icy fist with his warm hand and tried to lower my fist.
 
   “Jenny? Hey, I’m here. Let go, love.” He pulled harder on my fist until my arm went stiffly down. He didn’t let go of my hand, slowly opening my fingers one by one. He held my hand between both his, rubbing heat into it.
 
   “What happened, Doc? Where is he?” Manny glanced at me, but quickly returned to scanning the grounds. “Where did you see him?”
 
   “He was here.” It sounded like I had been running, not them. I was winded. “He was standing right next to me.”
 
   “What the hell?” Manny turned his full attention on me. “Where is he now?”
 
   “I don’t know. He’s gone.”
 
   Manny’s lips tightened. He inhaled to speak and I knew it was going to be sarcasm.
 
   “Millard, wait.” Colin took my other hand, put both between his hands and continued rubbing them. He lowered his head a bit to be closer to my height. “Jenny, what happened?”
 
   Angry tears filled my eyes. “I froze, Colin. I could hear everything he said, but I couldn’t even move my head. He taunted me and spoke for such a long time. Then he walked away. I don’t know where he went. All I know is that I heard him walk towards the parking area. He was wearing a GIPN uniform, so he could be anywhere.”
 
   “I’ll get Pink to check the cameras,” Daniel said. I hadn’t heard or seen him join us. He calmly spoke into his headset. Unlike me he had full control over his behaviour and reactions under this pressure. He finished his orders to lock down the perimeter and do a thorough search for Kubanov, and looked at me. “Tell us exactly what happened. As much as you feel comfortable with.”
 
   Colin moved to my side, standing close enough that I could feel his body heat. I wanted to lean even closer. I cleared my throat, shook my head a bit and pulled my shoulders back. I was stronger than this. Stronger than a conscious blackout. I aimed for calm control and told them in a voice as steady as I could manage what had taken place. I also included my initial analysis of the situation. Later I would like to watch any available footage for further analysis. 
 
   “There is nothing more I can tell you.” I looked at Manny, Ian and Daniel and sighed. “I’m genuinely contrite that I failed you this badly. We could have had Kubanov.”
 
   “Doc, you didn’t fail us.” Manny lifted his hand to touch me and dropped it again. “We failed you. I should never have left you alone here.”
 
   The other two agreed heartily and tried in numerous sentences to make me feel better. They didn’t. All it did was highlight how perceptive and sensitive these men were. And how much I had failed them. When Daniel emphatically stated again how much I had helped them, I turned to Colin. I knew my eyes were wide with the panic I felt building inside of me.
 
   “Okay, let’s get you out of here,” he said and put his arm around my shoulders. Manny scowled at Colin as he pulled me tighter under his arm.
 
   “You can’t leave,” Daniel said. “I’m really sorry. We’ve locked down the grounds and a five-kilometre-wide perimeter. The families have been given permission to return to their cars, but have been asked to wait for further instructions. The Hazmat team is checking the main building for any signs of airborne pathogens. You’ll have to stay on the grounds.”
 
   “Inside or outside?” Colin asked me.
 
   “Inside. There are too many people outside.” Team members who were watching me. Who I had failed. 
 
   “The bus is empty right now,” Daniel said. “Pink is in the school’s security control room. Since it is in another building, he’s there checking the computers to see if it’s been hacked.”
 
   I wanted to say that I believed one hundred percent that those computers had been hacked, but Colin was already leading me towards the side of the building. He lifted his free hand and showed Manny his middle finger when the latter shouted that he’d be checking in on us soon and that Colin shouldn’t get any ideas about escaping. 
 
   We reached the bus and Colin all but pushed me in and closed the door behind us. I walked to the back of the bus and stopped at the conference table, my back towards the door, towards Colin. Right now I didn’t want to face anyone, least of all myself. One of my failings had always been judging myself too harshly. As I stood here, I didn’t know if my self-judgement was too harsh or not enough. I had allowed an international crime lord to escape.
 
   “Jenny, this isn’t your fault.” Colin was standing close behind me. He touched my shoulder and I shook my head.
 
   “It is my fault, Colin.” I turned around, tears in my eyes. “He was standing right next to me. Three snipers had their weapons trained on me. How is this not my fault?”
 
   He rubbed my arms as if I was cold. “This was never supposed to be your responsibility. Daniel, Manny and Ian are trained to do this kind of thing. To put themselves in the line of fire. You were trained to observe people from a distance. Not to engage. You can’t beat yourself up because your brain didn’t allow you to deal with a situation you never even should have been in. There is no way you could have been prepared for that.”
 
   “Logically I know this, it’s just…” My voice was thick with unshed tears. I could no longer speak past the tightness in my throat.
 
   Colin tilted his head, his expression one of care and affection. It was the very last thing I needed right now. Cold logic and reasoning would have empowered me to regain control over my emotions. Colin’s understanding and kindness brought more tears to my eyes. 
 
   “Oh, Jenny.” He blanched. If I weren’t so overwhelmed with these emotions I could have smiled at his micro-expression of male panic at the sight of female tears. That micro-expression gave way for sympathy and he opened his arms. He made it my choice whether I wanted physical nearness and comfort. For that I was more grateful than he would ever know. I chose the comfort.
 
   As his arms folded around me and pulled me in even closer against his chest, I waited for the disquiet, the panic to set in. It didn’t. Instead I felt safe and it was my undoing. An unstoppable sob escaped and I pushed my face deeper into his coat. For the long time it took me to quietly weep, he held me. With each tear, the frustration I had felt next to Kubanov left me as did the powerlessness and the anger that had followed.
 
   How long I cried on his coat I did not know, but there was a large wet patch on his designer outerwear. I felt both exhausted and exhilarated when my tears eventually dried up. He continued to hold me. It was comfortable leaning against his solid body. Comfortable, safe and warm. I sighed and reached for a tissue in my pocket.
 
   “You know these were purely tears of frustration, right?” I asked into his chest, blotting tears. “An expression of my outrage that Kubanov had escaped.”
 
   Colin’s soft laugh rumbled in his chest. “You sure it doesn’t have anything to do with you hating the loss of control?”
 
   “That too,” I whispered, hoping he wouldn’t hear. He leaned slightly back and looked down at me until I looked up. The sharp forward tilt of his head gave him a double chin. I smiled.
 
   “Feel better?”
 
   I nodded. I knew I had to be looking fairly unattractive with the evidence of prolonged crying, yet I felt no embarrassment when Colin looked at me. That fact combined with the respect, the equality on many levels and ultimately the trust I had in him was exactly what I saw reflected on his face. All of the shelved observations I had made about my behaviour towards Colin came together to form a conclusion. Something I was too scared to name.
 
   “You know, right?” he asked softly.
 
   I nodded again. There was no point in pretending that I didn’t understand what he was referring to. We had had an unstable start to our relationship, but even six months ago there had been a connection superseding simple friendship. The last few days had solidified a unique bond, something I never thought I would have. Something that I was completely unprepared for.
 
   Colin didn’t give me any more time to think and analyse. He lowered his head until our lips were a hairbreadth away. There was a moment’s hesitation to give me a chance to move away. I didn’t move and I felt the relieved exhalation of his breath softly against my face. His lips touched mine and it felt right. 
 
   The chaste kiss was not enough for me. I reached up with one hand, pulled his head closer and opened for a more intimate kiss. A shudder went through him as his arms tightened around me and he deepened the kiss. With my other hand I clung onto his coat, never wanting to let go. How was it that his closeness and the uncontrolled passion of this kiss made me feel so safe? 
 
   There was no panic, no desire to move away. Physical sensations overwhelmed me. The intimacy of our tongues duelling, exploring. His left hand lowering, curling around my butt and pulling me into him. I had never experience lovemaking so intense that I wasn’t able to analyse every moment of it. And this was only a kiss. I had no awareness of my surroundings, my past or any thoughts of the future. It was like losing myself in my work. Nothing could distract me. Only Colin and this kiss existed. 
 
   “What the fucking, bleeding, holy hell is going on here?” Manny bellowed a few feet away from us.
 
   Colin’s body stiffened for a moment and then I felt him smile against my lips. He gave me one last kiss before straightening. I put my hand on his chest and shook my head. I didn’t want this to turn into an ugly argument. This day had been difficult enough for me.
 
   “Come on, it will be fun,” he whispered. I emphatically shook my head and tried to pull out of his arms. He wouldn’t let me go, but turned slightly so we both had a side view of the front of the bus. He looked at Manny. “Millard.”
 
   Manny ignored him and moved closer to inspect me. “Did he take advantage of you while you were vulnerable? Tell me and by God, I will arrest his thieving, criminal arse.”
 
   “Manny,” I said reprovingly. “You can’t arrest Colin for kissing me.”
 
   “Watch me.” He gave Colin a quick glare before narrowing his eyes on me again. “You wanted this?”
 
   I didn’t answer him, but gave him a facial expression that I knew communicated that it wasn’t his business and that yes, I did want this.
 
   Manny stepped back, his mouth pulled in a sneer. “I should’ve seen this coming. Why didn’t I see this coming?”
 
   “You called him my boyfriend,” I pointed out.
 
   “I was sarcastic,” he enunciated as if each word was a lone sentence. He threw his hands in the air and walked away. Staying true to his typical agitated behaviour, he quickly turned around and walked back to us, pointing a finger at Colin. “If you ever, ever hurt her, I will arrest your sorry arse and you will never see daylight again. Clear?”
 
   Colin’s lips tightened with suppressed laughter. He glanced at me and sobered slightly at my expression. He cleared his throat. “As crystal.”
 
   “Hmph.” Manny rubbed his hands over his face. Twice. “Well, if you’re done with your snogging, the president wants to meet with you.”
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   “Vinnie,” I looked at the empty plate in front of me and the empty dishes on the table, “this was spectacular. Thank you.”
 
   “Yes, Vin. You really outdid yourself this time.” Colin leaned back in his chair with a satisfied sigh. We had come home late afternoon to be greeted by an array of different mouth-watering aromas. And to witness another argument between Vinnie and Francine. They were still glaring at each other.
 
   Once Manny had led us out of the bus, things had happened very fast. Colin had refused to leave my side which had resulted in a nose-to-nose standoff between him and Manny. Ian had intervened and within two minutes the three of us had been whisked away in a presidential security vehicle to meet with the president and his wife. It had been an enlightening and interesting two-hour meeting.
 
   “I still maintain that was the worst idea ever.” Francine folded her arms.
 
   “Francine!” Phillip, Manny and Vinnie spoke at the same time. Vinnie even shook a knife at her. He had insisted that we eat first before we had any discussion about what had happened earlier. I had thought it was a good idea. It had felt like days since I had eaten and this meal had bettered anything Vinnie had cooked before. Talking about me letting Kubanov escape would have destroyed my appetite.
 
   Francine had been distraught to hear that we had met with the president and had not stopped with her paranoid ramblings about complete loss of privacy. She was convinced that we were all now owned. Like property. Phillip’s presence had been both a pleasant surprise and a comfort. Assessing his nonverbal cues, he was highly entertained by Francine’s paranoia.
 
   “Just think about it like this,” Colin said to Francine. “For any further research into a conspiracy concerning the government, you now have direct access to the source.”
 
   “Oh dear God help us all.” Phillip shook his head. 
 
   “I’m making coffee.” Vinnie stood up and looked between the table and the sitting area. “Here or there?”
 
   “Let’s take it in the sitting area,” Colin said. He also got up and together with Francine helped Vinnie clear the table. I wanted to help, but there were too many people to bump into. My apartment was spacious, but I was not used to having five extra people in my space. It made the open areas feel cramped. Seven times already I had wished it had been summer so I could have opened the balcony doors for some illusion of extra space. And for fresh air.
 
   Phillip and I walked to the sitting area and settled in the sofa facing the balcony. It was my favourite place. Manny joined us and fell into the other sofa. In the kitchen Francine was still making her case against the president having any knowledge of us whatsoever. She hated the idea that the president would know what she looked like, where I lived and a long list of other things she had been naming any opportunity she got.
 
   “Why isn’t anyone telling Francine that she wasn’t the one who visited the president?” I asked Phillip. “She wasn’t even mentioned at our meeting.”
 
   Phillip rested his one ankle on his other knee and dusted invisible fluff off his designer suit’s pant-leg. “It’s the principle with her. She is a well-educated woman with class and clothes to rival any of the rich people at the school you were at today. Outwardly, she would fit into any exclusive club. Yet she is more anti-establishment than I can honestly bear. She’s a study in contradictions and I think she works hard to maintain that image.”
 
   Phillip’s observation was exactly what I had thought about Francine. She had proven to be not only all that, but also strong, resourceful and determined to stop Kubanov despite all her misgivings about conspiracies and the like. 
 
   The others joined us, Vinnie carrying a tray with coffee and Colin a tray with an assortment of cakes. Vinnie placed his tray on the coffee table and went to the reading area to bring a wingback chair for himself. Francine sat next to Manny and Colin settled on the armrest next to me. 
 
   “How will we be insured against being arrested?” Francine was clearly not finished with this topic. “You know that I don’t always colour inside the lines. How could you have met with those people?”
 
   “Those people asked for our help, little girl.” Manny shifted slightly away from her. “Helping the president find Kubanov and bringing him to justice is not agreeing to any of the nonsense you’ve been spouting. Being asked by the leader of a country to be part of a small investigative unit is a huge honour. You should be honoured and not turn your nose up at it.”
 
   Manny was not yet sarcastic and his body language also did not express anger. He was only mildly annoyed by Francine’s incessant arguments. I understood where she was coming from. I also knew enough to not completely dismiss her paranoid theories. But this instance I believed she was sorely mistaken. She had not seen the president’s body language when he had spoken to us.
 
   “He was sincere both in his requests and his promise of secrecy,” I said. 
 
   “Okay, wait.” Vinnie sat up and frowned. “I’ve heard so many bits and pieces about this meeting that you guys had that I don’t know what’s what. Jen-girl, your version will be the most accurate, so tell us exactly what was decided.”
 
   “Nothing was decided,” I said. “President Godard gave us the evening to think about his proposal and discuss it. The offer was simple. The president asked us, all of us in this room, to be part of a team to find Kubanov and make sure that he faces justice.”
 
   “What kind of justice?” Vinnie asked. Small muscle contractions under his eyes shocked me.
 
   “The kind that includes courts and prison time, criminal.” Manny glared at Vinnie. He must have also seen the murderous intent.
 
   “What happened to that bastard? Do you know?” Vinnie asked in a challenge.
 
   “A young police officer let Kubanov leave the perimeter line minutes before Daniel locked down the area. He had no reason to suspect that Kubanov was not who he pretended to be. By now he could be anywhere. And that is why we should be doing everything we can to find him and stop him.”
 
   “Just the few of us? No sweat.” Francine was sarcastic. I recognised it from her curled lip and her hand waving around to include everyone. 
 
   I shook my head, still in slight disbelief at the strange turn my life had taken. “We were promised full access to any resources we need. That would include people and anything else. Ian and Daniel will continue to be our contacts in their respective fields. We’ll be working as we did in the last week, from my apartment and office if Phillip agrees. All we have to do is dedicate ourselves to finding Kubanov. Then we can all return to our normal lives.”
 
   “And do you believe that?” Francine asked with wide eyes and a slightly open mouth.
 
   “Of course not,” I said with disgust. “I was quoting the president there. My life will never be normal again. Not with all of you in it.”
 
   The change in the body language around me clued me in that I had said something inappropriate. The laughter that followed meant it had amused them.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that you are not welcome in my life.”
 
   Phillip turned on the sofa until he was facing me straight on. “Genevieve, I need you to listen very carefully to me. Don’t apologise to us for being you. Your honesty is something unique. It is pure without any subtext. I think you brand of honesty is something that we all need in our lives. We are all here because of you, because of what you do and who you are.”
 
   “I agree,” Manny said. He put his coffee mug down. “What Doc also didn’t tell you is how she was congratulated on stopping a potential disaster and was given the president’s wife’s personal phone number.” 
 
   I waved their compliments away. “This is not about me. It is about us. I could never have achieved any of this without you.”
 
   “Maybe, but the president’s wife didn’t ask me to become involved in one of her charities,” Manny said.
 
   “What’s that about?” Phillip asked.
 
   “Nothing important.” I didn’t want to be talking about this. “She asked me to attend charity functions with her. She supports a few charities that educate and help non-neurotypical people and their families.”
 
   “That’s fantastic,” Francine said. Gone were the conspiracy theories and paranoia. “Did you say yes?”
 
   “I told her I would think about it. But that is not important now. We need to decide whether we are going to accept the president’s proposal.”
 
   “Will they know where we live?” Francine asked, immediately shaking her head. “Scratch that. I’ll make sure that our information doesn’t get anywhere near the interwebs. Our data will never be found by anyone. I’ll make Rousseau & Rousseau’s system even more secure than it is already.”
 
   I knew Francine had the capability to do this. Even though I didn’t feel the need for total obscurity, her paranoia was affecting me and made me grateful for any precaution she planned to take.
 
   “What about Jonas?” Colin asked Francine. “Have you found him?”
 
   “Of course I did. No one gets to hide from me. The little bastard was in Paris. Paris! I got Daniel on it and he got his people on it.” A satisfied smile lifted her lips. “The Paris police are particularly paranoid about cyber-terrorists. He’s not going to be writing any kind of code soon.”
 
   “Care to tell me how you got Daniel’s number?” Manny asked. There was a warning in his voice.
 
   Francine lifted her chin. “I told you I don’t always colour inside the lines.”
 
   “What about the young thief you caught red-handed and Luc Alain?” I asked Manny. 
 
   “The detectives have kept their word and are helping the young thief out. He’ll have to pay for his crime, but it won’t take him away from school or caring for his grandmother. As for Luc Alain? He realised that this is no joke and that he’s going to a real prison. He’s currently trying his best to cut all kinds of deals, but it won’t help him. He’s going to serve out his sentence in jail.”
 
   While enjoying Vinnie’s cakes we talked a bit more about the president’s proposal. Francine was making strong arguments against being the government’s little minions. Her body language consistently contrasted her words. Everyone had their opinions about working in such a team to ensure the capture of Kubanov. 
 
   I had no concerns about working with these people currently crowding my apartment. They had proven to not only be my peers on many levels, but also to be my friends. My main concern was to rectify a situation created by my lapse in control over my reaction to stressful situations. Indeed I was concerned about Kubanov’s threats against my life, but it was the threat he was to everyone else that had me tempted to forego desperately needed sleep and start working on it tonight.
 
   “I’m knackered.” Manny pushed himself slowly out of the sofa. “You kids have a good night. I’m off to a shower and then to bed.”
 
   “Want me to come and wash your back?” Francine gave Manny a sultry look and burst out laughing. “You don’t have to look so happy about it.”
 
   I had not seen happiness in Manny’s micro-expressions. There had been shock and consideration, but not happiness. I was going to have to speak to Francine about that, to correct her. But it could wait for another day. The weight of the day’s events combined with a filling meal was pushing me past my physical limits. I was too exhausted to care about words and phrases I didn’t understand. By the minute other concerns lessened until my mind could solely focus on getting some much-needed sleep. It appeared that I was not the only one feeling thus.
 
   Unlike our last case, I had no feeling of conclusion. We might have stopped Professor Tremont acting out psychotic fantasies of revenge, yet the satisfaction I derived from that was diminished by Kubanov’s disappearance. Not even stopping the burglaries, catching the young thief, Luc and recovering most of the stolen goods comforted me. 
 
   “Stop micro-analysing everything, Jenny. Let’s go to bed.”
 
   My eyes flew open. Colin was standing in front of me with his hand extended. We were alone.
 
   “I am not having sex with you.” My words reflected my outrage at his audacity. I became even more agitated when he pulled his hand back, laughing.
 
   “It was not what I suggested at all.” He chuckled again and sat down next to me. “You were falling asleep sitting here, so everyone left.”
 
   “I wasn’t sleeping.” It was the only response that didn’t embarrass me any further. “I was thinking about what to do next.”
 
   “Yeah, I thought so.” Colin smiled. “You were pretty lost in your thoughts, so the guys said their goodbyes and left. Phillip said he’ll wait for your call tomorrow to tell him what you decided. He supports any decision you make. Vinnie will be in for breakfast tomorrow morning. Manny will be here early to talk about this whole president offer thing.”
 
   “What do you think about it?” 
 
   He sprawled on the sofa, rested his head against the back and stared straight ahead. “I think that there are some changes that all of us are going to make. My unmentioned career will need some adjustments.”
 
   We sat quietly next to each other for some time.
 
   “Where were you born?” I asked.
 
   Without lifting his head, he turned to look at me. He looked at me for almost a minute before he smiled. “Long Island, New York.”
 
   “Oh. Okay.” I knew it was per capita income one of the richest areas in New York. Interesting. Again we settled in a comfortable silence, staring at the balcony and the darkness beyond.
 
   “I don’t like change,” I said after some time.
 
   “Sometimes change is good.”
 
   “It’s always good. It forces us to develop, to grow. The growth and development I like. The change? Not at all.”
 
   “At least some things stay the same.” He turned his head again to look at me. “I’m still here. Vinnie, Francine and Millard next door. Vinnie will cook and bicker with Francine and Millard will be his annoying self. The same as always.”
 
   I knew this wasn’t true. Too much had changed between all of us in the last week. 
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   “Jenny, wake up.” A warm hand was rubbing my shoulder a bit too vigorously. “Wake up, honey-buns.”
 
   I bristled at the term of endearment. I had heard it used recently and it had offended me deeply. I considered such saccharine terms disparaging, something I couldn’t associate with the voice calling me. I tried to open my eyes, but my eyelids would not respond to the message sent by my neurotransmitters. My cognitive function appeared to be impaired. Not even a frown formed on my brow as I attempted to ascertain where I was. It was disconcerting that I couldn’t place the voice calling me, even though it sounded familiar.
 
   A slow panic started to creep through me. Why could I not move? Why could I not remember things? I swallowed and tried to call up Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 27 in B flat Major. Mentally writing any of Mozart’s compositions always calmed me. For the first time in my life, I couldn’t recall one single concerto, étude, sonata or opera. Dread settled heavily on my mind. Forcing my thoughts away from not being able to move or remember, I focussed on what I could feel. 
 
   Pain. Intense, overwhelming pain. My head felt like it was twice its size and filled with wet wool. Had I been imbibing? I had not been drunk before, thus my knowledge was purely academic. What I was experiencing would seem to fit the symptoms of veisalgia, or in layman’s terms, a hangover.
 
   I continued my self-examination, ignoring the incessant voice calling me. Had my muscles not been so unresponsive, I would have been much more tense as my situation revealed itself in disturbing fragments. I was naked. Naked, on a bed and curled up against another naked body. My heart rate increased exponentially with this awareness. I had no recollection of how I had come to be here. My head was on a man’s shoulder, my right hand resting trustingly over his heart. He was lying on his back, his right arm holding me against him, still rubbing my shoulder. I was on my side with my one leg thrown over his. I was cuddling. I never cuddled.
 
   “Jenny, please wake up.” Concern strained the familiar male voice.
 
   I groaned. The deep voice vibrating against my ear increased the pain throbbing against my cranium. 
 
   “Honey-buns, wake up.”
 
   “Don’t call me that.” Forcing all my annoyance into my vocal cords resulted merely in a hoarse whisper. The chest under my head heaved with a deep breath. 
 
   “Oh, thank God.” His chest shuddered. “How’re you feeling?”
 
   Darkness pulled at me and in my weakness I surrendered to its lure. The insistent shoulder-rubbing and irritating voice dragged me back to painful, paralysed consciousness. After a few seconds I realised I was keening. I swallowed the next monotone sound, but couldn’t stop the groan. My head was pounding.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked.
 
   He drew in a sharp breath and slowly released it. “I’m your sugar-bunny.”
 
   Without the headache and worrying weakness in my limbs, I might have punched the chest I was resting on. As it was, it took immense effort to merely open my eyes. Pain that I had only read about stabbed at my eyes. I breathed through the nausea and looked beyond the naked chest under my hand. 
 
   We were in a bedroom, the bed comfortable yet firm under me. I was facing a wall, mostly taken up by a large window with the curtains drawn open. In front of the windows were two wingback chairs separated by an antique-looking coffee table. Elegant. The glass panes behind the leather chairs did not quite reach the floor or ceiling, but were large enough to afford me a full view of our surroundings. The pastoral landscape outside in the waning light of day was in sharp contrast to the turmoil in my mind. And it did not look familiar. In fact, it didn’t look like anything I had seen in France. Where were we? Who was I with?
 
   “Honey-buns, you need to get up.”
 
   I gritted my teeth and pushed myself up on shaking arms. I only managed a few inches, hoping it was enough to find out who was insulting me with such endearments. My eyes travelled from my hand to the muscular chest, neck and higher. Above the strong jaw with a few days’ worth of stubble was a familiar mouth with uncommon depressed angles. I studied the depressor anguli oris muscles by his mouth for a few moments to determine whether the corners of his mouth were downturned in pain or distress. It was distress. 
 
   “Jenny?” 
 
   I raised my eyes and recognition slammed into my throbbing brain. I was naked in bed with Colin, the thief and art forger everyone called my boyfriend. His slow blinking and the elevation of his medial eyebrows evidenced deep concern.
 
   “I am not your honey-buns.” With great strain I moved my fingers, managing only a light pinch to his pectoral muscle. “And you are not my sugar-bunny.”
 
   His expression relaxed slightly. “We are naked in a strange place and that is what you want to argue about?”
 
   “Colin.” I collapsed back onto his chest when he smiled his relief at hearing his name in my still-hoarse voice. “Where are we?”
 
   “Um, England?”
 
   “Why are you questioning your own answer?” I wished I had the strength to look at his face. My expertise was in nonverbal communication, a skill I had learned out of necessity. Reading and interpreting body language did not come naturally to me. I relied heavily on my training to understand people’s communication beyond their words. Being as weak as I was now, I only had Colin’s words. “Why do you think we are in England?”
 
   He sighed. “We’re in my cottage in England.”
 
   I had not expected that answer. There were a few important questions I knew I had to ask, but couldn’t reach them in my mind. My neocortex seemed capable of only the simplest of reasoning. “Why did you bring me here?”
 
   “Can you sit up?” He shifted under me. “We need to move. It might help.”
 
   I lifted my hand. Ten centimetres above Colin’s chest, it fell back. I had limited control over my muscles. Dark fear entered my peripheral vision. 
 
   “Jenny, you have to try and stay with me.” He turned, and I rolled away from him onto my back. My breathing was erratic, my heart racing. Colin leaned over me. “Come on, Jenny. Stay with me. We have to get you moving. Maybe it will get this crap out of your system. We have to be ready to go. I don’t know what kind of danger we are in.”
 
   The moment I heard the word ‘danger’, the darkness swallowed me. As a child I had succumbed to the warm safety of that darkness more often than my parents had appreciated. Not even the best doctors or therapists had been able to stop me hiding there, away from reality. Shutdowns had been a haven from reality. It was only when I realised that my life, my childhood, would be exponentially easier if I pretended to be normal that I had made an effort to not give in to the allure of that safe place. I had spent the rest of my youth and most of my adulthood training myself and controlling my environment to not evoke such a reaction to stimuli.
 
   Then, a year ago, Colin had entered my life. As an art thief he represented everything I had fought against—chaos, grey areas of morality, friends of dubious character and a non-systematic approach to life that had challenged my carefully constructed and disciplined world. It didn’t matter that he had been working undercover for Interpol all along. He called his profession retrieval specialist. I called it being a thief, which placed him in the darker shades of grey. Six months ago the dynamics in our relationship had changed and we were now considered a romantic couple. Daily I struggled with the differences in our views on life. Recently I had been doubting the durability of such a relationship.
 
   As the darkness abated and awareness of my surroundings returned, once again I heard myself keening. I hated this weakness in me, but had come to tolerate it. I concentrated on my breathing. The keening stopped at the same moment Colin grunted in annoyance close by. This brought me fully back to consciousness and I opened my eyes. I assumed it was night, because heavy curtains covered the windows, two lamps providing light in the bedroom. Colin was sitting in a chair next to the bed.  He was dressed in black jeans and a long-sleeved black shirt, unbuttoned and not tucked in. On his lap was a funny-looking telephone, but he wasn’t looking at it.
 
   “Hey.” His eyes narrowed in evaluation. “How’re you feeling now?”
 
   I took a moment to take full inventory of my body. “Still weak, but much better. What is that?”
 
   “A sat phone.”
 
   “Sat for satellite?” I slowly pushed myself onto my elbows. A soft, beige sheet covered me. “Why do you have a satellite phone?”
 
   “We have to contact Vinnie.” He looked back to his lap and finished reassembling the instrument before attaching it to an electrical cord. It looked like an advanced smartphone. I had imagined satellite phones to be bigger and bulkier. “There was something wrong with the battery, but it should charge now.”
 
   “What can Vinnie do if we’re in England and he is in France?” 
 
   Colin answered me by lifting one eyebrow. I hated when he did that. I might be an expert in nonverbal communication, but words went a long way to lend context to body language. Although this one was clear in its message. My question had been rather naïve. Colin’s friend and flatmate Vinnie was much more a criminal than Colin. He wasn’t working for Interpol, but helped Colin and me solve complex art fraud cases in any way he could. That usually involved him using his contacts from the crime world. 
 
   Despite Vinnie’s extensive criminal resume, I considered him my friend. It was a friendship that was not easy to reconcile with my strict definitions of acceptable behaviour. He was, however, a good person to know if found in a situation such as ours.
 
   “What happened to us?” I asked as Colin placed the phone on the bedside table. My eyes widened at the other object on the table. “A gun? Where did you get a gun?”
 
   “This is my cottage, Jenny.” He pulled back his head a centimetre and blinked slowly, indicating his unwillingness to elaborate. “I only ever came here in times when things were dire. I’ve set this place up as my safe house.”
 
   “A safe house that no one was supposed to know about?” I held the sheet against my chest and sat up with difficulty. I was hurting everywhere. 
 
   “Exactly. No one, except Vinnie, knew about this place.”
 
   “And me.” In an attempt to win my trust when we had first met, he had given me the addresses of his five homes.
 
   “And you.” He leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees and his hands clasped. “Do you remember how we got here?”
 
   “No. The last thing I remember is sitting with you in the viewing room, talking about going home.” To help me in my work, my viewing room had been specially adapted by Phillip, the owner of Rousseau & Rousseau, an upmarket insurance company. In the soundproof room I watched recorded interviews with suspects of art crimes to determine their truthfulness by observing and analysing their body language. Recently Colin had been spending more time there with me. I thought back to my last memory. “We were arguing.”
 
   “I remember that.” He shook his head. “Now it seems like a really silly argument.”
 
   “It wasn’t. I still maintain that breaking through the wall to join our two apartments is a bad idea.” Without my knowledge, Colin had bought the apartment next to mine nine months ago. The last few weeks he had been pushing me to join the two apartments. I didn’t like change. This was change.
 
   “A silly argument that now is unimportant.” The slight contraction of his orbicularis oculi muscles around his eyes alerted me that he was about to reveal something of significance. “We’ve lost three days, Jenny. It’s three o’clock, Monday morning.” 
 
   I closed my eyes against this information and called back the piano concerto. To my relief, the balanced blend of piano and orchestra came to mind, and I mentally wrote the first eight bars on music sheets. When I opened my eyes, my hands were fisted in my short hair. I let go and pulled the sheet back up to cover my bare chest. “We were drugged.”
 
   “That is also the conclusion I had come to. What I don’t understand is why? And who? And why here? God, I have too many unanswered questions and I still have a hell of a headache.”
 
   “Are you sure it’s been three days?”
 
   He nodded and immediately winced. If his headache equalled mine, any movement should be attempted with great care. 
 
   “That means whoever drugged us had to keep on drugging us.” Fear of the unknown things that were done to us tightened my throat. I had an unfortunate knowledge of medication that could result in the loss of consciousness. And the loss of memory. My parents had often agreed to prescriptions in the hope of curbing my disorder. 
 
   “They had full access to this place. Jenny, I swear to God I had the best alarm system installed here. It is a complex system that is still fully functional. I checked it while you were sleeping.” His expression changed to deeper concern. He swallowed twice. “I think we were given the date-rape drug.”
 
   “A benzodiazepine?’ Dismay flooded me. This was what I had suspected, but hearing it made it real and terrifying.
 
   “If that is the date-rape drug, then yes.”
 
   “That would explain the anterograde amnesia.” In my case, memory loss was the only side-effect that could remotely be considered beneficial. My experience with benzodiazepines had not been positive at all. I was in the one percent of paradoxical patients who experienced the opposite effects to the intended purpose of these drugs. The general public did not know their treatment value beyond Rohypnol, famed for its use at parties.
 
   He swallowed again. “Do you feel… um…”
 
   “I’ve not been raped.” 
 
   Colin’s head dropped into his hands as a trembling breath left him. “Thank God.”
 
   “You were worried.”
 
   He lifted his head, his eyes wide. “No, Jenny. I was terrified. You were on the bed keening and rocking, and I didn’t know if it was a usual episode or because of something much worse.”
 
   “I’m okay.” I caught myself as I lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. I wasn’t convinced of what I had just said. “I’m not really okay. When I was a child, my parents tried to put me on various benzodiazepines.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “For some people they are effective in treating obsessive compulsive disorder and acute anxiety, to name only two. I exhibited those behaviours and my parents wanted to fix it with drugs, but it didn’t work. I suffered from seizures and became more aggressive. Fortunately, that particular period of experimentation only lasted a few months.” I shifted and felt all the aches on my body. It made me angry. “No, I am not okay at all. My body wasn’t raped, but someone violated me, violated us. They took us without our permission, undressed us, drugged us and took us to a different country. In that sense, I do feel raped.”
 
   Colin’s masseter muscles bunched as he clenched his jaw. “Yeah. Me too.”
 
   “I want to have a shower.” I wanted to wash other people’s hands off me. I wanted to wash this fear off me.
 
   “Not a good idea.” He looked contrite. “We might be carrying evidence on our bodies. We’ll have to be processed.”
 
   “No.” I shook my head vigorously. “No, no, no. I’m not letting anyone else touch me. No.”
 
   Colin lifted his hands in a pacifying gesture. “Okay. Let’s not talk about that right now. We need to figure out why we are here.”
 
   “Yes.” A rational discussion would help to push the dark panic away. I inhaled deeply to focus my thoughts. “If we were drugged, it must have happened at Rousseau & Rousseau.”
 
   “Not necessarily. I don’t remember anything after your threat to create a spreadsheet with all the reasons why we should not break through the wall.” His lips twitched. “I remember saying something funny in return, but I can’t remember what.”
 
   “You didn’t say anything.” The corners of my mouth turned down with the memory. “You smugly handed me a spreadsheet with reasons why you should break through the wall. You had anticipated my reasoning and were arrogant about that.”
 
   He attempted to hide his smile, but gave in. “God, I’m good. I remember creating the spreadsheet, but not handing it to you. What else do you remember?”
 
   “I fed the papers into the shredder.” An uncomfortable emotion tugged at me. I was feeling guilty about my pertinacious unwillingness to listen to his arguments. “You laughed at me and handed me another copy. That one I put in my handbag. I shut down my computers and we left.”
 
   “Was there anyone else still in the office?”
 
   I thought for a moment. “No. Vinnie had only been there until lunch. Francine had left an hour before us. Oh, wait! Angelique was still in the office. We walked past her on the way out. She didn’t look up when you greeted her.”
 
   Phillip’s personal assistant was a dedicated woman and fiercely loyal. Recently she had been less successful in her attempts to cloak her discomfort around me. 
 
   “Was Phillip still in the office?”
 
   My eyes flashed wide open in shock. “Phillip would never do something like this. Why would you even suggest it?”
 
   “He’s friends with Millard,” he said as if that would explain everything. Manfred Millard worked for Interpol, and on request of the president headed our team as we worked to find the man who had tried to kill the president and his family six months ago. Colin and Manny had a history and a deep dislike of each other.
 
   “We should phone Manny.”
 
   “Later. First we need to speak to Vinnie. Don’t argue with me on this one, Jenny. Rather tell me what else you remember.”
 
   “We didn’t see anyone else, only Angelique. We took the elevator down, left the building, found the car where you had parked it and got in.” I frowned. “I don’t remember anything after that. I don’t know whether you even started the car or drove home.”
 
   “Was there someone in the car?”
 
   “I don’t know.” My hands fisted on my lap. My whole life I had worked with single-minded determination to have and maintain full control over my life. Not having any control, not having any memories was causing me severe psychological distress.
 
   “Hey.” Colin reached over and took one of my hands in his. “It will be okay. We’ll find out what happened.”
 
   It was hard to believe him. How could we find out what happened if we couldn’t remember anything? I pulled my hand back, only to experience a blitz anxiety attack when I saw the inside of my forearm.
 
   On the pale skin was a tattoo. There was no scabbing or other signs of healing, indicating that it was not done with a needle. Knowing that this was just a henna tattoo brought only a small measure of comfort. It was an intricate design of curls, twirls and whorls, beautiful only in its decorative purpose. There was no picture. I rubbed the centre of the tattoo even though I knew my skin would be stained for at least a week. I rubbed harder.
 
   “Get it off me. Get it off.”
 
   “Jenny, stop.” Colin took my hands in a firm grip. “I thought you weren’t going to like this.”
 
   “Did you do this?” Before I finished my irrational, impulsive accusation, I was shaking my head. “I know you wouldn’t. Why would somebody do this? What is this?”
 
   Colin exhaled heavily. “I think all of this is a message. Being drugged, kidnapped, taken to my unknown safe house and your tattoo.”
 
   I saw it in his face. He had the same suspicions that had entered my mind. I closed my eyes against these thoughts and wrote a few more bars of the piano concerto. When I opened my eyes, he let go of my hands. “Why don’t you go find some Mozart to put on the sound system?”
 
   The thought of Mozart’s music surrounding me lifted some of the anxiety. “I need my clothes first.”
 
   “I looked through the whole house and couldn’t find any of our stuff. Not your handbag, our clothes, shoes, nothing.”
 
   “What am I going to wear?”
 
   Colin got up and walked to a beautiful dark wood chest of drawers against the wall. “You can wear my t-shirt and sweatpants. The pants will be too big for you, but you can tighten the drawstrings.”
 
   “No, I can’t wear your clothes. I want my clothes. I can’t wear someone else’s clothes. They’re not my clothes.”
 
   Halfway to the chest of drawers Colin stopped and turned back to me. He looked tired. “My clothes are clean, washed and ironed. At the moment, you are wearing a sheet that was washed and ironed in the same way. I know this must be very difficult for you, Jenny, but I need you to work with me, not fight me on everything.”
 
   My shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how to handle this. You are the only familiar element in this situation, which makes it easier to fight you. It doesn’t justify my behaviour. I’ll try harder.”
 
   He nodded and turned back to the tall piece of furniture. Two minutes later I was dressed all in black. I had to roll up the legs of the sweatpants, and the soft t-shirt was two sizes too large, the sleeves falling below my elbows. I felt much less exposed and vulnerable. The thick black socks were also too large, but made me feel protected against whatever could be lurking on the floors. I now had the confidence to take in my surroundings. Colin had returned to the chair next to the bed and was monitoring the satellite phone. 
 
   The bedroom was spacious and elegantly decorated. The oriental rugs, the heavy wooden furniture and the paintings were the epitome of understated wealth and elegance. Knowing Colin’s masterful skills at forging art, I was not surprised that even a place he only used as a safe house would be tastefully decorated. I took my time absorbing all the details. Above the chest of drawers was a Picasso painting. Whether authentic or expertly forged, it perfectly fitted the theme of the room. 
 
   I turned towards the bed and gasped. “You stole my painting!”
 
   Colin looked up from the instrument in his hands and followed my accusing glare. He laughed softly. “I had that before we met, Jenny.”
 
   Above the bed hung my favourite painting. I could never afford the original, so I had saved until I could buy the best reproduction Phillip could recommend. Jacques Braque’s Harbour in Normandy had appealed to me from the very first moment I had seen it. Something about the fragmented forms and geometric shapes resonated with my neuro-patterns. Looking at this painting in Colin’s bedroom, I felt my mind agreeing with the cubist rendition of that scene.
 
   “Did you forge this?” I stepped closer and Colin stood up, looking at the painting.
 
   “Yup. This is one of my best wor…” He leaned in and narrowed his eyes. “This isn’t right.”
 
   “Do you see a mistake?” 
 
   Colin’s body language had frozen into an alertness that worried me. It was the kind of physical reaction exhibited moments before an attack, when the aggressor studied his prey. 
 
   “Bastards!” Colin grabbed the painting off the wall and angled it toward the light. “This isn’t mine.”
 
   “Whose is it?” I walked to stand next to him. No matter how hard I looked, I couldn’t see what was wrong. It looked like my reproduction, which looked like the original. “What’s wrong with it?”
 
   “These aren’t my strokes.”
 
   “You can see the individual strokes?” I had known Colin had a good eye for art, but seeing this at a glance was a unique skill.
 
   “Of course I can.” He shook the painting. “This is not my frigging painting. Someone stole my painting.”
 
   “Why would someone do that?”
 
   His anger seemed disproportionate to the theft of a forgery. He shook his head. “I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense to replace my forgery with another forgery.”
 
   “Are you sure this is also a forgery? You aren’t maybe being set up for the theft of the original?” That certainly would explain our presence and the loss of days.
 
   “No, this is a forgery and a very good one at that. Not as good as mine though.”
 
   I didn’t know what to make of this. There seemed no rationale behind such an action, except for Colin’s earlier suggestion that this was a message. “Is anything else out of place here?”
 
   “I didn’t look for things like this.” He carefully placed the painting on the bed. “I’ll check the rest of the house while you put on some Mozart.”
 
   By definition, I would believe a cottage to be small. Not in this case. Colin’s safe house had two floors, three bedrooms and a bathroom on the top floor. I followed him down the stairs to the living areas on the ground floor. He stopped at each painting, glaring at it first, then inspecting it carefully. I left him at a Rembrandt that truly looked like an original to my untrained eye. 
 
   The ground floor had been altered to be a large open space with stone pillars informally creating separate spaces. I easily found the sound system and the selection of CD’s next to it. No sooner had Mozart’s Flute Concerto No. 2 in D Major started to fill the cottage than Colin appeared next to me, holding a statue with the sleeve of his shirt. I assumed that was to preserve possible fingerprints. 
 
   It was a smooth, cream-coloured lion, worn from many years of touch. Working in an insurance company that often dealt with art cases, I had learned that these kind of statues were usually marble, jade or bronze. This statue didn’t look like it was made from any valuable material.
 
   “Another forged forgery?” I asked. The tension lines along his mouth and eyes worried me.
 
   “No, this is not mine.” He put it on the seventeenth-century side table. “I once had my hands on it, but it never belonged to me nor have I ever reproduced it.”
 
   “There is more to your history with this statue.” I could see it written all over his face.
 
   “This is a Tang Dynasty marble lion.”
 
   “It doesn’t look like marble.”
 
   “It isn’t. It feels like plastic.” Colin’s jaw worked while he stared at the curtains covering the windows. His lips formed a thin line as he turned to me. “This was the piece I was reappropriating when Manny arrested me.”
 
   “Oh. Oh my.” I knew my eyes were wide from shock. “I think it’s time to call Vinnie.”
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   “Now we wait.” Colin placed a cheap-looking cell phone on the coffee table next to the satellite phone and the gun. We were in the bedroom, seated in the wingback chairs.
 
   “Why didn’t you just phone Vinnie?” I had quietly watched Colin remove the new cell phone from its box, turn it on and send an SMS. “And why did you take that cell phone apart?”
 
   “Vinnie and I have a system. I use an untraceable phone to send him a coded message. In this case, I sent him an offer for a penis enlargement drug. Now he knows I am going to phone him in fifteen minutes on an untraceable phone.” He smiled at my confused expression. “In our line of work, in our lives, it is better to take precautions. Phoning Vinnie on his usual line runs the slight risk of someone tracing the call.”
 
   “But all of you are disproportionately paranoid about these things. Francine runs antivirus software on your phones and computers at least twice a week.” Francine was a computer genius who always looked like she had stepped off a Paris catwalk. She was an exotic beauty who had totally disregarded my social awkwardness and resistance to friendship. The fifth member of our unique group, she was also the only female friend I had.
 
   “That is true, but I don’t want to take any chances. Especially since we don’t know how we got here or why we are here.” He nodded at the dismantled instrument. “I took it apart so it cannot be traced. I will phone Vinnie from the sat phone to a brand-new cell phone that will be destroyed after this conversation. That way we stay safe.”
 
   Part of me considered this to be excessive vigilance, but another part of me agreed with Colin. The mystery surrounding our current situation warranted caution. I hated everything about this. Not knowing how we got here, what I had been drugged with, where the henna tattoo had come from and who had touched me constricted my throat. 
 
   “I really want to shower.”
 
   Colin took a deep breath. “You’re okay now, right? No episodes?”
 
   “What does that have to do with taking a shower?” I wasn’t going to panic washing this experience off my body. 
 
   “Did you look at yourself when you got dressed?” he asked softly, carefully. 
 
   “No.” I glanced at my forearm and grimaced. I had purposely avoided inspecting my body—a cowardly attempt to avoid looking at the tattoo. “Why? What’s wrong?”
 
   “Lift up your shirt, Jenny.”
 
   My eyes widened and I crossed my arms over my chest. “This is not the appropriate time for sex. Frankly, I’m surprised that you would even suggest this. You’re usually much more sensit… oh, that’s not what you meant.” 
 
   His eyes had softened and the corners of his mouth had twitched at my outraged reaction. He turned serious again. “Just lift your shirt, Jenny.”
 
   I took the hem of the T-shirt and lifted it to reveal my abdomen. I groaned with the effort and saw why it had hurt. On my stomach were two large bruises, each the size of a fist.
 
   “Why did I not feel this?”
 
   “Push up your sleeves.” 
 
   I swallowed and pushed both sleeves up to my shoulders. My upper arms were black and blue. Some places I could see individual finger marks where a hand had gripped me. I stared open-mouthed at these. On the outside of my forearms, where I wouldn’t normally look, were also dark bruises. I recognised them for what they were. Defensive injuries. I had been so concerned about the tattoo and my pounding headache that I had not noticed these horrid marks. How could I not have felt these bruises that were now sensitive to my probing fingertips?
 
   “Jenny?” The tone in Colin’s voice drew my eyes away from the discolouration on my skin. I looked up. The procerus muscle contracted his brow into a frown of concern. “You okay?”
 
   “What happened to me?” The question came out as a whisper.
 
   “I don’t know.” He leaned closer and took my hands in his. “There might be evidence on our hands, in our hair, fingerprints on our skin that can help find the guys who took us. I know you don’t want anyone else to touch you, but your injuries need to be documented.”
 
   “What about you? Do you have bruises?”
 
   “I have a knot at the back of my head. I assume some arsehole hit me. And a few scratches on my arms. Nothing else.”
 
   “So why do I… I must have had a meltdown.” I flinched at the realisation.
 
   “A meltdown?”
 
   “You’ve only ever seen me shut down.” Going into my head was embarrassing, but it was only one type of reaction to external stimuli. “A meltdown is… it’s not pleasant to witness. I also lose awareness of what is around me, but I act out.”
 
   “How?” he asked quietly.
 
   “Everyone is different and every meltdown is different, but it can become very violent, physically aggressive. If indeed I was given a benzodiazepine, it would explain a meltdown.” That had been the result when those drugs had been administered to me before. Restraining me even at such a young age had brought a lot of damage to those attempting to hold me, as well as to myself. 
 
   “For what it’s worth, I hope you kicked their arses.” Colin squeezed my hands. “Will you hold out on that shower until after the call?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “Okay, let’s hear what Vinnie has to say. I’ll put it on speakerphone.” He picked up the satellite phone and dialled. The tinny ringtone sounded only once.
 
   “Dude!” Vinnie’s voice boomed over the phone. “Where the fuck have you been?”
 
   “Hey, Vin.” Colin smiled. Me too. Vinnie was not only tall and built like a warrior, he had a personality to match. “We’re okay.”
 
   “Where have you been? We’ve been worried… wait. Is Jen-girl with you? Where is she? Is she okay?”
 
   “I’m here, Vinnie.” I leaned closer to the phone. “I’m well.”
 
   A rush of sound came over the phone. I assumed it to be Vinnie loudly sighing in relief. His often unwanted affection towards me now brought stinging tears to my eyes. Another rustle sounded over the phone, followed by two male voices arguing and an impressive use of expletives. Colin’s shoulders stiffened. He had also recognised the other voice.
 
   “Frey, where the bloody hell are you and what the holy hell have you done with Doctor Face-reader?” Manny always sounded annoyed, his crisp British accent lending it a stronger sense of superiority. What I heard now was anger masking concern. My eyes started stinging again.
 
   “You’re on speakerphone now, dude.” Vinnie’s voice was dark. “The arsehole insisted.”
 
   “You’re the one who phoned me fifteen minutes ago and told me you’d found them.” 
 
   “You phoned Millard?” Colin didn’t hide his shock. I was also taken by surprise. Vinnie and Manny had a tumultuous relationship at best. For reasons I didn’t know they continued to antagonise each other, often with personal attacks. Fortunately, I had witnessed in both of them the ability to move past their deep dislike of each other when we had been faced with crises. Then they had worked together. Then, and apparently now.
 
   “None of us have slept in three days, dude. Millard has been turning over all kinds of rocks looking for you two.” Reluctance entered his tone. “He deserves to be in on this call.”
 
   Colin’s eyes widened and he took a sharp breath. He schooled his face into a neutral expression. “Do you know who took us?”
 
   “You don’t get to ask questions first, Frey.” Manny’s tone was clipped. “First you answer my questions.”
 
   “Colin didn’t do anything wrong, Manny.” I couldn’t let them start an inane argument. We had more important issues to discuss.
 
   “Don’t you start with me, Doc. I have quite a few things to say to you once you get back.” He huffed a few times. “Looking into bloody thefts without discussing it with me.”
 
   “Ask your questions, Millard,” Colin said, preventing me from giving Manny an annoyed reminder that it was my job to analyse data and inspect anomalous cases.
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “England.”
 
   It was silent for a moment. “Where in England, arsehole?”
 
   “In the countryside, in the northeast.”
 
   “You’re in your safe house?” Shock added a strained quality to Vinnie’s words. “Dude! How the fuck did he know?”
 
   “How did who know?” I spoke directly into the phone. “Do you know who took us?”
 
   “How did you get there?” Manny asked, ignoring my question.
 
   “We don’t know.” Colin impressed me by stopping the deluge of unanswered questions to give a concise report of everything we had concluded so far. “Jenny has some serious bruising. I think she put up quite a fight, so there might be some evidence under her nails.”
 
   I gasped, brought my fingers right up to my face and stared under my nails. The thought of someone’s skin under my nails made me want to not only shower, but scrub in scorching hot water. I shuddered and mentally wrote another four bars of Mozart’s piano concerto.
 
   “I know someone in Scotland Yard we can trust.”
 
   “Millard, you can’t trust just anyone.” When Colin wasn’t purposefully baiting Manny, he treated him increasingly more often with respect. Like now. “You need to be sure about this person. Someone managed to find out the highly protected location of a place I only use in dangerous situations. If you weren’t… well, you, I wouldn’t even trust you right now.”
 
   That was the only compliment I had ever heard Colin give Manny. Coming from him, it was the highest praise he could bestow on anyone. This served to emphasise the dire situation we found ourselves in. 
 
   “Rhodes can be trusted. I won’t let just anyone close to Doc.”
 
   Colin glanced at me. “You okay with this?”
 
   “He’s not touching me.” I couldn’t tolerate the thought of another stranger touching me. It took great restraint to not react in revulsion whenever Vinnie hugged me. I trusted Vinnie with my life.
 
   “I’ll be with you all the time. Between you and me, we can do what needs to be done and give the evidence to Millard’s guy.”
 
   I closed my eyes when another shudder shook my body. Allowing myself to focus solely on the half-written mental music sheet, I continued writing the piano concerto. When I opened my eyes to agree, the telephone discussion had moved on.
 
   “What kind of drug do you think?” Manny asked, all business.
 
   “I reckon it was the date-rape drug,” Colin said.
 
   “It’s a benzodiazepine,” I added. “It’s a psychoactive drug, which interferes with forming and consolidating memories of new material. That is why we can’t remember what happened.”
 
   “So Rohypnol is a benzo-thingie?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “Benzodiazepine, yes.” 
 
   “Rohypnol is easy enough to buy on the street.” Manny stayed quiet for a few seconds. “Give me your address or co-ordinates, Frey. I’m going to see how soon Rhodes can be with you. We need all the evidence before it metabolises even more.”
 
   “There goes my safe house.” Colin sighed and rattled off the address and the GPS co-ordinates. 
 
   For two minutes we listened to Manny make a phone call and confirm with someone the sensitive nature of this case. Once he had received a vow of silence, he gave a brief description of the situation and the address. 
 
   “Twenty-five minutes. I’ll tell them. Thanks, Rhodes.”
 
   A few beeps sounded over the phone, probably Manny turning off his cell phone. 
 
   “Doc?”
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   “Rhodes will be there in twenty-five minutes. He said you shouldn’t pee until then. Or shower.”
 
   I groaned.
 
   “Frey, we have another problem.” The reserve in Manny’s voice sent a spike of adrenaline through my body. It made me feel cold. “You’re wanted for murder.”
 
   “I’m what?” Colin’s question was lost in Vinnie’s loud expletive-filled expression of shock.
 
   “I knew you were hiding something from me, old man.” Vinnie only spoke softly and slowly when angry. “Dude, I knew this arsehole was up to something. Yesterday morning he suddenly went from concerned about you guys to secretive. I even told Francine that I wished Jen-girl had been here to read the arsehole’s body language.”
 
   “Vinnie,” I interrupted his tirade, “let Manny speak. This could give us insight into why we are in England right now.”
 
   “Oh. Yes. Okay, speak, old man.”
 
   There was a short silence. “One of my old colleagues at Scotland Yard phoned me yesterday when an interesting case came across his desk. When I was looking for you fifteen years ago, we were working in the same department. He was there when I arrested you, so he knew my interest in you.”
 
   “Obsession, more like,” Vinnie said. For years Manny had been looking for Colin, never finding enough evidence to locate or arrest him. Colin had known this and had done his own detailed investigation into Manny. 
 
   Colin and Vinnie had been on a job stealing an artefact from a museum when a middle-aged security guard had had a heart attack. He had made an unscheduled walk-through of the museum when he ran into Vinnie. It had been too much for his unhealthy heart. 
 
   Colin had sent Vinnie away, phoned Manny and tried to keep the guard alive with CPR. The guard hadn’t made it and Manny had arrested Colin at long last. A few hours after Manny had booked Colin, he was released on orders from Interpol. They had recruited him to work for them on cases that could not be handled the usual legal way.
 
   “When he saw you as the suspect in the murder,” Manny continued, ignoring Vinnie, “he immediately phoned me. Apparently, you killed someone in England the day before yesterday.”
 
   “I didn’t do this.” 
 
   “Here’s what the evidence tells us. You picked the lock of the French doors leading to the library of a large mansion on the outskirts of Maidenhead, Berkshire. In case you don’t know, it’s twenty-five miles outside London. Once inside the mansion you broke into the safe and stole a few documents, which the owner claims are worthless. You also stole an original Braque painting, worth more money than I make in a decade. The butler must have heard something, came into the study and surprised you. There was a struggle, you picked up some ridiculously expensive statue and knocked him out. While the fifty-eight-year-old male was lying helpless on the expensive Persian carpet, you shot him three times in the chest and left with the painting.”
 
   “No fucking way!” Vinnie’s voice boomed through the room. “My man would never shoot anyone.”
 
   A long silence followed Vinnie’s outrage. I stared at the gun lying on the coffee table. It took less than a second to dismiss the direction of my thoughts. Empirical evidence counted in Colin’s favour. I knew him. I could read him. He might be a thief, but he would never kill anyone. I also took note of the stolen painting being a Braque and wondered about the connection.
 
   “There must be a mistake, Millard.” A series of expressions flitted over Colin’s face as he processed this information. 
 
   “No mistake. Sorry.” Manny sounded genuinely contrite. “I asked Smith to double-check the evidence. It was your fingerprints on the door handle, the safe and the statue. Your skin cells were also found under the butler’s nails.”
 
   “I have scratch marks on my arms. That must be where they got the skin from.” Colin leaned closer to the phone. “You know I’m being set up, right?”
 
   “As much as I would like to see you behind bars, Frey, I don’t want you to go for something that you are not guilty of.”
 
   “Does that mean you believe Colin?” I asked. People can be extremely unclear in their communication. I wished I could see Manny. By the tone of his voice and his words alone, I couldn’t tell if he was convinced of Colin’s innocence.
 
   “Yes, Doc. I believe him. Unfortunately. You forget that I followed him for years. I know his MO. Firstly, he doesn’t kill. He’s a thief. I also know that he would never break into a place without using gloves. The photos they took of the crime scene did not show the level of… holy hell, I hate saying this.” It was quiet for a few seconds. I imagined Manny scowling and rubbing his hand hard over his face. “It didn’t show your level of professionalism.”
 
   “Colin, don’t.” I reached out with my hand as if to physically stop him from baiting Manny. His intent was in every muscle movement of his face.
 
   “Come on, it’s so easy.” His expression lightened for the first time since I had woken up. He shrugged when I shook my head. “I suppose I should thank you, Millard.”
 
   “Oh, don’t hurt yourself, Frey. I’m still waiting for the moment you slip up, so I can throw your arse in jail.”
 
   “Let’s stay on topic,” I said. “Tell me more about the house that was broken into. Who owns it and where were they?”
 
   “Give me a sec, Doc. I’ve got the case file here on my tablet. Let me just get to it.” 
 
   A few months ago, Francine had convinced Manny to become more technologically updated and to give in to the pressure from Interpol to get a tablet. Her method of persuasion involved preposterous flirting and threats to catch him unawares with a kiss that would rock his world. Those had been her exact words. It had worked. Manny often scowled and swore at the tablet as he swiped and stabbed at it with his strong fingers.
 
   “Got it.” Manny’s voice broke into my thoughts. “Okay, here it is. The owners were at some society dinner when this happened. They got home around two in the morning and found their house broken into and their butler dead on the library floor.”
 
   “Who owns the house?” My words were clipped. Why did people not answer questions concisely? There was always an irrational need for excess information.
 
   “Kathleen McCarthy. She is the–”
 
   “–sole owner of Windsor stables. She is worth over forty million pounds,” I said. A surge of adrenaline caused my stomach to feel hollow. “She also owns a vineyard in France and a few other interests in most European countries.”
 
   “How do you know this, Doc?” 
 
   “Rousseau & Rousseau handles her insurance. And her house in France was broken into a few weeks ago.”
 
   “Is this one of the thefts you were looking into?” Colin asked.
 
   “I knew it!” Manny’s exclamation came over so loud the phone distorted the sound. He had to be very close to the instrument. “When I found out that you were looking into some thefts, I knew it was going to bring trouble. Thefts that had nothing to do with any of our cases. And now a man is dead and Frey is as good as guilty.”
 
   I flinched as if Manny had punched me. “This is not my fault. I was just doing my job, looking for anomalies or patterns in art crimes.”
 
   “Damn it all to hell. I know, Doc.” Manny sounded tired. “I shouldn’t shout at you. Not yet anyway. Oh wait, Rhodes is calling.”
 
   I glanced at Colin while Manny spoke to his Scotland Yard contact. Every muscle in Colin’s body was tense, his lips tightened into a thin line. The more stressed a person becomes, the less you see of his or her lips. With Colin’s past, it would be difficult to convince anyone of his innocence. His, and my, lack of memory would add to the mounting evidence against him. 
 
   “He’s five minutes out.” Manny’s voice dropped a tone. “Frey, do whatever he asks. We need the evidence. Especially any DNA that can be recovered.”
 
   A shiver went through me at the reminder that someone else’s DNA might be under my nails. My breathing became shallow and it required hard concentration to not give in to my desire to rush to the bathroom and spend an hour under hot water, scrubbing.
 
   “We’ll do what we decide.” Colin was being obtuse, but I knew he wanted the evidence just as much. “Vin?”
 
   “Dude?”
 
   “Can you organise a lift home?”
 
   “Whoa there, cowboy,” Manny said. “Don’t give me a reason to really throw your thieving arse in jail. I’ll handle your transport home. Have you forgotten that you are working on a team directly under the president? Everything you do will affect him, idiot.”
 
   Colin closed his eyes and shook his head. I was too distracted by whatever was under my nails to give appropriate attention to this new argument. Having spent the last six months working with them had desensitised me to their constant bickering. 
 
   “You are twisted, old man,” Vinnie said. “Colin was asking me if I could ask my cousin, who owns a legit chopper service, to get them across the pond.”
 
   “Without papers? Without any documents? That’s not legit, arsehole.” 
 
   “Whatever, old man.”
 
   I once read a study revealing all the microorganisms residing on our skin, better known as skin microbiota. A percentage of the average one trillion microbiota living on human skin could be under my fingernails at this very moment. My empty stomach recoiled. A second later, Colin twisted and looked out the window. “Your man is here, Millard. Just organise to get us home.”
 
   Without waiting for a response, he disconnected the call. There was so much more that I wanted to ask, but knew it would have to wait. No matter how much I rationalised the need for being processed, I knew that the next hour or so I would have to rely on Mozart more than usual. At least I was going to get rid of whatever was caught under my nails and I could focus on the hot shower I planned to have.
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   “There we go. Scrape it all onto the paper. That’s it.” Ben Rhodes was a jovial, overweight man who had been in awe of meeting me. I had to admit being taken aback by his star-struck greeting. It appeared he had read most of my articles and had even attended a seminar I had presented at Oxford University a few years ago. I guessed his age to be in the mid forties, which made his blushing when he greeted me charming. 
 
   As soon as Ben had recovered from meeting me, he had given us plastic containers for urine samples. That done, we were now sitting at the kitchen table, scraping possible evidence from under our nails. I didn’t know if this was worse than Ben drawing enough blood to fill three small little vials. The more blood they had, the more tests they could run, he had said while I had tried to not give in to panic. Colin had insisted on doing the rest ourselves without explaining why. Ben had been very accommodating, which led me to believe that Manny must have given him some background on me. All but my left pinkie nail had been scraped. 
 
   “What else do you need from us?” Colin asked. He had scraped his fingernails much faster than I did. I was making sure to get any and all foreign skin microbiota and other elements from under my nails.
 
   “I would like to photograph your injuries.” Ben nodded in approval when I finished my pinkie nail. He carefully folded the paper and placed it with all the other evidence. “But first I need you to brush your hair onto another sheet, Doctor Lenard.”
 
   “Call me Genevieve, please.” I was still looking at my nails when his request registered. “Oh God, there is evidence in my hair?”
 
   I closed my eyes and focussed on Mozart until my heart rate slowed down. When I was able to ignore the images flashing through my mind, I looked at Ben, ready. The movement around his mouth, but especially around his eyes alerted me to more than mere patience. He was showing empathy. 
 
   “Who is it?” I asked softly.
 
   “My son.” His smile conveyed deep affection. “He was diagnosed with autism at the age of three. He’s now thirteen and is driving us crazy with his latest music choices. It’s been a hard, but interesting road.”
 
   “How severe is he?” There was no evidence of shame or regret in Ben’s nonverbal cues. For that alone he gained my respect. 
 
   “Pretty high-functioning. His biggest problem is socialising.” He placed a large sheet of paper on the table. “It is something we’re working on all the time, teaching him to better understand social cues and structures. Your lectures on non-neurotypical behaviour helped us a lot. It also got him to take an interest in body language. Now he interprets every single bloody movement we make.”
 
   The orbicularis oculi muscles around his eyes relaxed completely while he was talking about his son. His mouth softened and he became much more animated. The love he had for his son was evident. My childhood had been filled with emotional distance, pressure to be normal and ultimately rejection from my parents.
 
   “Your son is a very lucky young man,” I said.
 
   “No, we are the lucky ones. He keeps us on our toes and helps us appreciate every small step, every special moment.” He handed me a fine-toothed comb, wrapped in plastic. “If you could brush out your hair on this sheet, it would be great.”
 
   The reprieve our conversation had brought disappeared. I took the sterilised comb from the plastic cover, angled my head over the sheet of paper and started combing. No matter how much I combed, it didn’t take away the feeling that I had to comb harder.
 
   “Jenny, stop.” Colin’s hand folded over mine. “I’m sure you got it.”
 
   I swallowed and focussed on the hot shower that I would soon have. Carefully I put the comb on the sheet and watched Ben fold the corners of the paper over the comb and any particulates I had managed to get rid of. Colin combed out his hair, but was much more efficient at it. He winced a few times as he touched the knot at the back of his head.
 
   The next twenty minutes were uncomfortable as Ben took photos. He first photographed the scratches on Colin’s arm and the knot at the back of his head, showing me how it would be done. When it was my turn, I lifted my shirt to just beneath my breasts and closed my eyes. The discomfort I felt was not because a stranger was looking at my bare abdomen. It was the reminder of unknown assailants touching me, hitting me, that had me reaching for Mozart yet again. 
 
   My life had never been without challenges. During my formative years it had been fighting the stigma attached to anything and anyone deviating from society’s definition of ‘normal’. University had been a challenge in itself—a new social environment with many unknown factors, all of which had sent me into countless bouts of panic, resulting in shutdowns sometimes lasting for days. But I had fought my way through my fears, constantly tightening my control, and dealing with challenging situations.
 
   I had not been born with skills like most neurotypical people. The field I had graduated in was chosen with the utmost care. Typically, people on the autism spectrum did not read and understand body language. I was now one of the world’s leading experts. My further education in psychology aided me in a better understanding of neurotypical behaviour, most of which I considered irrational and nonsensical.
 
   Despite all my education, my analytical skills and exceptional IQ, I failed to find enough rationalisation to calm myself. This situation and all it encompassed was becoming more overwhelming by the minute. Observing Ben’s fleeting micro-expressions of horror, anger and sympathy while documenting my injuries exacerbated my blooming panic. 
 
   “We have given you all the symptoms we have so far experienced.” My voice was strained. This was an attempt to change my focus while Ben took close-up photos of my arms. I needed my mind to become immersed in analysis or problem-solving. That would keep the panic at bay. “In your experience, do you agree the drug could be a benzodiazepine?”
 
   He briefly looked up from zooming in on four dark marks next to each other. Fingers from a large hand, a man’s hand.
 
   “Yes, unfortunately.” He frowned. “But it should’ve had a calming effect on you.”
 
   “It doesn’t.” Briefly I told him about my experiences with benzodiazepines.
 
   “Are you using any other medication at the moment?”
 
   “Only vitamin supplements when needed.” I had vowed to wean myself off medication as much as I could. As long as I focussed on my physical and psychological health, I was able to avoid having to use pharmaceutical help. “It has been a long time, but sometimes I need SSRIs.”
 
   “What’s that?” Colin asked.
 
   “Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors.” Ben looked back at me. “Do you often suffer from depression?”
 
   “Not as much anymore. I have managed to find a good balance in my life.” It was strange that I talked so easily with this man I had never met before. Maybe it was the knowledge that he understood on an uncommonly deep level. 
 
   “Do you think the benzodiazepine will have an adverse effect on you in the long term?” 
 
   “I hope not. It has been more than twenty years since I last had anything like it. Once it had metabolised, there weren’t any aftereffects. I hope it will still be true.”
 
   “What aftereffects?” Colin asked.
 
   “There is a lot of disagreement about long-term effects and frankly, I don’t think that a few days’ use qualifies as long-term use. We would have to use it for longer than three days to see definite effects in our cognitive functions.” One look at his face and my eyebrows lifted. “You are scared?”
 
   “I’m not scared.” He tried to relax his facial muscles, but the fear was still visible. “I’m just concerned about all these side effects. Wait. Why are you not freaking out?”
 
   I stiffened. “What–”
 
   “Sorry, Jenny.” Colin knew I was sensitive about the word ‘freak’. “‘Freaking out’ usually means becoming hysterical.”
 
   “It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “I know.” He sighed. “What I want to know is why you are not more concerned with everything he’s just said.”
 
   “May I?” Ben looked at me. I nodded, curious to hear his reasoning for my behaviour. I assumed he felt he had personal insight. He turned to Colin. “Knowledge makes her feel safer. The more she knows, the more empowered she feels. It is the strangeness, the lack of information making her feel powerless and therefore uncomfortable. How did I do?”
 
   “You’re mostly right,” I said when he looked at me, expectation around his eyes. “Especially about my need for information.” 
 
   “The first few years with Tommy were really difficult.” Ben’s voice softened as he spoke about his son. He was photographing my back. Colin was holding my shirt up, his hands warm where he touched me. “He wouldn’t accept a simple answer to a question. He wanted an encyclopaedic answer even for the simplest of questions. It used to drive us nuts. Then we got him an iPad. Honest to God, that was a gift. He has two sets of encyclopaedias on it since he doesn’t believe in the reliability of information from the internet. Now we know when he has a question. He stops talking and starts tapping away on his iPad. It’s brought us all quite a lot more breathing space.”
 
   “You seem to have found a good compromise.” A hitch in Colin’s tone made me turn to him. What I saw on his face took me by surprise. Envy was an emotion closely related to regret. We felt envy for things we didn’t have, regret for things we had or hadn’t done. A stabbing pain hit me in my chest. I didn’t hear Ben’s reply, wondering what Colin felt was missing. Was it related to our relationship? To date I had not seen any nonverbal indicators that he regretted being with me or that he envied other couples. Indicators of impatience, yes. But not envy or regret. This was a first.
 
   As I inhaled to ask him, Ben’s cell phone rang. Since it was ten past six in the morning, I suspected the call came from Manny rather than from Ben’s friends. I could hold my questions for Colin until another time. This took precedence. Ben listened to the caller and responded with monosyllables. A soft thudding coming from outside drew my attention to the window and the large meadows visible in the early morning light.
 
   “Your ride should be here any minute,” Ben said as he placed the phone on the table. “Manny sends his regards and wishes you happy travels.”
 
   “That arsehole would never say that.” Colin got up and walked to the kitchen window. “They’re landing.”
 
   The thudding had increased exponentially. With disbelief I watched a sleek, black helicopter land in the meadow about a hundred metres from the cottage. The efficiency with which Manny had called in Ben’s help and now our transport was impressive. The knowledge that I had to travel in a helicopter for an undetermined distance, not having showered and not wearing my own clothes, sent a rush of adrenaline through my system. 
 
   “Jenny? Jenny, I need you to stay with me.” Colin was rubbing my arms, his voice insistent. “Jenny?”
 
   I took a few breaths into the silence. No more thudding. “Is the helicopter gone? Can we drive back to France?”
 
   I was still in my chair at the table. Colin had pulled a chair closer to sit facing me. He was very close, his thighs on the outside of mine, worry clear on his face. We were alone in the kitchen. “The pilots are set to take off as soon as you are ready. This is a special helicopter—it can fly long distance, is quite comfortable and will be the quickest way for us to get home. Once we’re home you can shower, use your own products and wear your own clothes.”
 
   I smiled. “You’re an exceptional manipulator.”
 
   “Other people might call it negotiation.” He took both my hands in his, the muscles around his eyes relaxing, softening his expression. “And I know you. As much as you hate wearing my clothes and not having showered, you would rather wait another few hours and shower in your own home than lose another thirty minutes here just to wear my clothes again.”
 
   It was difficult to speak past the muscles in my throat tensing up. “You don’t know me as well as you think. Wearing your clothes is not as disconcerting as the thought of not showering. But I can’t get into the helicopter.”
 
   “Why not?” No censure, only curiosity and concern.
 
   “I’m not prepared for it. I don’t know the safety features, the statistics on accidents and survival rates.” My voice rose in pitch and volume. “I don’t know the experience of the pilots or whether the current fuel levels will be sufficient for the fuel consumption to take us all the–”
 
   “Hey, it’s okay. Take a breath.” He waited a few seconds for me to compose myself. “You know this is the fastest way for us to get home, right?”
 
   “Rationally, yes.”
 
   “Is there any way that you can Mozart your way into the helicopter?”
 
   “How many times do I have to tell you not to use Mozart as a verb?”
 
   He smiled at the old argument. “Well, can you?”
 
   “I would rather not.” My intense fear of change, of the unknown had been the reason I constantly pushed myself, wanting to move past the many limitations my mind placed on me. I had travelled to all the continents on the planet unaccompanied. I didn’t want to be a prisoner to my own fears. Despite everything in me screaming in horror, I straightened my spine, lifted my chin and inhaled deeply. “After the pilots assure me that they are qualified and we have enough fuel, I will board.”
 
   As soon as I said it, panic punished my body. I thought back to all those times I had been convinced I would not be able to get onto the plane. Like then, I now focussed on my end destination. A hot shower in my apartment. I pulled my hands out of Colin’s and stood up. “Let’s go.”
 
   “Wait.” I looked around the kitchen. “Where’s Ben?”
 
   “He left soon after the helicopter arrived. He told me to give you his regards.”
 
   I nodded. It was a pity. I had liked Ben and would’ve liked to thank him for his patience. There wasn’t time for pondering on this. I had to get into that helicopter. 
 
   It had been a long time since I had needed to practice such unyielding control. Through the short conversation with the pilots, getting into the helicopter and wondering about all the unknown bacteria in this aircraft, I held myself together. Changing focus made it easier to control my stress levels. I observed, questioned, analysed and processed. I noticed sadness flash over Colin’s face as we took off. His safe house had been compromised and would most likely never be used again. The sadness led me to believe that he had valued this specific home.
 
   When turbulence made the flight uncomfortable, I asked the pilots more questions. I learned about all the instruments they were using to keep us safe. Once, the younger pilot lied when I asked about emergency landing statistics. I pointed out what an incompetent liar he was and explained how he could improve that skill. His colleague laughed and gave me the correct statistics. Throughout the whole journey, Colin said very little, watching me with a foreign intensity or looking out the window.
 
   By the time we landed in an empty parking area quite close to my apartment, my muscles were trembling. I believed part of that to be caused by hunger, but mostly this was due to the tension of holding myself up, maintaining my defiant posture. It was exhausting. When Greg, the incompetent liar, opened the door for us to exit the helicopter, I realised that I was clutching Colin’s hand. My fingers were white from the strength of my grip. Consciously, I relaxed my hold and wondered why he had not said anything. I stared at our joined hands.
 
   Colin’s smile was gentle when I looked up at him. Expressions I did not often observe around his eyes now had my full attention. For a few seconds he sat quietly, allowing me to study him. I wanted to ask why I saw pride and respect when he looked at me, but he shook his head. “Let’s go home. We can talk there. The car is waiting for us, but we’re going to have to walk there. Will you be okay walking only in socks or do you want me to carry you?”
 
   Walking across a meadow in Colin’s thick socks had not been too difficult. Nature’s dirt was acceptable to me. A glance at the paving brought information flooding into my mind. Statistics on bacteria and organic matter caused my blinking to increase. I forced my thoughts away from that and looked at Colin.
 
   He was already moving past me to climb out. He stood tall at the door and held out his arms. “In my arms or a ride on my back?”
 
   “Your back.” It would make me feel less weak.
 
   He turned around and presented me with his strong back. I had never been carried on anyone’s back before. I had seen this on television and in parks when parents, usually fathers, carried their tired children to the car after a day of fun. This was a first for me. It took a few tries before I clung onto Colin like a baby monkey. Twice he had to tell me to ease up around his neck, I was choking him. 
 
   The pilots found this amusing, but I could not see the humour in this. With every passing second my desperation for the safe haven of my apartment increased. Transferring from Colin’s back to the town car was awkward, only to repeat the exercise when we arrived at the front door of my apartment building. I wouldn’t even get down from Colin’s back when we were in the elevator. I had seen a neighbour’s dog urinate in excitement one day. I shuddered.
 
   “You all right back there?” Colin’s voice vibrated where my chest pressed into his back. 
 
   “I will be soon.” One more floor, the hall and I would be in my sanctuary. A soft ping announced that we had arrived, the doors opened and Colin walked to the front door. He let go of one of my legs and lifted his hand to knock, but the door swung open. Vinnie’s large frame filled the door to my apartment. He was wearing his usual combat pants and black T-shirt, stretched over muscles that belonged on a wrestler. Whenever he experienced intense emotions, the long ragged scar down the side of his face became more prominent. Like now.
 
   I expected an outburst filled with expletives, but Vinnie merely stood there staring at us. After two seconds of observing him, I tapped Colin’s shoulder. “Let me down.”
 
   I slid down his back, preparing myself for the next few minutes. In the year that I had known Vinnie, I had discovered that despite his criminal background, his size and demeanour, he was sensitive. Of those I counted to be my friends, he needed the most reassurance. I stepped around Colin and stopped in front of Vinnie. He was ignoring Manny’s irate insistence for him to move out of the way and had his attention solely on me now.
 
   “We’re here, Vinnie.” It had become easier, but I still found friendship difficult. Comforting a friend was not a skill I excelled in. Logic and rationale were my fortes. Reassuring someone wasn’t. 
 
   Vinnie didn’t respond verbally to my attempt at reassurance, but his micro-expressions told me everything I needed to know. Our disappearance had affected him deeply. The relief on his face warred with fear and anger. After a year of friendship, I knew what he needed. It came at a great personal cost, but I had learned that friendship meant being selfless even at trying times. I sighed, bracing myself as I stepped closer and opened my arms.
 
   Strong emotions washed over his face before he lifted me and enveloped me in an embrace gentle enough to not cause me too much discomfort. He buried his head in my neck, his whole body trembling. My feet were dangling, my arms loosely draped around his large shoulders. Behind him Manny had grown quiet. I awkwardly patted Vinnie’s shoulder. “I’m okay, Vinnie.”
 
   He shook his head and held me tighter. I looked over his shoulder into my apartment. Manny was standing a few feet behind Vinnie, scowling. He looked even more rumpled than normally. Dark rings under his bloodshot eyes showed that he too had suffered. His unshaven jaw was not the usual lazy one-day stubble. It was a few days’ growth. He looked exhausted.
 
   “Come on, big guy. Let’s go inside.” Colin’s hand rested lightly on Vinnie’s arm and pushed him into my apartment. “Jenny’s been wanting to be in her own place since she woke up.”
 
   Still Vinnie would not let me go. He turned around and took a few steps towards the sitting area to the left. The living area of my loft apartment was one large space, strategically divided into the sitting area to the left of the front door, my library and reading area to the right. Deeper into the apartment, after the reading area, was the kitchen—across from it, the dining area. Vinnie stopped next to one of the two large sofas. 
 
   I heard him swallow, and allowed him a few more seconds to compose himself before I would start squirming. My dislike of being touched was not nearly as important as assuring Vinnie that I was here and mostly unharmed. A strong tremor shook his body before he released his hold on me. He lowered me to the ground, but anchored me with his hands on my shoulders.
 
   I was the one studying people, analysing the expressions on their faces. Being on the receiving end of such a scrutiny from Vinnie was a novel experience. I waited him out. 
 
   “Jen-girl.” He cleared his throat. Bending slightly at the knees, he peered into my eyes. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “I will feel much better once I’ve had a shower, but I’m operating just fine, thank you.”
 
   “Did those fuckers hurt you?”
 
   “Yes, but I didn’t feel it.” My half-shrug was unsuccessful. His hand on my shoulder was too heavy. “It hurts a little now, but the bruising will disappear in another few days.”
 
   The scar on the side of his face became pronounced as his lips compressed. “I will get those bastards, Jen-girl.”
 
   “No, you won’t.” Manny stepped closer, but was wise enough to not be within punching distance. “I want you to be in jail, but for some reason Doc likes you, so you will let us do this the right way.” Manny looked at me. “We will get these sons of bitches the legal way and make sure they never see the light of day again.”
 
   I gasped. “You can’t kill them, Manny.”
 
   “I’m not going to kill the… ah. That saying means they will never leave prison, Doc. Not that I will kill them.” The small smile my misunderstanding brought to his face was worth my annoyance at yet again lacking knowledge of common lexicon. He inhaled deeply and let it out on a loud sigh. “I’m glad you’re home, Doc. I’m even glad to see the thief.”
 
   Colin pushed past Manny, purposefully bumping him out the way. He held out his hand to greet Vinnie. My shoulders felt much lighter as Vinnie lifted his hands and used Colin’s outstretched hand to pull him into a man-hug. At least Colin’s height was near enough to Vinnie’s to not necessitate being lifted off the ground. Manny looked at the two friends with disgust curling his top lip.
 
   “Genevieve?” 
 
   I turned around to see Phillip and Francine quietly waiting to greet me. They too wore the stress of the last two days on their faces and bodies. Francine was dressed like a supermodel, her exotic looks enhanced by the cream dress and designer jewellery. Her eyes were void of the usual dark eyeliner and mascara she used to draw attention. A few dark stains under her eyes were evidence of tears having washed away her makeup. I liked Francine being my only female friend. She was not overly emotional like most women. Therefore I was taken aback at the fresh tears in her eyes.
 
   “I’m really happy you’re here.” She took a step closer. Uncertainty halted her movements, her need undisguised. 
 
   “Oh, for goodness’ sake.” I took a few annoyed steps towards her. “Give me a hug then.”
 
   Relief, but mostly gratefulness drew her mouth and eyes into a smile. Logically I understood people’s need for physical closeness and hugging during times of distress. Practically, it overwhelmed my senses. Francine’s subtle, and undoubtedly expensive, perfume surrounded me as she gave me a strong hug. I had become more accustomed to Vinnie’s embraces and Colin’s romantic affection. Being hugged by a woman was a new experience for me. She was soft, yet strong. I found myself returning the hug. Soon enough she let go of me, wiping at her eyes.
 
   I turned to Phillip. He took both my hands in his and pressed them against his heart. “Don’t ever do this to me again.”
 
   “I didn’t…” My voice was so full of tears I had to stop talking. Phillip was the first person who had faith in me as an individual. My professors had had faith in my academic abilities, others had had faith in my expertise, but it was Phillip who had shown trust in me as a person seven years ago. For no logical reason he had taken me under his care after an accidental meeting in an art gallery. He had given me a job, given me carte blanche to do my job in my own way. He was a father to me.
 
   I swallowed hard, but a few tears rolled down my cheeks. I was not only feeling my own relief at being home, but observing the deep affection and relief on Phillip’s face elicited a fierce emotional response in me. He brought a warm hand to my cheek, gently wiping away tears. “We’ll leave you to shower and eat. Vinnie prepared a cold breakfast for you. We wanted to be here to greet you, but will give you time to regroup. As soon as you are ready, we will meet in the office to debrief. Is that acceptable?”
 
   I nodded, still not confident in my voice.
 
   Of everyone in my apartment, Phillip had known me the longest. It had only been in the last three years that our relationship had moved from strictly professional to a more personal level. In hindsight, I knew it had all been dependent on me. He had given me the time and space to come to him when I was ready. After seven years, he knew me well, but I knew him just as well, if not better. And this was why I knew that he had arranged this welcoming party to be short.
 
   A quick glance at Manny’s discontent confirmed my suspicions. Manny would have wanted to debrief us immediately, Vinnie would’ve wanted to get names to hunt down, and Francine would’ve wanted data to start an immediate online assault. Phillip was the one who knew I needed time to go through my familiar routine, to later meet in a familiar professional setting in order to regain my equilibrium. I squeezed his hands long and hard, knowing he would understand my unending gratitude.
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   “Ah, you’re here.” Phillip pushed away from the large, round table and stood up. It was strange to see him in the team room. I usually met with him in his office or he came to my viewing room. He lowered his head, studying me. “Are you refreshed?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.” It was only an hour and fifteen minutes since everyone had left my apartment. I had spent longer than usual under the shower, scrubbing with the strongest soap I had. Colin and I had quickly eaten, not speaking much. Both of us wanted to get to work and solve our mysterious abduction.
 
   “I’ll get Manny.” Francine’s make-up was perfect, no evidence of tears. She winked at me. “He went to make himself that horrid tea with milk.”
 
   When the president had asked us to form a special investigative team, Phillip had not only agreed, but had insisted on his high-end insurance company’s offices housing our activities. Within three weeks he had converted the two rooms next to my specialised viewing room to a large open workspace. Separating my viewing room from our team room were two glass sliding doors that sealed to afford me the soundproof silence I sorely needed on a frequent basis. 
 
   In the team room, Phillip had installed a computer system to Francine’s exact specifications. Her work station took up almost as much space as my long desk and the ten computer monitors mounted on the wall above it. Manny had a large desk, overflowing with little pieces of paper. Vinnie had no desk and spent minimal time in the team room. Most of his time was spent socialising with his criminal acquaintances, keeping contact in the hope to find information that could aid us in our investigations.
 
   After three weeks of Colin using the far corner of my desk and leaving his files in my cabinet, I had insisted on him moving to the team room. He had refused and successfully convinced me that sharing a room with Manny for any length of time was not wise. That had resulted in a smaller desk against the wall to the left behind my workspace in the viewing room. Colin had proved to be a quiet worker, not disturbing me when I was analysing footage or doing research. The space he would’ve taken up in the team room now had a dark wooden table with chairs. It was here we had team meetings and this was where Phillip had been waiting for us.
 
   I sat down in my usual seat, hanging my handbag over the back of the chair. I moved with care, every twist of my body reminding me of the numerous bruises marring my torso. Vinnie was already seated, his legs stretched out in front of him. “How’re you doing, Jen-girl?”
 
   “I feel much better, thank you.” I had chosen my outfit deliberately. My summer trousers were light and fitted comfortably around my hips. When I sat down, the material didn’t press against any of the dark bruises. The patterned blouse was dark, but of a light material. The long sleeves hid not only the tattoo, but also the bruises on my arms. Knowing that nobody else would see proof of my abuse made me feel more confident. I had not felt comfortable with Ben’s anger and pity at witnessing the injuries. Vinnie and Manny’s anger would overwhelm me.
 
   Francine came back into the team room, followed by Manny, who looked as tired as before. His stride was purposeful, his eyes set on me. He put his mug of tea down on the table as he stopped next to my chair. “Doc.”
 
   I looked up at the proud man, who was impatient with psychology, seldom understood me, yet treated me with an odd kind of respect. His military training and years in law enforcement had made him less inclined towards emotions and always looking for reasons to imprison Vinnie and Colin. In his late forties, on days like today, when stress became visible around his eyes and his unshaven beard showed greying hair, he looked closer to his retirement years. 
 
   He glared at me, his emotions carefully hidden behind his usual mask of annoyance. On a deep inhale, he relaxed his face and allowed me to study his true expressions. I knew when we had met a year ago, he had been suspicious of my skills and uncomfortable with me. Over time, his acerbic attitude had not changed, but he had become more protective of me. It didn’t take my three doctorate degrees to know that it was the most comfortable way for him to show affection. And that was what I saw in his expression right now. That, concern, and unsurprisingly, anger.
 
   “I’m okay, Manny.”
 
   “Ben Rhodes sent me the bloody photos, Doc.”
 
   I closed my eyes for a second. My careful choice of clothes had just become a moot point.
 
   “What photos?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “They had beaten Jenny while she was out.” Colin had taken a seat next to me. Anger was evident in his tone. “You can see the shape of their fists, Vin.”
 
   Vinnie got up so fast his chair fell over and landed with a thud on the heavy carpeting. Now I had two irate men towering over me, glaring at me as if I had been the one injuring myself. At least Colin was glaring at me sitting down. Were it not for my background in psychology, their behaviour would offend and intimidate me. It merely irritated me.
 
   “A few days and the bruising will be gone.” It was most inconvenient reassuring people. “It hurts a little, but that too will fade.”
 
   “Should you not go to the doctor? What about internal injuries?” Francine asked.
 
   “The bruising would look different,” I said. My voice was less calming, more defensive. I did not want a doctor examining me. It would mean more strange hands touching me. “This is muscle damage only. They didn’t break anything. I will be fine.”
 
   Vinnie made a sound of disgust, picked up his chair and sat down hard on it. “Let’s get those fuckers. Francine, have you got any video yet?”
 
   “I’m still looking.” Francine was reputed to be one of the world’s best hackers. “I didn’t find anything on public sites, now I’m looking to the other places.”
 
   Manny groaned. “Can’t we try to keep this above board for a change?”
 
   “You want to get court orders for all security cameras of all the companies in all the cities from here to England?” She lowered her eyelashes, her voice turning sultry. “Not even your animalistic sex appeal would be enough for all that, handsome.”
 
   Manny should have been used to Francine’s outrageous flirting by now. He wasn’t. His already tense body language tightened up even more. “Watch it, little girl. I told you before, you go up against me, there’s not a chance you will win.”
 
   Francine gave him a slow wink and looked at me. “When you didn’t show up at home on Thursday evening and we realised you were gone, I immediately started searching for you. The security cameras in this street were supremely inadequate.”
 
   “We’ve installed more,” Vinnie said, nodding for Francine to continue. 
 
   “I couldn’t find you guys anywhere. When you phoned this morning, I hacked into all the transportation points’ video feeds.” She ignored Manny’s pointed cough. “Nothing. You weren’t taken there by train, air or across the Channel by registered ferry or any other way. It must have all been private. Cars, planes or boats from places with no or limited security.”
 
   A soft knock at the door interrupted our conversation. The door whooshed open and Angelique entered carrying a tray. She had been Phillip’s personal assistant before I started working here. It had been seven years and still she looked at me with fear. I had briefly attempted being friendly, but that had frightened her even more. I kept our contact to a minimum and she avoided me as much as possible. That was why her presence and the tray filled with refreshments got my attention. She placed the tray between Francine and Manny, where there was more space between the chairs. Manny had shifted away from the ever-flirting Francine.
 
   “I brought some coffee and croissants.” She looked at me. The fear was evident, but I also saw regret. Odd. “Are you well, Doctor Lenard?”
 
   “Yes, thank you, Angelique.” 
 
   No matter how many times Phillip had told her to fit in with the rest of the more informal atmosphere in the office and call everyone by their first name, she insisted on titles. I narrowed my eyes and studied her. Something was different about her behaviour. It was entirely possible that she was empathising with Phillip and the others’ concern. She had never before indicated any concern for my well-being. My scrutiny brought more fear to her body language and she took a few steps to the door. “If you need anything else, let me know.”
 
   “Thank you, Angelique.” Phillip’s deep, calming voice drew her attention away from me.
 
   “Sir.” She nodded at him and hurried from the room. The door closed quietly behind her.
 
   “Tell me about the murder,” I said to Manny. Without any video or reasonable suspect, I needed more information. 
 
   “Oh no, missy.” The corners of Manny’s mouth turned down. “I haven’t even started asking you questions. Once I’m satisfied, you get to ask me questions. Here’s a question for you, Doc. Why were you investigating those thefts?”
 
   I knew which thefts he was referring to. “I was bored.”
 
   “And?” Manny waved his hand in a fast rolling gesture when I didn’t continue.
 
   “And when I’m bored, I start looking for anomalies in the investigators’ reports, in reported art thefts, in police reports.”
 
   “We’re supposed to look for Kubanov, missy.”
 
   “And we’re not finding him.” My tone was as argumentative as Manny’s. This was the case that had brought Manny and the rest of the team into my life a year ago, also introducing us to Tomasz Kubanov, a rich and powerful philanthropist in Russia. Numerous law enforcement agencies across the globe were looking for evidence to convict him of a long list of crimes ranging from art fraud to arms trafficking to human trafficking. He was considered a dangerous and evil man. 
 
   Twice we had almost caught him. It was after the last event that the president had formed this team, our main goal finding and capturing Kubanov. Kubanov had formed an unhealthy obsession with me since I had destroyed a lucrative art fraud ring a year ago, and then foiled his plans to destroy the president’s family six months ago.
 
   “Seriously, no one is going to say it?” Francine threw her hands in the air. She enjoyed being melodramatic. “Fine, then I’ll say it. This thing stinks of Kubanov. We might not have found him, but he has come looking for us. Well, for the two of you.”
 
   Colin tensed next to me when everyone turned their attention to us. 
 
   “There is absolutely no proof that this is Kubanov.” Only my suspicions.
 
   “Oh, come on, girlfriend.” Francine started counting on her manicured fingers. “In an amazingly well-organised attempt, you and sexy over there are kidnapped, drugged and shipped to a location no one knows about. Sorry, Colin… no one knew about. Then in another amazingly well-organised event, Colin is set up for the murder of the butler. That butler is connected to you because of your snooping through some burglary files. Who else do we know capable of orchestrating something this complex? Huh?”
 
   “We have no evidence,” I said. Even I could hear the lack of conviction in my voice. I had to agree with Francine. The events of the last few days were very indicative of Kubanov’s modus operandi. 
 
   “And you have still not told me why you were looking into those burglaries.” Manny tapped one foot, waiting.
 
   “In the last four months a few homes with exceptional security systems had been burgled. I thought that it might be related to the last time Kubanov had shown himself, and I looked into it. The afternoon we were taken, I realised that they were not related at all. I watched the interviews with the homeowners and saw that two of those were lying when they swore they had switched on the alarm systems before they had left. One owner was lying when confronted with his financial situation and whether he would use the insurance payout to cover mounting debts. That is why I said it came to nothing.”
 
   “So it’s pure coincidence that Colin is being set up for the murder of a person connected to one of those cases?”
 
   “I can’t answer that question. I don’t have enough data.”
 
   “You think it is connected?” Manny’s voice rose in frustration. I often had that effect on him.
 
   “I can’t answer that–”
 
   “Bloody hell, missy.” Manny rubbed his face with both hands. With closed eyes, he breathed deeply twice before looking at me. “Okay, what do you want to know?”
 
   “Tell me more about the murder.”
 
   “There’s not much to add to what I told you this morning. The full report is on the system, so you can read the detail. One thing that I didn’t mention and that is a bit of a mystery is the ballistics.”
 
   “What about the ballistics?” Vinnie knew people in the arms trade. The illegal arms trade. Of our team, he carried the most knowledge about weapons.
 
   “The scientists in Scotland Yard are stumped by the evidence,” Manny said. “They recovered the bullets from the butler, none of which had any striae. There were none of the usual identifying marks on the bullets to help the lab find out if the gun had been used in any other crimes, who it is registered to and whatever magic they can pull from a few lines on a bullet. They also found traces of a waxy residue and alcohol.”
 
   “What are they thinking?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “Oh, there’s a whole lot of speculation going on.” The smile Manny aimed at me was genuine. He enjoyed irritating me with unsubstantiated conjecture. “But let me tell you more before I share their theories. The stippling found on the body indicated the gun had been shot at close range, at most two metres. The depth of the penetration and the angle indicated the gun was shot from a minimum of fifteen metres.”
 
   “Is that possible?” I asked.
 
   “The shooter would’ve had to stand outside, behind the house and on a garden wall. So no, Doc, it’s not possible.”
 
   “But how can the evidence be this contradictory?”
 
   “Ah, and that is where the speculation comes in. The lab guys think it might be a homemade or a modified weapon of some kind that uses nine-millimetre bullets. There have been cases of bullets fired from a modified pipe with a firing pin of sorts.”
 
   “I assume that to not be a smoking pipe.”
 
   “It’s called a zip gun, Jen-girl,” Vinnie said. “To have a crude firearm, you need a barrel and a chamber. The barrel can be any kind of pipe. What the old man is talking about is something like that.”
 
   “So it is nothing like the bore lapping we found in the first Kubanov case?” I asked. A cache of Eurocorps weapons had been stolen over a long period of time, all identifiable features removed. The numbers had been filed off the guns and the insides of the barrels smoothed by a method called bore lapping.
 
   Manny shook his head. “It is unlikely. If shot from a normal handgun, the velocity of the bullet would have been much higher than the lab guys have estimated. When I spoke to them, they were all excited about the mystery. They re-checked their evidence and it confirmed the shooter was standing almost two metres from the victim. This was doubly confirmed by a slight void in the gunshot residue and blood splatter on the carpet. A void in the shape of two shoes.”
 
   “What size?” 
 
   “Smart, Doc. You really want to prove your boyfriend’s innocence.” He looked at Colin, his risorius muscles turning his smile into a smirk. “It’s your birthday, pretty boy. Those were British size thirteen.”
 
   “A large man.” My thoughts immediately went to the men who had broken into my apartment a year ago and attacked me. They had been big men. Colin was one point eight metres tall, but I was sure his feet were not that large. I looked at him. “What size shoe do you wear?”
 
   He smiled. “Ask Millard. He should know.”
 
   “Depending on his designer, he wears an eleven or eleven and a half. Never a twelve. He’s a tall criminal without big feet to brag about.” Manny looked proud that he knew that much detail about Colin. When he had investigated Colin, it had been much more in-depth than I had been led to believe. A slightly disturbing discovery, but upon consideration it made sense. Such information could help if ever there were footprints logged as evidence in an art crime. Despite knowing that Colin was working for Interpol and cooperating with him in the last year, Manny still wanted to see Colin incarcerated. 
 
   A stray thought took my attention away from Colin’s feet. “What about other cases?”
 
   “What other cases, Doc?” As Manny asked the question, his eyes flashed with understanding. “You mean cases with similar ballistic evidence to this case?”
 
   “Yes. Have you found any?”
 
   “Doc, I’ve been a bit busy looking for you and bloody Frey.” 
 
   “I’m sure Genevieve is not criticising you, Manny.” Phillip laid both hands flat on the table. “We all know that finding them took priority.”
 
   I sighed when Phillip looked at me, waiting. Tiptoeing around people’s emotions was exasperating. I looked at Manny, but he waved his hand at me. “Don’t apologise, Doc. That will really piss me off. You are right. I should’ve thought about this, but I was worried about your skinny arse. I will get onto this ASAP.”
 
   “If we find more cases, we might find out what kind of weapon was used. That will bring us closer to finding out who killed the butler and then set it up so that all the evidence points to Colin.”
 
   Colin turned to me. “Are you conceding that our kidnapping and this murder are connected?”
 
   “Of course.” I frowned at the obviousness of it. “Why wouldn’t I? A murder committed while you were not conscious and while you have no proof that you were unconscious is convenient. Being forced into unconsciousness, taken to the country of the murder, and having all the evidence point to you is not convenient. It is suspicious.”
 
   “Sometimes your logic isn’t my logic,” Francine muttered while tapping away on her tablet computer. She stopped and slowly looked up. “Did I just say that out loud?”
 
   Vinnie chuckled. “Jen-girl knows that her logic is much better than our logic.”
 
   “Speak for yourself, big guy.” She looked at me with an apologetic smile. “You know I didn’t mean it badly, right?”
 
   “I don’t know why you are worried. Of course my logic differs from yours. My brain functions differently to yours.” I tilted my head. “Although your reasoning skills are superior to most. It must be the neuropaths created from your hacking work and imagining all those conspiracy theories.”
 
   “Um. Thank you?” The humour in her voice lightened the atmosphere around the table. I assumed her question to have some positive nuance and didn’t pursue the rationale of it. There was something else in Francine’s demeanour that was more interesting.
 
   “What are you hiding?” I leaned closer, narrowing my eyes when she shifted in her chair. “Your eyes just flashed to your tablet. What do you have there?”
 
   She put the tablet on the table and put both her hands over it, unconsciously covering whatever information she was withholding. Her gaze had turned serious. “Genevieve, this is one of those times when you should think of the bigger impact of revealing what you see.”
 
   “Why? What illegal acts are you busy with now?” Manny tried to lift her hand to get to the tablet. She pressed down harder and caught him by surprise with a kiss on his cheek. Manny jerked away and glared at her. “Bloody hellfire, working with you people is making me old before my time.”
 
   “You were old before you met us, old man.” Vinnie emphasised the last two words with a malicious smile. “And stop wrestling with Francine before I come over there and beat you senseless.”
 
   With the exception of Phillip and myself, everyone got involved in an argument about Francine handing her tablet over to Manny. Phillip looked at me. “Is it always like this? How do you ever get anything done?”
 
   “Antagonising each other serves as a form of relieving stress.” After six months of daily being exposed to this behaviour I was used to it. Phillip seldom spent time with the team, his experience of the inner dynamics limited. I lifted one hand loosely, palm up. “As long as I don’t hear them in my viewing room, I don’t care. Even while looking for Kubanov, we have solved more art fraud cases in the last six months than the FBI art crimes unit in the same period of time. We’re an effective team.” 
 
   Phillip blinked slowly at my last statement and looked at Francine and Manny threatening each other, almost nose to nose.
 
   “It’s only a bloody list, you big British bully.” Francine lifted the tablet and shook it at Manny. “A shopping list.”
 
   “Whose shopping list?” I asked into the sudden silence.
 
   Francine glanced at Colin, guilt changing her body language. It was difficult to achieve mental and physical comfort while carrying and concealing distressing knowledge.
 
   “Colin did not kill that man,” I said. Even with Phillip here, I found myself mediating. It was most wearisome. “Manny is being obtuse, but he will not send Colin to prison for something he didn’t do. The evidence is strong that Colin is being set up, so whatever information you have there will only help us find the person setting him up. It won’t give Manny power to arrest Colin.”
 
   The slight relaxation of the orbicularis oculi muscles around her eyes proved that I had interpreted her concerns correctly. I ignored Phillip’s surprised inhalation and the speculation in his eyes. I had no desire to become more adept at negotiation and mediation.
 
   “It’s a shopping list of goodies bought by one of Colin’s aliases,” Francine said.
 
   “What did I buy?” Colin asked. “Wait, which credit card did they use?”
 
   “Sydney Goddphin, but it wasn’t from your account. Someone opened a new account using your Sydney ID, address and other personal information. With that card you bought wood glue, a few wires, duct tape and seventeen pagers.” She winked at Manny. “I hacked that bank account to get this valuable information.”
 
   “The same identity your safe house is registered under.” Vinnie whistled. “Dude, someone’s really got it in for you.”
 
   “The things you bought make no sense.” Francine swiped the screen of her tablet computer. “It’s useless stuff. Pagers are so last century. You would never use these things for a heist.”
 
   “What could it be used for?” I asked. 
 
   No one answered for a long while. I took the time to observe their nonverbal cues. Manny was angry, but as usual was using it to mask deeper emotions. Worry being the most apparent. Colin was not as worried as would be expected with evidence mounting against him. Whenever he was plotting out a strategy, his bottom jaw would move while he tilted his head slightly to the back. Right now he was staring at the ceiling, his jaw busy as if he was chewing gum.
 
   Both Francine and Vinnie had expressions revealing that they had theories as to the use of the products bought with Sydney’s credit card. Most likely Francine’s theory involved government cover-ups, if not an invasion by extraterrestrial beings. I was surprised she had not brought up alien abduction as a theory about my and Colin’s recent experience.
 
   “Only three people knew about my safe house. Myself, Vin and Jenny.” Colin dropped his chin and stared at Manny. “Did you know about my place in the UK?”
 
   “You really think I didn’t do my homework on you, Frey?” Manny’s risorius muscles contracted in a micro-expression of a smirk. “I knew about your place in the UK, your place in Italy, and I know your parents’ place in Long Island.” 
 
   Anger flashed over Colin’s face at the mention of his parents’ residence before he marginally relaxed. When we had first met, Colin had given me the addresses to five of his homes across Europe. Manny had only mentioned two. I suspected Colin had a few more residences registered to other pseudonyms. 
 
   “How did you find out about my place in the UK?”
 
   “When Doc found out about your use of seventeenth-century poets as false identities, I had myself a little look around. Turns out that Sydney Goddphin had bought his rustic home through a lawyer and the locals seldom saw him. The lady at the local grocer was most taken with the charming young man who had shopped only three times in her humble store. You had made quite an impression. But she preferred you without the beard. The photo I had was much more becoming, she told me.”
 
   In an unconscious reflex, I extended my arm in front of Colin, preventing him from getting out of his chair. He frowned at my arm for a second, then looked at me, one eyebrow lifted.
 
   “Manny wouldn’t have kidnapped us and set you up for murder. You know this.”
 
   “I don’t know this, Jenny. The arsehole’s been after me for decades. Who’s to say he hasn’t been planning this all along?” He leaned back in his chair, his glare at Manny filled with malevolence. “If you knew about my safe house, why did you ask for the GPS co-ordinates to send your Scotland Yard friend?”
 
   “I wasn’t going to take a chance that my intel was faulty. Not when Doctor Face-reader’s life was on the line. Why the bleeding hell am I explaining this to you, cretin?”
 
   I looked at Phillip, irritation tightening my voice. “Why aren’t you calming everyone down and mediating as usual?”
 
   He lifted both hands in surrender. “I don’t want to interfere. You are doing exceptionally well.”
 
   “No, I’m not. They’re not using logic.” I realised my arm was still in front of Colin. I pulled it against my torso and turned to him. “You are far too intelligent to assume that Manny would murder someone to accumulate evidence to have you imprisoned. Murder, Colin. Murder!”
 
   That was it. I stood up and grabbed my handbag.
 
   “I think I have been handling the last few hours extremely well. Your need to lash out at each other, and Phillip, your lack of intervening is exasperating. I’m going to my viewing room. Don’t even consider entering unless you have started using real logic and not immature, fearful verbal attacks on each other.”
 
   I slung my handbag over my shoulder and walked to the door, ignoring the shocked looks. The control I conducted myself with was slipping and noticeably surprising everyone. On an intellectual level, I understood the need people had to attack. It created a false sense of proactive behaviour, a reflex reaction to counteract the feeling of powerlessness. On a personal level, I found such behaviour to be counter-productive. 
 
   After waking up in a strange country and expending copious quantities of energy on holding black panic at bay, I did not have the mental wherewithal to tolerate neurotypical reactions to fear. I needed to analyse, process and focus on work, on data. I needed to watch footage. I needed to be alone. 
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   “Jenny?”
 
   A warm hand squeezed my forearm, bringing me back to my viewing room. I opened my eyes to find myself huddled on my large office chair, clutching my knees to my chest. Colin had swivelled my chair and was sitting across from me, watching me with great intensity.
 
   “What time is it?” My voice sounded far away. I had worked through a few files on my computer before mentally writing Mozart’s Clarinet Concerto in A Major to put some order to my thoughts. The strain in my muscles indicated that I had been in this position for a lengthy period.
 
   “Just after three.” Gently, Colin uncurled my fists and held my hands in his. “Are you okay?”
 
   I nodded. Once I had started writing Mozart, the full impact of what had taken place, of what I had seen on the monitors must have overpowered me. I had been in my head for four hours. If I were sitting with my feet on the chair, curled up in a protective position, it was safe to assume that I had also been keening. I cringed. 
 
   “No one else has been around.” Colin must have seen some nonverbal cue to my thoughts. “It’s only us.” 
 
   He nodded towards the thick glass doors. In the team room, Manny was sitting at his desk, Francine and Vinnie at the square table with two computers open in front of them. All three were looking at me. Were it not for the sincere concern dominating their expressions, I might have been much more ashamed of my show of weakness. 
 
   “Is this from being kidnapped or something else?”
 
   I assumed he was referring to my shutdown. With a grimace, I dropped my feet to the floor and pulled my shoulders back to stretch my back muscles. It was a mistake. Stretching made me feel the bruising on my stomach. I hunched my shoulders. “Both. I think you had better call the others.”
 
   No sooner had Colin turned to the glass doors and gestured with a nod than everyone got up and hurried across the team room. Manny entered the code in the keypad to open the doors and came through first. He pulled closer the third chair in my viewing room, placing it on my other side. For once he didn’t need reminding to keep at least fifty centimetres between us. Francine pressed a button to keep the doors open, preventing my room from feeling crowded. She stayed close to the door, Vinnie next to her. 
 
   “Have you got something for us, Doc?”
 
   “Emails.”
 
   “What emails?” Colin kept his attention on me. “Who sent you emails?”
 
   “I did.” I turned to my desk, control over the internal turmoil returning to me in increments. “At some point during our abduction, I must have managed to get a hold of a device with internet connection and send myself a few emails.”
 
   “And you remember this?” Manny moved so close I felt his body heat against my arm. “Does this mean you remember more? Do you remember who took you?”
 
   Too sensitive to stimuli and no longer willing to be an altruistic friend, I leaned away, my shoulder touching Colin. “Move back. Please.”
 
   “But you’re touching him.” Manny’s lip curled in disgust and he shook his head. With a glare at Colin, he pushed his chair away. “Talk, missy.”
 
   I brought my email inbox up on one of the large monitors in front of us. “I don’t know how or where I was able to send emails, but I did.”
 
   “To which email account?” The disbelief in Francine’s voice caught my attention. “I checked all your accounts while you were away, hoping to catch something that might help us find you guys.”
 
   It took me a moment to answer. “I don’t know why I’m feeling apologetic. I really shouldn’t. I have a right to my privacy.”
 
   “Jenny?” 
 
   I caught myself crossing my arms and immediately lowered them. “I lost my privacy when all of you entered my life. After the last fiasco and all the hacking, I knew I had zero privacy online. None of my observations, analyses, article outlines were private thoughts anymore. I need my privacy. I need to have something that belongs only to me.”
 
   “So you opened a private email account.” Francine’s smile held pride. “Good for you, girl. I had no idea.”
 
   I knew this was high praise. Francine was far superior to anyone, including me, in acquiring hidden data and information online. I didn’t feel complimented. It was rather resentment at my need for subterfuge to maintain minimal privacy which dominated my emotions. I pushed it back, focussing on the case.
 
   “The effects of being drugged are clear in my emails. Most of this doesn’t make sense. If I had the context within which I had written these emails, it would be much easier to interpret.”
 
   “Just show us, Doc.”
 
   I opened the first email. “This was sent on Thursday evening twelve minutes past eleven.”
 
   An image filled the monitors. Two large shapes separated by a dark gap were badly out of focus. The photo was dark, any images beyond the blurred shapes impossible to identify.
 
   “I have no idea what this is supposed to be. The second email is more telling, but still nonsensical.” I clicked and the next email opened. “I sent this email on Friday afternoon at twenty past five. There are only these words: ‘hypertrophic’, ‘hexahedron’, ‘Homme a la’, ‘halo die’.”
 
   “You were creating quite the rhyme there, Doc.”
 
   “Not a rhyme. An alliteration. Without the context it is difficult to interpret my reasoning for any of these words.”
 
   “What do you think it means?” Francine moved closer, staring at the monitor.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. I hated speculating. “‘Hypertrophic’ usually refers to an abnormal enlargement or excessive growth. It could be of an organ, it could be scarring that is red and raised above the skin.”
 
   “Maybe you described one of the kidnappers.”
 
   “I really don’t know.” I didn’t like this feeling. “The second word, ‘hexahedron’, is a solid figure with six faces, and the next looks like the beginning of a phrase. It is in French, a language in which I would never write notes to myself. It could be the title of a painting or a book, or maybe I overheard someone say this.”
 
   “What’s ‘halo die’?” A small smile lifted the corners of Vinnie’s mouth. “It sounds like you’re predicting the death of an angel.” 
 
   For a few seconds no one spoke. I didn’t have any theories to put forward on the last entry.
 
   “Yup, that email makes no sense.” Vinnie lifted both shoulders. “You are difficult enough to understand when you are not drugged, Jen-girl. Who knows what your mind was doing while high. What other emails did you send?”
 
   “The third email makes even less sense. I sent it on Friday just after six in the afternoon.” It was extremely frustrating that I couldn’t make sense of my reasoning when I had sent this to myself. I opened the second email.
 
   Manny chuckled. “‘Big boom’? Were you thinking about evolution, Doc?”
 
   “I keep telling you I have no idea what I was thinking. Clearly, my neurological paths were impaired by the drugs. Everything is pure speculation. It could be evolution, it could be a volcano.”
 
   “Or an explosion, a bomb.” There was no more laughter in Manny’s voice. “I hope we’re not going have a repeat of the last time. Bloody hell. What do the other emails say?”
 
   I was a bit embarrassed to open the next one. I looked at the words, finding it difficult to believe I had written it. 
 
   “Oh, you were high, girl.” Francine laughed softly. “‘Frame… of reference. Hahahahahaha.’ How many ha’s did you write?”
 
   “Too many.”
 
   “Again this could be that you overheard a conversation,” Colin said. “You knew they were trying to set me up for that murder, to frame me.”
 
   “Which then leads me to ask if ‘reference’ has any relevance. Whether the written laughter has any relevance. Whether the ellipses have any relevance. Even worse, if these emails have any relevance.”
 
   “I’m sure it does, Jenny. You wouldn’t have gone through the trouble to send something to yourself if you didn’t think it would help.”
 
   “Is there more?” Manny asked.
 
   “Only one more and this one is the biggest mystery.” I opened the email. “I sent this photo at ten to five, Saturday morning.”
 
   Everyone leaned towards the monitor. I clicked on the photo to open it up in full screen. 
 
   “What is that?” Vinnie squinted and walked closer. “Jen-girl, you need to work on your photography skills.”
 
   “What do you think that is, Doc?”
 
   “Blueprints,” Colin said softly. I looked at him in surprise. When I had opened my email account earlier and this photo had been there, I would never have guessed it to be a blueprint. I had stared at the monitor for a long time, trying to figure out what image I had attempted to capture. All I still saw were some out-of-focus lines on white. The confidence in his knowledge was clear on Colin’s face.
 
   “How can you be so sure?”
 
   “He’s a thief, Doc.” For once Manny didn’t look at Colin with intense dislike. “Of course he’s going to know what a blueprint looks like. He would need those to plan all his heists.”
 
   “Is this for a building?” I asked Colin.
 
   “There’s no way to tell. The photo is badly out of focus, which hides whatever detail there is to clue me in on what this plan is for.”
 
   “I’ll clean up the image,” Francine said. “Forward it to me. I promise I won’t go into your system to retrieve it.”
 
   I studied Francine’s nonverbal cues for a few seconds. My need for privacy was not borne out of a distrust of the people in this room. It was a simple desire to have something exclusively to myself. In this current situation, it would be unwise to cling on to that. “I think it is better if you get into my system and into this email. Not only to see if you can get a clearer image of this photo, but also to find whatever other clues you can from my emails.”
 
   “Done.” Her facial muscles relaxed, softening her expression. “Thank you.”
 
   Manny sat up and looked at Francine, his eyes bright with intent. “Find us a smoking gun, supermodel. I want to know who these idiots are who dared kidnap Doctor Face-Reader.”
 
   “But it’s okay for them to kidnap me?” Colin asked. “I’m deeply hurt, Millard. Deeply hurt.”
 
   I saw a goading response form on Manny’s lips. I wanted to stay on topic, not mediate between them. There were too many things that still needed to be explored. “There’s something else.”
 
   Everyone turned to me, the change in my tone drawing their attention. I pushed up my sleeve to reveal the tattoo. My breath caught again at the violation of my skin.
 
   “Oh my God.” Francine stepped closer and looked between my arm and my face. “You refused to get a sexy little tat with me. When and why did you get this?”
 
   “I didn’t get this.” I desperately wanted to pull my sleeve down and remove this desecration from my sight. “This was done to me while I was drugged.”
 
   “What is it, Doc?”
 
   Manny had known about the tattoo. It would have been on the photos he had received from Ben. I wanted to declare my gratitude to him for not pushing me about this earlier. Uncomfortable with displays of emotion, I chose to not thank him. “I don’t know. Looking at it like this, it seems to only be twirls and whorls, but I’m sure there is more.”
 
   I decided that everyone had had a long enough look at my arm. I pushed my sleeve down and felt a small measure of relief. The door to the hallway whooshed open and Phillip walked in, his eyes widening when he saw everyone gathered in my viewing room. “Is everything all right? Genevieve?”
 
   “I’m fine, thank you.” 
 
   He lowered his chin, giving me a stare filled with scepticism. The only way I could convince him I was managing was by focussing on work. I did that. Ten minutes later, Phillip was up to date with my emails and my tattoo. 
 
   “I sent you an email earlier, Doc.” Manny shifted closer, but quickly leaned back when he saw my expression. He scowled. “Just open the bloody email.”
 
   I wasn’t surprised by his annoyance. Manny was an interesting example of the male psyche. One day I was going to delve deeper. At the moment I didn’t want to risk his ire. I opened his email and scanned through the content.
 
   “Eight cases?” 
 
   “That I could find while you were faffing about.” Manny waved an impatient hand at Phillip when my boss inhaled to comment. “She’s not offended. Right, Doc?”
 
   “Offended about what?” I didn’t understand his triumphant smile following my question, and didn’t want to ask. “Tell me about the cases.”
 
   “All eight are unsolved cases with similar ballistic profiles as the murdered butler. Some of these could very possibly be false positives, but as far as I could see from the ballistic reports, none of the retrieved bullets had any striae. In most cases there were disparities between the evidence from the stippling and the velocity of the bullet when it entered the body.”
 
   “Is there anything connecting these victims?”
 
   “Not much.” Manny shook his head. “I managed to get twelve of the twenty-eight EU countries’ cooperation. The others will get back to me. The eight cases come from six of these countries. I’m sure there are more such cases, but I don’t know if they are connected at all. The victims have varied profiles.”
 
   “No similarities in social standing, economic position, career or any other field?” Phillip asked.
 
   “Not enough to establish a pattern,” Manny said. “There are working-class victims, two rather wealthy victims, men, women, killed at home, killed in a park, killed on the street. Nope, nothing to say that there is one killer targeting specific people.”
 
   “In your opinion, would you say that these crimes were all committed by different people?” I asked.
 
   Manny took some time to think about this. He looked at the list of names on the computer monitor. “Yes, eight murders committed by eight different killers.”
 
   “Then we should look at the element connecting the killers, not the victims,” I said.
 
   “Mind explaining, please?” Phillip asked.
 
   “Well, it’s logical. The only thing connecting these eight victims of violent crime is the weapon of choice. The questions we should ask are who owned the weapons and where they obtained those weapons. If these weapons were supplied by the same arms dealer, it might take us closer to–”
 
   “Kubanov,” Colin said. “Maybe we should start the investigation with the assumption that everything is connected to Kubanov and look for his connection to the weapons.”
 
   “A valid point,” I said. “The main problem is that in the last six months we have found no concrete evidence pointing to Kubanov being involved in the arms trade. All we have is anecdotal proof. I need more data.”
 
   “The search for cases with similar ballistic profiles is still fresh,” Manny said. “I should get more results today and tomorrow. Then we can separate the wheat from the chaff and get to those cases which are really connected. I’ll have you drowning in data by tomorrow afternoon, Doc.”
 
   For a moment no one spoke. Knowing Manny, his thoughts were consumed with the case. That was why he used two phrases I was not familiar with. I assumed he spoke metaphorically when he promised to drown me in data. I hoped he would keep true to his word.
 
   “I’m going to get started with tracking those emails.” Francine straightened to her full model height. Her standard high heels made her even more eye-catching. “Does anyone have anything else to add? If not, I want to get to my computers.”
 
   “You might want to hear this.” Tension in Phillip’s tone caught my attention. He clenched and unclenched his hands, but caught himself and flattened his palms against his thighs. “I just finished a video conference with Kathleen McCarthy.”
 
   “The owner of the butler house?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “Yes.” Phillip nodded.
 
   “Did you record it?” I asked.
 
   “Already emailed it to you,” Phillip answered. Many times a recording like that had rendered suspicious contradictions in the client’s account of events. Such inconsistencies were easy for me to notice by analysing their body language while being questioned. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think she was hiding anything.”
 
   “What did she say?” Manny asked.
 
   “The Braque painting that Colin had stolen from her house–”
 
   “–allegedly stolen,” Colin said, his voice low.
 
   “Allegedly stolen,” Phillip said with a nod. “That specific painting was a forgery.”
 
   “How is that possible?” I asked, ignoring the sharp inhalations of those around me. “The painting was vetted before Rousseau & Rousseau insured it.”
 
   “Apparently, she was in need of some cash flow three months ago, and decided to sell the Braque. She had an interested buyer who insisted on authenticating the painting using his own people. They said it was a brilliant forgery, maybe the best they had ever come across. It was quite a challenge for them to prove that it was not the real Braque.”
 
   “The question is then whether she bought the forgery or whether someone had broken into her house and had replaced the original with the forgery.” Colin frowned. “That also means the butler was killed for a forgery.”
 
   “I looked at her file and went over the provenance information and the authentication certificates.” Phillip pulled at the cuffs of his suit jacket, a gesture belying the confidence in his tone. “I’m as sure as I can be that we insured the original Braque.”
 
   “Which painting of his?” Colin asked.
 
   “The Harbour of Normandy.”
 
   Colin’s expression mirrored mine. Disbelief. 
 
   “Just like your Braque.” No sooner had the words left my mouth than Colin’s eyes narrowed. He caught his sharp inhale quick enough to make it almost imperceptible. His exhale was controlled. He was displeased.
 
   “Your Braque? Since when do you own a Braque, Frey?” Manny sat up, his eyes narrowed.
 
   “I’m sorry.” I leaned slightly towards Colin. “I didn’t know you didn’t want me to say anything.”
 
   “Say anything about what?” Manny’s voice raised. “Start talking, Frey.”
 
   “Back off, Millard. I was going to tell you in any case.” Colin gave me a half smile. “No harm done, Jenny. After what Phillip just told us, it would’ve been stupid to not consider that painting part of this… I don’t know what this is. A case? A conspiracy? A setup?”
 
   “What about your painting?” Manny enunciated each word as if it were a separate sentence.
 
   “Years ago I painted Braque’s Harbour in Normandy for my safe house. It was one of my best reproductions ever.” There was pride in Colin’s tone. “It had been in my safe house for eight years. Until yesterday. When I saw the Harbour of Normandy hanging in my bedroom, I knew that it was not mine. Someone had replaced my forgery with a lesser forgery.”
 
   “Oh, wow,” Francine said. “Now we have the stolen original, the McCarthy forgery and the safe house forgery. Ooh, it sounds like a delicious conspiracy.”
 
   “Dude, none of this makes sense.” Vinnie’s face twisted in confusion. “Someone breaks into your place to replace your forgery with another forgery. The butler gets killed and a forgery of the exact same painting is stolen. What are the odds?”
 
   “I don’t think such odds are calculable, Vinnie,” I said. “But I think it is safe to say that it is extremely unlikely. This definitely draws a connecting line between the butler and Colin. What that line implies is unclear to me at this moment.”
 
   “Where’s the painting?” Manny asked. “The safe house forgery?”
 
   “With a friend.” Colin’s lips compressed into a thin line. “I’m not telling you where that painting is, Millard. I’m having it checked out. Jenny might not like that we don’t have irrefutable proof, but I’m convinced Kubanov is behind this. That leads me to think that there is a reason he put that forgery in my home and I intend to find out why.”
 
   “Your friend bloody better not be destroying evidence, Frey.”
 
   Colin’s laugh and expression communicated disdain. “I assure you, he’s more skilled than most of your ham-handed CSI-wannabe scientists. If there is any code, any hidden message, anything on that painting, he will find it. He might not be able to interpret it, but if something is out of place, he is the one who will notice it.”
 
   I was leaning back in my chair. Already I had inadvertently broken a confidence. I didn’t want to say anything about the statue that Colin had brought back. It was now up to Colin to share that information with Manny. 
 
   Watching Vinnie and Francine’s reactions was interesting though. The lack of surprise and their attempts at looking disinterested indicated they knew who Colin had taken the painting to. I thought it prudent to not verbalise my observations.
 
   “You will keep me updated.” Manny didn’t ask, he ordered.
 
   “Only because you ask so nicely.” Colin’s smile carried no hint of sincerity. “But I do have another little gift for you.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “Remember the Tang Dynasty marble lion?”
 
   “Of course I do. If the ugly thing was not an antique and out of my price range, I would’ve bought it and put it on my mantelpiece.” Manny looked at Phillip. “Frey had that statue in his hands when I arrested his sorry arse. It was like being handed a trophy.”
 
   “Only to have it taken away, old man.” Vinnie shifted against the doorframe. “How did it feel to lose your big prize?”
 
   Manny ignored him. “What do you have for me, Frey?”
 
   Colin swivelled his chair and pulled open one of my drawers. I bit down hard to not lecture him on allocated spaces. We’d had that conversation numerous times, yet he still ignored my requests and used my drawers to store his things. At least he was neat.
 
   “Did you steal that?” Manny’s accusation snapped me out of my irritation. He was staring at Colin holding the statue he had brought from England. It was in a sealed plastic bag.
 
   “I found it in my safe house.” Worry lines formed next to his eyes and on his brow. “As much as we have been investigating Kubanov, he has obviously also been investigating us. He knows more about me than I thought possible. My safe house was a closely guarded secret. Yes, I know you found it, but it wasn’t easy, right?”
 
   Manny nodded.
 
   “If you were able to locate my safe house, I suppose Kubanov could as well. What really chaps my arse is how he knew about this.” Colin shook the statue. He was becoming more agitated. “I certainly never told anyone that I had this in my hand when you arrested me. Can you see where I’m going with this, Millard?”
 
   The tension in the bodies occupying my viewing room elevated to an uncomfortable level. Manny blanched at Colin’s question, his face losing colour. “As much as you annoy the living tar out of me, Frey, I would never sell you out to someone like Kubanov.”
 
   “Oh, I know that.” Colin wasn’t trying to bait Manny as usual. He was controlled, his tone smooth yet threatening. “What I’m wondering is how careless you have been with the information you gathered on me. And don’t pretend that you don’t have a file on me.”
 
   For a long while Manny didn’t answer. His internal struggle was mostly controlled, but I caught glimpses of the micro-expressions revealing the choices he was busy making. I knew he had come to a decision when the orbicularis oculi muscles under his eyes contracted and he gave a curt nod.
 
   “I have two files on you.” Gone was the irritation and sarcasm. This was Manny at his professional best. “One is on the Interpol system. It has mostly generic information on you, but nothing that would lead back to your connection to Interpol or to Doc. The other file is only on paper. Those are my notes, newspaper clippings and copies of suspicious reports that I had gathered in the last fifteen years. Some of it might not relate to you, but most of it I’ve come to know was my gut telling me the truth. That file is in a place no one will find or have access to.”
 
   The significance of this moment was not lost on me. Nor on Colin. Manny had surprised us all with this level of trust.
 
   “Have you shown the second file to anyone?” Colin asked after a few moments.
 
   “To me,” Phillip said. A wry smile curved his mouth when everyone turned to him. He looked at me, an unfamiliar apologetic expression lingering. “I pressed Manny with everything I had, even our friendship, to get information on Colin. I knew there was no way to persuade you to not go after that first case with the murdered students. I was horrified when Colin had first broken into your flat and you showed an uncommon interest in working with him. Once Manny knew that Colin was in on the case, I pushed him for assurance. I needed to know you were safe. Seeing the file on Colin satisfied me.”
 
   “Even though you didn’t know he was working for Interpol?”
 
   “I just needed to know there was no violence connected to his crimes.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know what to say.” I really didn’t. I was deeply offended that everyone constantly felt the need to protect me. Yet on an academic level I understood the motivations for their actions were concern and affection. It left me conflicted.
 
   “It was an irresponsible move, Millard.” Disapproval depressed the corners of Colin’s mouth. “Who else had access to this file? Someone must have seen your personal notes and used this against me.”
 
   “No one else ever saw that file and we both know that Phillip would never put Doc’s life in danger by revealing my notes. But let’s not continue arguing this point. What do you want me to do with that statue?”
 
   Colin stared at Manny until the slight relaxation of his mouth told me he had decided to not pursue this issue any further. “Give it to your forensic guys to analyse.”
 
   Manny cleared his throat. “My ham-handed CSI-wannabe scientists? Why won’t you give it to your criminal friend?”
 
   “Firstly, he’s not a criminal. Secondly, he owes me only one favour. And lastly, his forte is in paintings, not sculptures.” Colin handed the statue over to Manny.
 
   “It looks like the real thing.” He turned it over and weighed it in his open palm. “This doesn’t feel like it. I’ll get it to the lab.” 
 
   Colin, Manny and Phillip started discussing the different forensic tests needed to analyse the statue. I lost interest and turned to my computer. I wanted to analyse the information Manny had emailed me. I had an overwhelming number of questions and limited information—information that only led to more questions.
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   “Twenty-seven? In the last twenty months? Isn’t that a lot?”
 
   “I won’t be surprised if there are more, Doc.” 
 
   I had spent the rest of yesterday afternoon sifting through the information from Francine, Manny and Phillip. I had also spent an inordinate amount of time staring at the tattoo on my arm, hating the violation of my person. I had barely sat down with my coffee five minutes ago when Manny had barged into my viewing room and ordered me to open a folder on the server our team shared. 
 
   I lifted my coffee mug and took a blissful sip. With Colin’s influence, Phillip had invested in a new coffee machine. Not only was the machine superior, but the coffee beans Colin brought were of the highest quality.
 
   “Doc, are you listening?” Manny hovered next to me, agitated. He pulled a chair closer and fell into it. Only now did I see him holding a few printed pages. “I need your full high-IQ attention here. I got most EU countries to cooperate. I even got the FBI to hand over files on cases with similar ballistic evidence. I spent the whole evening eliminating cases that were not related.”
 
   “How sure are you they are not related to the butler?”
 
   “I’ve been doing this job for longer than you’ve been alive, missy.”
 
   “That is a gross embellishment. If you have been working as a detective for thirty-four years, then you must be at least fifty-three. You are forty-eight, far too young to make an outrageous statement like this.” My voice tapered off at the end. Manny’s expression was informing me that I had overstepped the line. “You were just trying to make a point that you have much more experience than me and therefore are more equipped to make informed judgements on the relevance of a case.”
 
   “Now she’s telling me what I was saying,” Manny said, looking at the ceiling and breathing heavily through his nose. He dropped his head and glared at me. “Hellfire, you can test a man’s patience. May I continue now with the cases, missy? Good. As with the first eight cases I had found, these are different in most ways. The demographics of the victims vary far too much to find a pattern. Most of the victims are from a lower income class.”
 
   The glass doors between my viewing room and the team room whooshed open and Colin walked in, followed by Vinnie. The latter stopped just inside my room and leaned against the door. It always appeared as if he wanted as much distance between him and Manny as possible. Colin walked closer, carrying his coffee mug. “Morning, Millard.”
 
   “Frey. I was just telling your girlfriend here about the twenty-seven cases I think are related to the butler’s case. It’s on the server, so you can read all the details, but the gist of it is that there is no connection. These victims are worlds apart. There are three unemployed men, two of whom are suspected to have organised crime ties. Julie Sim was a woman who owned a small bodega in Miami and had no criminal ties at all. She wasn’t Hispanic, so I don’t quite know how she came to own a bodega.”
 
   “My God, you are small-minded.” Colin sat down on his chair, shaking his head. “Being Hispanic is not a requirement for owning a store.”
 
   “Hmm. Well, Lesley Roberts and Rita Freudenberg were working-class people without any direct connection to any criminal activities. Jason Brat, Kenny DuRand and Alex Reed were US citizens with close connections to the drug world. Apart from the butler, there were only three others from the shiny side of the tracks. That would be the rich neighbourhoods, Doc. There was J Conner Beatty, a plastic surgeon, Jennifer Hymes, an executive, and Susan Kadlec, a professor of art history from a university in Prague.”
 
   Had I not grown bored with the recital of names and looked at Colin, I might not have caught the micro-expressions tightening the muscles around his eyes and mouth. First there was shock, immediately followed by deep grief. He had known Professor Kadlec. After yesterday’s mistake of speaking too fast, I bit down on the inside of my lips to prevent myself asking him about it.
 
   Manny hadn’t noticed anything, still looking at the list in his hands. “Then there was Dakhota Wilson living in Spain. The detectives were convinced that her spouse had her killed.”
 
   “A spouse assassination?” Vinnie’s tone indicated humour. “What did she do? Burn the rice?”
 
   “She married a much younger man, then lost all her money in a bad investment the young gent had suggested after they immigrated to Spain.” The corners of Manny’s lips turned down. “He most likely told her he loved her and that she was beautiful no matter her age. She desperately wanted to believe him and gave in to that need. He used her for her money and just before she went bankrupt had her killed. The insurance payout was over three million dollars.”
 
   “Why so sour, old man?” Vinnie’s smile attempted innocence. It failed. “Did one of your previous wives try to off you?”
 
   Manny glared at Vinnie. “I don’t have time for you today, criminal. One of these days though. One of these days it will be you and me.”
 
   “I still maintain that we have to find the murderers,” I said, hoping to avoid another one of their petty arguments. “The strongest common factor here is the ballistic evidence, the weapons they used. It is therefore safe to infer that the supplier of these weapons might be someone we would do well to find. The best way to do that is to speak to the killers. But first we have to find them.”
 
   Manny snorted and lifted the printed pages. “Seriously, Doc? You want us to solve twenty-seven murders?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Manny waited. When I didn’t elaborate, he rolled his eyes. “These cases have been thoroughly investigated. They are unsolved cases because there was not—”
 
   “Did you only look for unsolved cases?” I asked, not caring about his weak arguments.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What if a case with ballistics like this was solved? What if more than one case were solved? What if these killers are in prison? We will be able to interview them immediately and possibly find a link. No, not possibly. I’m convinced we will find a link.”
 
   Manny was quiet for a moment. “You are right, Doc. I will get onto that right now. Although I don’t have high hopes. I had put out a request to the law enforcement agencies for cases that fit our profile, and I only got cold and unsolved cases.”
 
   “Look again. I don’t have as many years’ experience as you, but one thing I do know is that there are many simpleminded criminals. It is unlikely that if we have twenty-seven unsolved crimes committed with these types of guns, there aren’t at least three or four killers from other cases who got caught.”
 
   “Right. I’ll get onto that.”
 
   “Was there anything in these cases that had a connection to Kubanov or any of his people?” Colin asked.
 
   “I ran all of the names we found in the last six months against these cases and came up empty. Nada. Nothing. No connection.”
 
   “We have to find the killers.” Even though I hated repeating myself, this was one instance when it seemed necessary. “If you don’t have anything else of value to add, leave me alone to look into these unsolved murders. I’m confident I will find something the detectives have missed. Something that will lead us to the killers.”
 
   “Go nuts, Doc. It’s your party.”
 
   I frowned. “There isn’t a party. I never have a party. I prefer to celebrate my birthday quietly.”
 
   “Wait. What?” Francine stormed into the room. She must have been listening from the other side of the open door. “You never have a party? Never? Not even for your birthday?”
 
   I slowly moved my head from left to right in negation. Her strong reaction and the expressions of sadness and pity surprised me. “Why does it matter so much to you?”
 
   “Everyone should celebrate their birthday with their friends and family.”
 
   “My parents wouldn’t agree with you.” It had only taken one disastrous birthday party at the age of five for my parents to declare an embargo on future celebrations. “They believed one should never show such narcissism.”
 
   “Is that what you believe?” Francine demanded. 
 
   I gave it some thought. “No, I suppose not. Since I didn’t grow up celebrating my birthday and never had friends, I just never had the need for something as frivolous as that.”
 
   “Frivolous? Frivolous?” Francine flapped her manicured hands around. “This cannot be allowed.”
 
   “Do you have something to report, supermodel?” Manny’s exasperated question thankfully interrupted her rant.
 
   “As a matter of fact, I do.” Like a chameleon, she changed from dramatic woman to sleek hacker. I recognised that look. “I managed to track the emails Genevieve sent to herself. It was done from a 4G device. The good thing about 4G is that it is IP-based. The bad thing about this specific 4G device… well, they managed to mask their IP address.”
 
   “Can you trace the device?” Manny frowned. “Do you know what device she used?”
 
   “I can’t tell if it was a laptop, tablet or smartphone.” Francine uttered an unfeminine, but decidedly frustrated sound. “The other bad news is that the device is no longer switched on. I can’t trace it.”
 
   “So you have squat.” 
 
   “No, I don’t. Okay, maybe I have squat from the emails, but I did clean up the photos Genevieve took.” She nodded at my computer. “I emailed it to you.”
 
   I opened my email, clicked on the attachments and brought both photos onto the monitors. I squinted at the photo with the two out-of-focus shapes, then the one with the blueprint. “It still looks like nothing.” 
 
   “That’s not nothing, Jen-girl.” Vinnie stepped away from the door and walked closer to the monitors. “That is a blueprint for a gun.”
 
   “What kind of gun?” Manny asked.
 
   Vinnie took his time to answer. “I can’t tell. The photo doesn’t give enough detail. It is definitely a handgun.”
 
   “Bloody hell.” Manny rubbed the back of his neck. Any further comment was interrupted by the ringtone of his smartphone. He took it from the inside pocket of his jacket and scowled at the screen. “I have to take this outside.”
 
   Without waiting for a reply he left through the wooden door to the hallway. If he avoided the team room, this call had to be confidential in nature. 
 
   “Girlfriend, you and I are going to sit down and have a good talk about parties. Don’t think I’m going to forget about this.” Francine muttered a few more things under her breath as she folded her arms across her chest. 
 
   I knew she was going to follow up on this topic. I was not looking forward to it. I turned to Vinnie, who was still studying the blueprint photo. “What else can you tell me about the photo?”
 
   “Not much.” The micro-movement of the muscles around his mouth and eyes and the slight lifting of his shoulder alerted me to the lie. He had a suspicion, but didn’t want to share it. After some thought I decided to give him the time or space he needed to process his thoughts. I knew he would share important thoughts or findings.
 
   “Was this the best you could do with the other photo?” Colin asked, looking at the two indistinct shapes. “Any idea what this is?”
 
   “To be honest, I spent more time cleaning up the blueprint photo. I might be able to clean this one up some more. There seem to be some shapes far in the distance.”
 
   I turned to her. “Please try to get as much as you can from this photo. I don’t know if I took the photo because there is significance in it, or because I had some other reason in my drugged state.”
 
   “I’ll get right on it.” She winked at me and walked to the team room with strides that had turned many heads in the streets. Vinnie mumbled an excuse and followed her, the doors sliding shut behind him. He was planning something. I knew him well enough to recognise the signs. I could only hope he would remember to stay safe. 
 
   The sudden quiet in my viewing room was welcome. Colin was busy with an instant messenger chat at his desk and I had time to think. I looked down at my arm, considering my next step. It was hard to look at the intricately drawn symbols on my skin and not give in to the almost crazed compulsion to remove it. Even if it meant removing my skin.
 
   At least twenty minutes passed as I stared at my arm until my eyes lost focus. And that was when I saw it. Cleverly hidden in the whorls were numbers. I grabbed a pen and wrote down the numbers in the order they appeared on my skin.
 
   “What have you got, Jenny?” Colin sat down next to me and put his smartphone on my desk. For once I didn’t complain. This was more intriguing.
 
   “Numbers.” I wrote down the last two numbers and shoved my arm at him. “Look.”
 
   He took my arm with both his hands, tilting it back and forth. “I don’t see it. Show me.”
 
   With my index finger, I followed the lines of each number as I pointed them out. “See, this is a five, this a seven, this nine.”
 
   We looked at my arm in silence. Altogether there were twelve numbers.
 
   “Another code?” Colin asked, still holding my arm.
 
   “Undoubtedly.”
 
   “The results are in.” Manny came in from the team room and stopped when he saw Colin and I bent over my arm. “I hope you two are not snogging. Please tell me you are inspecting that tattoo.”
 
   “We are.” I pulled my arm free from Colin’s hands and showed it to Manny. “There are numbers here.”
 
   A few long strides and Manny was in front of me. He made a growl-like noise when I wouldn’t let him touch me. He leaned in to look as I showed him the twelve numbers.
 
   “Any idea what this means?” He pulled a chair closer and sat down hard.
 
   I pushed my sleeve back down and cradled my arm. “Not yet, but I’ll figure it out.”
 
   “I’m sure you will, Doc.” He lifted the phone in his hand. “I got a call from the lab. You were most definitely drugged.”
 
   “Was it a benzodiazepine?”
 
   “Yes. The lab guys said that they identified it as Lorazepam.” Manny glanced at Colin. “Your results are the same, by the way.”
 
   “Gee, thanks, Millard. At least now you have proof that I was too drugged to kill someone.”
 
   “Ah, not that simple, my criminal friend.” A malicious smile lifted the corners of Manny’s mouth. “They found the Braque painting.”
 
   “Which one of the many?” Vinnie asked from the glass door. He looked less stressed than after initially seeing the blueprint photo. Francine joined him, also waiting for Manny’s answer.
 
   “The one stolen from the McCarthy house.”
 
   “How can you be sure that it was the one that was originally there? If the original had been replaced by a forgery, who’s to say that the painting found isn’t another forgery?”
 
   “Whoa there, Doc.” Manny lifted both hands. “They know it’s the McCarthy forgery because it has traces of the butler’s blood on it. It also has Frey’s fingerprints on it.”
 
   “Not possible. I was not there.”
 
   “I know, I know. Don’t get your panties in a twist.”
 
   “Um, Colin doesn’t wear panties. They are called boxers. Panties are only for females.” I thought about this for a moment. “And maybe for male cross-dressers. Or men with a fetish.”
 
   Everyone laughed, even Manny. I didn’t know what they had found humorous. I was feeling a bit defensive. “Cross-dressing is a strongly developed subculture. Men who prefer to wear women’s clothes are not necessarily transgender. There is a rich history of men dressing as women as far back as in Greek and even Norse mythology. As for men with a fetish, this is generally a well-hidden subculture. Anthropologically speaking, this is a rather interesting topic.”
 
   “Moving right along.” Manny shook his head, still smiling. “Frey’s fingerprints were found all over the painting. A significant find was his prints overlaying the butler’s.”
 
   “Meaning that Colin had touched the painting after the butler,” Francine said. “There is no way that any good thief would touch an item without gloves on. Colin uses gloves.”
 
   I watched Francine’s statement impact Manny and the others. A realisation had just registered with them and did not sit well—regardless of the posturing between them, these people had begun to trust each other. Three people always in the grey areas of legality, and Manny ever the law-abiding and law-enforcing individual. 
 
   “I think we need to move on here as well.” Colin’s soft suggestion was met with a lot of nodding. “If my prints were all over that painting, it is very possible that it is the Braque I had painted for my safe house. How my prints got to be on top of the butler’s is only a guess. It could be that they copied my prints and used a thin rubber cast to press over the butler’s. Most likely, they pressed his fingers on the painting after he died.”
 
   “That sounds like a viable explanation,” I said, suppressing a shudder at the violence of this act. “What else did they find on the painting?”
 
   “My guys had some expert look at it and the guy is convinced it is the original. I’m not convinced. I think it’s Frey’s handiwork.” 
 
   “Why do you think that?” Colin asked.
 
   “A hunch. You’ve fooled experts before.”
 
   Colin nodded, then pushed his hands through his hair. “Why does Kubanov have such a hard-on for me? Can you get that painting here?”
 
   “It will be here. I knew you would be the best person to identify it as your own work. Or tell us if it is the original.” The change in Manny was miniscule. As usual, he was scowling and speaking to Colin in a manner the elite would use to address someone of a much lower echelon. Yet the change was there. He was showing empathy, but attempting to hide it. 
 
   “I will definitely know if this is my painting.” Colin thought for a moment. “This is a really elaborate setup. For Kubanov to have gone this far is quite significant, right, Jenny?”
 
   “Definitely, but something is off.” I didn’t know what or how, but my mind was telling me this was not like the cases we had before. “Something is different this time.”
 
   “What?” Francine asked.
 
   “I’m not sure. What I have now, what we have now, is his behavioural history.” I counted on my fingers. “He always uses a third party through whom he executes his plan. There is a strong motive acting as a distraction to his true motive. He uses that third party’s criminal system to overwhelm us with events and data to investigate so we can’t see his end plan.”
 
   “And you want to get to his end plan first?” Colin asked.
 
   “I would like to. But if I go on our experience with him, we won’t have any clue as to what he plans until we’ve solved the puzzle of the third party.”
 
   “And that means you want to start with solving twenty-seven murders.” Manny shook his head. “You are light years ahead of us, Doc.”
 
   “I’ll help,” Colin said. “Vinnie will also help to look through these murders. Between the two of us, we have enough knowledge of the crime world to spot things. You can then analyse it.”
 
   “It might be more prudent if you tell us who would hate you deeply enough to assist Kubanov in killing you.”
 
   My question startled Colin. His eyes flashed and then narrowed in thought. It only took a couple of seconds before Colin, Vinnie and Francine were looking at Manny, similar expressions of accusation on their faces.
 
   “Oh, fuck off, you lot.” Manny returned their stares until all four chuckled. 
 
   “You know, old man,” Vinnie straightened away from where he was leaning against the wall, “this would make you the perfect patsy. Personally, I like the idea. You and Colin share a history that Kubanov knows about. He even got you that little statue to show you just how much he knows. He’s toying not only with my man here, but also with you.”
 
   “Hmm. I hadn’t thought about that.” He looked at Vinnie. “See what you can find out about this gun blueprint from your buddies.”
 
   Vinnie only stared at him. I would’ve been surprised if he hadn’t already contacted someone in the industry to inquire about his suspicions.
 
   When Vinnie didn’t answer, Manny grunted. “You criminals are going to drive me crazy. I know you are already paranoid, but it might be wise to watch your backs.”
 
   “Aw, Manny.” Francine dropped her voice to a sultry tone. “You really care about us. Will you be watching my back for me? Or even better, will you be washing my back for me?”
 
   “You wouldn’t know what to do with me, little girl.” Despite Manny’s scathing words, a slight redness coloured his cheeks. He got up and rolled his shoulders. “I have to go pick up that McCarthy forgery with Frey’s prints all over it. I don’t know how long I’ll be out. If you find anything significant, let me know, Doc. And before you ask, anything significant to this case. I really don’t care about any other interesting discoveries you make.”
 
   “A bit testy, isn’t he?” Vinnie said as the wooden door to the hallway whooshed closed behind Manny. “I think he’s really disappointed that he can’t arrest you, dude.”
 
   “Manny is working hard to exonerate Colin,” I said. “You’re quite mistaken, Vinnie.”
 
   Vinnie uttered a rude sound. “I’ll be in the team room checking out those murder cases. Holler if you need me, Jen-girl.”
 
   “I’ll join you,” Francine said and followed Vinnie into the next room. The glass doors slid closed, making my viewing room soundproof again.
 
   “Vinnie knows something, doesn’t he?” I had observed only a few micro-expressions, but my suspicion was confirmed by Colin’s stronger reaction.
 
   “What makes you think that?”
 
   I lifted an eyebrow and waited.
 
   “Okay, fine.” He glanced at the glass doors. “You know he has connections with gun runners.”
 
   “Illegal arms traders?”
 
   “Yes. The ballistics are making Vinnie very suspicious. He plans to speak to his contacts about this, to find out what they are thinking. Maybe they’ve heard about these guns that leave no traceable evidence. It would be a very hot commodity in their business.”
 
   “Tell me about Susan Kadlec.” Remembering the pain on his face, I kept my voice low and soft.
 
   Colin gave a humourless laugh. “Of course you caught something. What gave me away?”
 
   “Your eyes. There was a lot of grief there. Did you know her well?”
 
   “Yes. I met Susan when I was stealing my education.” He leaned back in his chair, his eyes losing focus on the present. “When I was sneaking into the university to learn about art and other subjects, Susan was only an assistant professor, but everyone knew that she was going to be the top of her field one day.”
 
   “What was she teaching?”
 
   “Art history. It was her passion and she was good at it. Good at teaching, good at connecting with the students and even better at restoring artwork.” He paused for a moment. “It was her restoration work that gave her away.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “After four months of my never missing a class, Susan got suspicious of me. None of her students were as dedicated. She tried to find me on the register and couldn’t. That was when she realised that I was attending her classes illegally. Well, as illegal as getting an education can be. She called me to her office and scolded me for not getting a formal education. She was convinced that I had greatness ahead of me and squandering it by fooling around was a crime in her opinion.
 
   “While she was ranting at me, I had a look around her office. There were two impressionist paintings leaning against a filing cabinet. When she noticed my interest, she asked my opinion of her restoration skills. I got up to look more closely at them and told her they were exquisite forgeries. To this day I will never forget her shock. At one point I thought she was going to faint, especially when I told her that I had seen her work at an auction just the previous week. It had been an amazing Monet forgery that had passed all the vetting. You see, the really good art restorers are at heart forgers. She was good, really good.”
 
   “She taught at a university. The ethical and moral conflict is too much for me to imagine.”
 
   Colin smiled. “If only life was as black and white as you see it, Jenny. No, Susan lived in so many shades of grey that I don’t think she ever saw black or white.”
 
   “Even more than you?”
 
   “She’s the one who taught me most of what I know about forging and fencing. She took me under her wing and I even did a few forgeries for her once she was satisfied with the quality of my work.”
 
   “I don’t understand how you can sound proud. It was—it is—a crime what you did.”
 
   “Grey, Jenny. Grey.” He shrugged. “She changed later on. It wasn’t long after I stopped attending university that I started reappropriating art that was illegally acquired.”
 
   “You were stealing back stolen artworks.” Why the need for euphemisms?
 
   “Yeah, okay. That. Well, Susan was confused by this. She had found in me a protégé of sorts and had thought us to be kindred spirits.”
 
   “Criminals?”
 
   “Master forgers,” he corrected. “We had long philosophical debates about my work. When Manny arrested me, things changed even more. I was then unofficially officially hired by Interpol to continue what I had been doing.”
 
   I tried, but simply couldn’t let it go. “You can’t be unofficially officially anything.”
 
   “I was on Interpol’s payroll, Jenny. That made it official. No one apart from four men at the very top of the agency knew about my involvement, knew that I was stealing for them. That made it unofficial. Ergo, unofficially official.”
 
   “That’s just wrong.” I waved my hand around. “Tell me more about Susan.”
 
   “In the last six years she stopped forging altogether. Instead, she”—he smiled—“officially started doing reproductions of famous masterpieces. Nothing illegal about that. She put her name on it right underneath the artist’s forged name. She wasn’t particular about the paints and canvasses, using newer materials. That made it nigh on impossible to trace any of her earlier forgeries to her more recent works. Not that any of her earlier forgeries had ever raised any suspicion. Like I said, she was really good.”
 
   “And her connection to you?” Kubanov and his apparent vendetta against Colin came to mind. Was he looking for people from Colin’s past?
 
   “Oh, we kept in touch.” Colin tilted his head to the side. “You’re thinking about Kubanov, right? I have no idea how he would connect us. This might be a coincidence. I know you don’t believe in that, but maybe Susan got involved in something that she couldn’t control and it got her killed.”
 
   His voice stumbled over the last few words. He rubbed the heel of his hand on his sternum. He had lost a friend, a colleague and someone he had respected. I had never faced a situation such as this and had no idea what to do or say to someone mourning a dear friend. I awkwardly patted his hand, then decided to rather take his hand in both of mine. For a few seconds, he only stared at our hands. When he looked at me, his eyes were shiny.
 
   “We’ll find her killer, Colin. I will make that a priority. Then we will find Kubanov. He will no longer be allowed to take away people we care about.”
 
   “Thanks, love.” Only in very private moments did he call me that. It felt good. “Thanks for understanding.”
 
   I nodded stiffly, wishing there was more I could do to ease the sadness in his eyes. The one thing I could do to show Colin how much I wanted to help him was to investigate the twenty-seven cases. I could only hope that Manny would find some solved cases with similar ballistic reports. It would help greatly to speak to those killers. Also on my list was solving the mystery of the numbers on my arm. But first I was going to start with Professor Susan Kadlec’s unfortunate murder. 
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   “Did you know that Professor Kadlec had lost most of her savings two years ago?” 
 
   I knew from the surprise on Colin’s face that his friendship with this woman had not extended to financial discussions. 
 
   “No.” He pulled the chair from his desk closer and sat down. After this morning’s revelations, he had given some excuse about meeting a source and had only returned five minutes ago. It was two minutes to three. He was visibly still shaken by his friend’s death. “The last time I saw her, I got the impression that everything was fine. She had even insisted on paying for an exuberantly expensive dinner.” 
 
   “When was the last time you saw her?” I asked.
 
   “About five months ago. Remember that short trip I took to Prague? Well, I stopped over to spend some time with her.”
 
   The glass doors slid open and Vinnie stepped into the viewing room, as usual not allowing the doors to close again. “Howdy, Jen-girl. What’s cookin’, good-lookin’?”
 
   “I know you are using an expression, because it is very clear that I’m not cooking.” I was too distracted by the smug look on Vinnie’s face to concern myself with understanding his greeting. Something had happened while he and Colin had been away. Something that caused his occipitalis and other muscles to put the triumphant look on his face. I turned to Colin. “Did you get any impression that she was stressed about something?”
 
   He thought about it. “No, I really didn’t. She was relaxed and was excited about the summer holidays. What did you find out?”
 
   “While you were away, Francine helped me and we found a lot of information. I’m no longer surprised at how much information people put on social media and other public places. Yet it still amazes me. Most of our discoveries were done this way, the legal way.” I was extraordinarily proud of this. For Susan’s financial information, Francine had had to access her bank account. Of that I wasn’t as proud. “Susan Kadlec didn’t lose her money through some irresponsible investments or fraud. She lost it in a very traditional manner—recession.”
 
   “When the global economic disaster struck the first time, she was financially still very strong,” Francine said from the team room. She must have been listening in on the conversation. A few quiet footsteps and she appeared in the door next to Vinnie. “As the years went on and global finances failed to recover, her savings became increasingly depleted. She was granted a large loan just before the worst of it hit, which made her vulnerable to bankruptcy. I didn’t know her, but I can only imagine that she was going to do whatever she could to not lose everything she had worked for her whole life.”
 
   “She took on extra work.” Colin’s voice was strained, the muscles next to his eyes tense. “Please tell me she didn’t get back into forgeries and she got killed for that.”
 
   “She did get back into forgeries.” I lifted my hands. “Wait, before you jump to conclusions. She was offering her services to authenticate artworks, not to forge them. This is where Francine’s research became a little less legal. I didn’t ask and don’t want to know how she did it, but she found out that Susan had been looking into authenticating a Degas for a museum in Madrid. This museum was acquiring the piece through an art dealer.”
 
   “That painting the prof was checking out,” Vinnie said, “does it have any connection to Colin?”
 
   “Not as far as we could find. The painting, the museum and everyone else seem to be quite separate from this case.” I lifted my index finger. “With the exception of the ballistic evidence of the weapon used to kill her.”
 
   “What I found related to this case is that the dealer was selling the Degas for Tall Freddy.”
 
   “No fucking way!” Vinnie stepped away from the door and towered over Francine. Francine was taller than the average woman, but at just over two meters in height, Vinnie had no problem looking down on Francine. “That guy is brutal.”
 
   “How do you know him?” I asked.
 
   “Freddy Gagliardi is a vicious Italian bastard. A tall, ugly bastard. He runs one of the last organised crime families still standing in southern Italy. He specialises in cocaine and small arms. He brings that shit into Europe, spreads some of it around and sends the rest to the US.”
 
   “Why don’t the police arrest him?” If Vinnie knew this much, surely the police had enough evidence to incarcerate him.
 
   “Because he’s a slimy, slippery, sneaky son of a bitch,” Vinnie said. “He has a lot of the older politicians under his control. He’s a land developer with this stupid reputation of being a kind businessman, looking after his community. Lying bastard.”
 
   “Sounds like Kubanov.” I thought about this for a second and looked at Colin. “He would be the kind of person Kubanov would use to get to you. Do you have any ties to this Tall Freddy?”
 
   “Nothing. I didn’t even know about this guy until now. My field of expertise is art, Jenny. Not organised or violent crimes.” He nodded at Vinnie. “No offence intended, Vin.”
 
   “None taken, dude.”
 
   “Francine found out Tall Freddy wanted to sell the painting to the museum,” I said, getting back on topic. “They wanted to have it vetted by some respected authority.”
 
   “Susan,” Colin said softly.
 
   “Her authentications have become increasingly more respected in the last two years. She was really good at catching the forgeries.”
 
   “It takes one to know one. Okay, so what did she find?”
 
   “Francine found emails from Susan to the art dealer warning him to stay clear of Tall Freddy. When he didn’t respond to the first email, she sent another one. That was the one revealing the probable motive for this crime.” I could only hope that I had adopted the right tone and was using the right words to not add to Colin’s sadness. “Susan discovered that the painting was one of those looted by the Germans during the Second World War. It had never been recovered and to this day is on the FBI’s list of missing artworks.”
 
   “Stolen by the Nazis? My God, Susan would definitely have reported that. Even in the best years of her forgeries, she never had any tolerance for war crimes.”
 
   “It would seem that Tall Freddy didn’t have any tolerance for honest people,” I said. “Have you read the case file?”
 
   Colin shook his head.
 
   “Please do so. Since you knew Susan rather well, there might be something that would help us connect Tall Freddy to other elements of this case.”
 
   “Where was she killed?” Colin’s lips were thinned, a sign of distress.
 
   “In her home. They successfully made it look like a burglary that went awry. He had stolen all her electronic devices, her television and a few other things. It is all listed in the report. She had insured her house and had kept up with the payments, most likely because of the art in her house.”
 
   “Were those things real?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “As far as the report goes, they are authentic, yes.” The levator labii superioris muscles raised my top lip in disdain. “Even the smallest painting is worth more than all the large things he stole. He also didn’t even go through her handbag. I’m sure the engraved cigarette box would’ve brought him a large sum. And it would have been easier to sell.”
 
   “What cigarette box?” Colin’s muscles had frozen into an alert stillness. “Do you have photos of that?”
 
   I studied him for a few seconds, then turned to my computer. “It’s all in the file that Manny had sent. I’ll bring it up.”
 
   There was silence in the room until the photo of the silver cigarette box filled one of the ten monitors in front of us. It looked like an antique with intricate engraving on the lid and sides. A beautiful and elegant piece. I did not miss Colin’s gasp, nor did I miss the slight collapse of his torso. “You gave this to her, didn’t you?”
 
   “After she told me that my work with Interpol had inspired her and she had decided to go straight.” For a few seconds he looked away and focussed on the empty wall to our right. “She was a social smoker, only smoking one cigarette a week, maybe even less. Keeping an ugly cigarette pack in her handbag for that purpose was something she refused. So she bought a pack every time she wanted to smoke one. When I gave her this box, she was crazy about it. It was elegant and large enough for five cigarettes.”
 
   “Think hard, Colin. Are you sure there is nothing that connects you and her to this case?” There was too much coincidence for my liking.
 
   “I’ll read the case file and think about it, but I honestly cannot think of anything that would’ve led Kubanov to her.”
 
   “Tell me about this connection you have with Susan Kadlec.” Manny stepped into the viewing room, his brow lowered into a scowl.
 
   “She was my friend.” There was no confrontation or apology in Colin’s tone or body language.
 
   “Sorry to hear that, Frey. Care to tell me why you didn’t disclose this earlier?”
 
   It didn’t take much debating for me to convince Colin that Manny needed to know everything we knew. Reluctantly he relayed his history with Susan Kadlec. I added a few facts Colin had left out as his emotions caused him to become more withdrawn.
 
   “We definitely need to see if there is more of a connection than ballistics.” 
 
   “As soon as we can speak to some of the killers from the other cases, we should ask them about their weapons and about the cocaine.”
 
   Manny’s nostrils flared. “Firstly, missy, there will be no ‘we’. You will not be going anywhere near these people. Secondly, why do you want to ask them about drugs?”
 
   “We’ve told you about Tall Freddy’s involvement in Susan Kadlec’s murder. I’m wondering if he might be a connecting factor between all these cases.”
 
   “Hmm. Well, let’s just first find some killers to interrogate, shall we?” Manny looked at Colin and nodded towards the team room as he sat down in the chair he always claimed in my viewing room. “I brought the McCarthy painting. Now you can tell us if it’s the original or yours.”
 
   “Ooh, I want to see it.” Francine’s enthusiasm startled everyone. “Where is it?”
 
   “On my desk.” Manny had barely finished his sentence when Francine left the room. She returned seconds later holding the painting away from her body, looking at it with the most beautiful smile. A genuine smile.
 
   “It’s stunning.” She handed it over to Colin. “I totally get why you wanted this in your home. Isn’t it just supercool that Genevieve also has this in her apartment?”
 
   “Explain.” Manny glared at me as if I had committed a crime.
 
   “If you are such a great detective, you would’ve seen this painting in my bedroom.” I lost some of my annoyance watching Colin. He was turning the painting in all directions and studying the frame. “I love Braque’s work, but this one especially. Since it was not for sale, and even if it was I could not afford it, I had a reproduction made by a reputable artist.”
 
   Everyone stared at me. Even Colin looked away from the painting to stare at me. “Jenny, there is no such thing as a reputable reproduction artist. What that person is doing is forgery with his name on it. If he or she can do that, they can also paint it without their name on it.”
 
   I took a moment to consider this. After working with these people, I truly should no longer be this naïve. “You are right.”
 
   “Aw, Jen-girl, don’t look so sad. At least you got yours the legal way. My man here didn’t even put his name on the painting he did for his safe house. The one that was stolen. Hey, dude, is this baby yours?” Vinnie forgot about my discomfort and turned to Colin.
 
   “The painting is mine, the frame not.”
 
   I looked at the frame around this forged masterpiece. It was a large dark wood frame with gold plating on the inside, the wood itself approximately twenty centimetres wide and easily ten centimetres thick on the outside. I wondered why there was a need for such an elaborate frame. The painting’s beauty was enough for me to have chosen a simple frame. This one had to be very heavy if it was solid wood.
 
   No matter how interesting the frame was, my eyes kept straying back to the painting. It was by far one of my favourite artworks. What sent a small shot of adrenaline through my system was the tiny rust-coloured spots on the left-hand side of the painting. My stomach felt hollow at the remnants of such violence. It was hard to tell if there was dried blood on the wooden frame. 
 
   “What was wrong with the frame you had?” I asked.
 
   “I suppose they had to change the frame to match the one in Kathleen McCarthy’s house.” The lack of confrontation in Manny’s conduct was odd. I was watching him for more cues as to ascertain intention. “The lab did all the tests they could—”
 
   “Why didn’t they remove the painting from the frame?” Colin turned the back of the painting towards Manny. “My God, your people really are CSI wannabes.”
 
   The masseter muscles controlling Manny’s jaw tightened. When he spoke it was through his teeth. “If you’d allowed me to finish my sentence, you would’ve heard that I had asked them to only do topical tests. I didn’t want to remove anything in case you could see something they didn’t know to look for.”
 
   “Oh.” Colin looked chagrined. “Well, I doubt there would be much evidence on here in any case.”
 
   “What do you suggest we do with the painting now, Frey?”
 
   “I’ll take this one to my friend as well.”
 
   “The friend who owes you only one favour? You lied, didn’t you?”
 
   “He did,” I said. “It was very clear in his body language. I was surprised you didn’t catch that, Manny.”
 
   Both men turned to me.
 
   “You shouldn’t have said that,” Francine whispered loudly. Her dramatic delivery lessened the tension, and I renewed my concentration to not speak my thoughts.
 
   “FYI, he does owe me only one favour,” Colin said to Manny. “If I take this painting to him, I will be in his debt. Something I can’t say I’m excited about.”
 
   “Just give me the evidence and I’ll arrest him, Frey.” Manny shrugged as if he didn’t care. I knew that wasn’t true. “Easy solution. You won’t be indebted to this criminal and I’ll have another notch on my belt.”
 
   “He’s not a criminal. You’ll have to get your rocks off arresting someone else, old man.” Clearly Vinnie knew this enigmatic friend of Colin’s.
 
   “Ah, now that you’ve joined the conversation, want to tell me if you’ve found out something from your crime buddies about the guns?”
 
   Vinnie lifted one shoulder. A half shrug. He was going to lie. “I haven’t found out much. Tomorrow I’ll meet up with some guys and will possibly have something more to tell you. Maybe. Or not.”
 
   “I would have thought you would work harder to help your buddy out of this mess he’s in.”
 
   “Oh, I’m doing what I can, old man. Don’t you worry.” Vinnie was still leaning against the wall, looking nonchalant, but he had taken offence at Manny’s insinuation.
 
   Manny got up and walked to the team room. “Do more. We need to put this whole craziness to bed before it turns into the same things we had previously with Kubanov.”
 
   Francine followed Manny to the team room, teasing him about his sexy three-day-old stubble. I didn’t know how Francine saw that as sexy. It made Manny look older and even more tired than usual. Colin’s torso turned to the team room as well.
 
   “Where are you going?” I asked.
 
   “I’m going to drop the painting off and I’ll be back.” Colin turned back to me and stared at me for a few seconds, allowing me to read his expression. The deep gratitude I saw made me feel uncomfortable.
 
   “It’s my job,” I said. “I’m good at it. And I promised you I would find Susan’s killer. I hope it makes you feel a bit better.”
 
   “It does.” Breaking his usual behaviour, he leaned over and kissed me. It wasn’t a quick peck. He conveyed not only his affection for me, but also his relief through the passionate kiss. I kissed him back.
 
   “Get a room, dude. Seriously, man.” Vinnie sounded so disgusted that both Colin and I laughed. With a final goodbye, Colin left through the wooden door leading to the hallway.
 
   “Please come in, Vinnie. Let the door close.” I was convinced he didn’t want Manny to hear what we were going to talk about.
 
   Vinnie stepped away from the wall and pressed the button on the keypad behind him. “What’s up, Jen-girl?”
 
   “What have you found out about the guns?”
 
   “Shit, you saw that?” He walked over and sat down in Manny’s chair. “Jen-girl, you can’t tell anyone. This dude is bad news. He’s extremely smart, which is what makes him dangerous.”
 
   “Is this the man you are meeting tomorrow? Is he the same guy you talked about before? Hawk?”
 
   “Of course you would remember that. Damn it, when did I talk about him?”
 
   “A year ago.” I smiled at his grunt. “You should know that I don’t often forget names or details. I also remember Manny asking you then to help him catch Hawk.”
 
   “As if.” Vinnie snorted. “Mind you, after this I might just give him up to the old man. Hawk has recently been up to a lot of shit and he needs to be stopped.”
 
   “Yet you feel confident enough of your own safety to visit him with questions about his business?”
 
   Vinnie shifted in his seat. “I am not going to tell you how this happened, but Hawk owes me big. Really, really big. Me and mine are safe from him.”
 
   Although all cues pointed to Vinnie being sure of his safety, flutters of fear moved around my stomach. “Promise me you’ll be careful.”
 
   Vinnie smiled at me. “Of course, Jen-girl. I want to get information so that we can clear Colin.”
 
   “Have you told anyone else? Do you have someone who will go with you?”
 
   His eyes shifted. Avoidance. “I have a plan.”
 
   “Vinnie?”
 
   “It’s safe, Jen-girl. Don’t worry.”
 
   I did. “Maybe we should tell Colin. And Manny.”
 
   “No!” He sat up. “Don’t tell Colin. He’ll worry and would want to come with. The old man will follow me there and lock everyone up. Including you if he finds out you knew anything.”
 
   “Manny is not that old.” I waved away the irrelevant topic. “I don’t know anything important. But I do know that I don’t want you to go alone.”
 
   “I won’t be alone. As I told you, I have a plan.” 
 
   I stared at him for a full minute until I was convinced of his truthfulness. It was an unfamiliar and extremely inconvenient feeling to worry so much about one’s friends. 
 
   Vinnie took a few more minutes to convince me how badass he was. His words. I sent him away when he started talking about cooking dinner. I needed to focus on the twenty-seven cases. Hopefully worrying about Vinnie wouldn’t distract me too much.
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   “This is a crap idea.” Vinnie’s voice was low and remorseful. “An epically crap idea, Jen-girl.”
 
   “So you’ve said before.” I had not been counting, but I estimated in the last fifteen minutes Vinnie had told me ten times that he regretted this idea. “It is Francine’s idea and you told her it was brilliant.”
 
   “Well, I made a mistake. This is going to end badly, I just know it.” We were in Vinnie’s black pickup truck driving to the outskirts of Strasbourg. I had gone to bed late last night after studying the cases and woken up early this morning. To my surprise, Colin had left a note for me next to the coffee machine that he had to meet someone and would see me in the office. 
 
   No sooner had I made coffee than Vinnie and Francine had come into my apartment. That was how this new situation had developed. To be truthful, I couldn’t believe I had agreed to this. “I thought you said Hawk trusted you. Why would it end badly?”
 
   For a moment Vinnie took his eyes off the road to glare at me. “Because.”
 
   “That is not an answer, Vinnie. You went out of your way an hour ago to convince me how safe I would be if I went with you.” 
 
   It had taken Vinnie more than an hour to persuade me to join him. When he had told me what his original plan had been, I had admitted its genius. He had arranged for a female colleague to go with him to Hawk, pretending to be his psychologist. She was also supposed to be the psychologist to a range of other criminals and had seen an opportunity to make her sessions more lucrative. A few of her patients had told her about their crimes and their needs for untraceable weapons. She wanted to be the one supplying them with guns.
 
   That was where Vinnie came in. He was to introduce her to Hawk in an attempt to gain some insight into these weapons. Unfortunately, Vinnie’s colleague was in hospital after being arrested for being in a bar brawl last night. Vinnie had spent the whole night looking for someone who could take his colleague’s place, but no one was available. Francine couldn’t play this role because Hawk had met her once. Since Francine was a memorable person, they didn’t think it wise to even consider her for this role.
 
   Three more factors added complexity to the situation. Firstly, it had taken a lot of convincing for Vinnie to set up this meeting with Hawk. Vinnie didn’t want to cancel the meeting in fear that Hawk would never agree to another time. Secondly, Vinnie knew Hawk well enough to be convinced the arms dealer would become suspicious if Vinnie showed up without the psychologist and started asking questions about untraceable handguns.
 
   Lastly, Hawk had told Vinnie that this morning was the only time he had available for a meeting. Apparently he had something very important happening in the next few days that would take up all his time.
 
   Francine had thought I would be perfect for this ruse. There was logic in her reasoning, but it had taken a lot of convincing to sway me. If not for Vinnie’s plea that doing this could help clear Colin’s name from any suspicion, I would now be in my viewing room. Safe.
 
   “You promised no harm would come to me.”
 
   “Not from Hawk.” Every time Vinnie said this, I couldn’t find one single deception cue. “It’s the others I’m worried about.”
 
   “Which others?”
 
   “Colin. The old man.”
 
   Understanding filled my mind. “You know they are going to be furious with you for taking me.”
 
   “Colin still thinks you are falling apart from the kidnapping. The old man would love using this opportunity to arrest me.”
 
   I bristled at Vinnie’s first sentence. My whole life I had to fight against myself, my own weaknesses. To have people I valued treating me as weak offended me greatly. It made me obstinate. The more I thought about this, the more determined I became. I didn’t even need Mozart. “Do you value our friendship?” 
 
   “Of course I do. What the hell kind of question is that? If I didn’t think you were the smartest and most reliable person I’ve ever met, I would not have asked you to come with me in the first place.”
 
   “Do you want me dead?”
 
   “Jen-girl, now you’re seriously pissing me off.” His bottom jaw protruded and his lips were thin lines.
 
   “Good. I depend on you, Vinnie. You will keep me safe. We will deal with the others after we’ve gathered information from Hawk. Why do you trust him so much?”
 
   “Firstly, thanks. Secondly, never make the mistake of thinking that I trust him. Hawk is known throughout the arms trade to be a ruthless son of a bitch. He didn’t become the best by being a nice, kind, generous person, Jen-girl. He is a killer first, a businessman second. I know Hawk really well and, well, he owes me big time.”
 
   At eight in the morning, the traffic was getting heavier by the minute. We were going to an address in the industrial area Vinnie had told me, but it had no meaning to me. Not that it mattered. I had never been to any industrial area in or around Strasbourg. Or in any other city for that matter. My travels had been to museums, galleries or remote villages untouched by industry. 
 
   After I had agreed to go with Vinnie, Francine had insisted that I wore a disguise. She also equipped me with appropriate technology to record the visit to Hawk’s warehouse. Everything had happened so fast, I’d needed to mentally write the Adagio and Allegro of Mozart’s String Quartet No. 1. It had soothed my nerves some, but hadn’t alleviated an overwhelming concern I had.
 
   “Jen-girl!” 
 
   “Don’t shout, Vinnie. I’m right next to you.”
 
   “You’re not listening to me.”
 
   “I want to phone Colin again.” It worried me that I had not been able to speak to him. This had been the one point I had been adamant about. If I were to join Vinnie, Colin had to know. The problem was he wasn’t answering his phone.
 
   “On it.” Vinnie pressed a few buttons on the steering wheel and a ringing tone filled the cabin. It rang twice before going to voicemail. Vinnie waited for the signal. “Dude, phone Jen-girl as soon as you get this. It’s important.”
 
   I rolled my head and unclenched my hands. Not discussing this with Colin was more stressful than normal. I mentally scoffed at the word. Nothing about this situation was normal.
 
   “Jen-girl.” Vinnie was speaking loudly. “You’re doing it again. Stay with me. We’re about twenty minutes out and I want you to go over the plan with me.”
 
   “I wish I could speak to Colin.” Often I had to fight my proclivity to become obsessed with an idea. Usually I had better control than now. I simply couldn’t let go of my need to hear Colin’s voice, his reassurance.
 
   “I know. Although I think he would be seriously pissed.”
 
   “I think so too.” Despite the many unanswered calls to Colin earlier this morning, I had agreed to accompany Vinnie. Now I was suffering from cognitive dissonance about my decision. 
 
   “Can we please go over the plan again, Jen-girl?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I want to know that you remember everything.”
 
   “I have an exceptional memory, some might call it eidetic. I remember the finest detail of what we talked about. You know this.”
 
   “Please just do this for my sanity.” He was gripping the steering wheel so hard his knuckles were turning white. If reciting our strategy would appease him, I could do this. I had nothing else to do while we were travelling. It might also keep me from paying attention to the panic threatening to enter my consciousness. The longer I thought about this, the more flaws I was finding.
 
   “I am Doctor Ingrid Sebastian, your psychologist, treating you for severe anger control issues. You have been my patient for the last year, and have been confiding in me about your criminal activities for the last four months. A few weeks ago I told you that I have patients who also function in the crime world. Some of them have mentioned their frustration at not finding weapons that cannot be connected to someone or some crime. Then I approached you with a business proposal.”
 
   “And since I don’t sell weapons, I offered to introduce you to Hawk. That way you have direct access to the main supplier and you will give me a discount on future sessions.”
 
   What I could read from Vinnie’s nonverbal behaviour was that it had been a stressful night for him. Asking me to take part in this ruse had caused him to frequently rub the back of his neck in a pacifying gesture. He had stopped the moment I had pointed it out to him.
 
   “The old man must never find out about this, Jen-girl. He’ll lock me up just for taking you.” Vinnie mumbled something more. I only caught a few words, but it sounded like he wouldn’t fight Manny if he arrested him for this transgression.
 
   “It would be naïve to think that Manny wouldn’t find out about this.” He would be livid and would most likely act on his threats to arrest Vinnie. Yet I knew I was going to tell him. After I told Colin. I shuddered at the thought of their reactions. 
 
   Vinnie turned into a property with rows of large warehouses. Each one looked impenetrable, walls without windows and the doors shut. There were no cars, only trucks, SUVs and larger vehicles. We drove past the buildings and I only caught glimpses of men loading or unloading boxes and other items that no doubt were being put in storage until they had to be shipped to their new owners. None of the buildings had logos, only large letters on each corner. We stopped at R.
 
   “This is it.” Vinnie cut the engine and turned to me. “I know you’ll be fine. I’m more worried about me.”
 
   “Myself. It’s worried about myself.” I shrugged when Vinnie looked at me with incomprehension. “It’s not relevant. Let’s go and find out if you can control your anger while introducing me to my new gun dealer.”
 
   “I can control my ang… oh, cool. You’re getting into character.” A genuine smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. “I knew you would be fine.”
 
   We got out the car and I had to grab onto the door when my legs got entangled in the long skirt Francine had given me to wear. It was a soft green material that flowed to my feet, the skirt mostly shapeless. With that I wore a colourful shirt that I would never even take off a shop hanger. It was equally shapeless, the two items combined adding at least eight kilograms to my frame. If Francine had not brought the clothes in sealed plastic covers from the dry cleaner’s, I would not have worn them.
 
   I had tenaciously refused to wear someone else’s shoes, and Francine had reluctantly given in. The sneakers she had taken out of my wardrobe clashed with the outfit, which she had maintained added to my makeover. She completed this image with an overabundance of jewellery and subtle, but strategic make-up. When I had looked in the mirror, a hippie with gaunt eyes and prominent cheekbones had looked back at me.
 
   Vinnie stepped around the pickup truck and stopped next to me. “Ready?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Remember about the glasses.”
 
   “They’re on my face, Vinnie. They’re irritating me. How can I forget about them?” This was Francine’s final but most important touch. Not only would they further obscure my profile, but these glasses were equipped with a micro-recording device. The hinge of the left arm was a small switch if touched on the inside. It would record everything I looked at. If Hawk hadn’t been scrambling all signals around this warehouse, it would also have transmitted the images to Francine. Now it was merely a recording device. One I planned to study in depth as soon as I was in the safety of my viewing room.
 
   “Just wait to see if Hawk decides to have us scanned for transmitting devices before you switch it on.”
 
   “This is the fourth time you’ve told me this. I remembered it the first time.”
 
   Vinnie responded with a snort and shook his head. “Come on then, Nancy Drew.”
 
   I didn’t know who this was, but saw his attempt to lighten the moment with a jocular reference to someone he had a fondness for. I followed Vinnie to a smaller steel door inside a door large enough for trucks to enter the solid steel structure. It was a beautiful summer morning. The temperature had not climbed yet, but would soon. I wondered if there was adequate air conditioning in these structures. 
 
   The door opened before I could ask Vinnie the inane, yet interesting question. A woman stepped out and squinted into the sun. She was wearing fatigues similar to Vinnie’s. Over her sleeveless T-shirt was a leather holster with a large gun under her left arm. She was right-handed. Her posture was one I’d seen only in soldiers. This small woman was a warrior and protector just like Vinnie. It was in her body language and her muscle development.
 
   “Rhonda Smothers, you sexy beast.” Vinnie’s tone held warmth and familiarity. “How’s it hanging?”
 
   The woman nodded to the gun. “Still to the left, Vinster. How are you?”
 
   They hugged briefly, Vinnie nearly lifting her off the ground. There was none of the gentleness I had observed in his physical affection towards me. He was treating her similar to Colin, with less trust, but equal regard. Their crushing hug ended and Vinnie stepped back, half in front of me. “I’m well, as you can see. How’s Hawk?”
 
   “Pissed at you.”
 
   “Because of her?” 
 
   Rhonda looked at me, evaluating. “Oh yes. You know he doesn’t like visitors. And now you’re bringing in a civilian? Not wise at all.”
 
   “Rhonda, I would like for you to meet my shrink.” He stepped to the side, allowing Rhonda access to me. “This is Doctor Ingrid Sebastian. Doc, this is Rhonda, a very good and long-time friend of mine.”
 
   Knowing my role, I held out my hand. “Pleased to meet you, Rhonda.”
 
   “Doc.” Rhonda took my hand in a crushing grip. She was establishing dominance and I allowed her to. I pulled my shoulders slightly towards my ears in a typical tortoise pose and lowered my eyes. This pleased her and she let go of my hand. “Let’s get this party started then.”
 
   She held the door open for us, allowing us to go in first. I did not see it as a gesture of hospitality. This enabled her to shoot us in the back if we became a threat. Logic dictated that somewhere in the building was a person with a weapon trained on the door, covering us from the front. I swallowed and touched the inside of the left arm of my glasses.
 
   Rhonda led us deeper into the large structure. I pretended to look without really seeing anything. It wasn’t difficult. All I had to do was make sure that the glasses got as much view of the warehouse as possible. I moved my head slowly enough to not create a visual blur, but not so much as to be noticeable.
 
   We passed crates stacked in rows reaching as high as eight meters, but still very far from the ceiling. Aware as I was of Hawk’s main business, it was difficult for me to process that these crates might all contain weapons. At the end of one of the many rows was a man working on a tablet computer while looking at the crates. When we got closer I noticed how much shorter than Vinnie he was. I estimated his age at mid-forties, yet he had the kind of look that would ensure graceful aging. Fortunate genes, despite the height disadvantage. He was elegantly dressed in black trousers and an expensive beige silk shirt, contrasted by heavy boots.
 
   “Vinnie, you ugly bastard.” The man put his tablet on an unopened crate and gave Vinnie a back-slapping hug. “It’s been too long, eh?”
 
   “Hey, gotta make you miss me some, H.” The nonverbal cues on Vinnie’s face were not what I had expected. Their relationship meant more to Vinnie than he had led me to believe. Vinnie had not trusted me with their history, but something had to have happened to make my paranoid friend feel affection towards a man he had labelled as a ruthless killer. His smile was genuine. “Whatcha up to?”
 
   “Checking inventory. I had an arsehole stab me in the back two weeks ago. Can you believe it, Vinnie?” Hawk’s risorius muscles moved the corners of his mouth towards his ears. A contemptuous smirk, often mistaken for a smile. “I welcomed this jerk into my business, into my home and he sold me out to the police. What is the world coming to when you can’t even trust those around you, eh?”
 
   Vinnie chuckled. “You don’t trust anyone, in any case, H.”
 
   “True, true, true.” Hawk looked at me, his eyes narrowing. “So, this is your shrink, eh?”
 
   “H, I would like you to meet Doctor Sebastian.” 
 
   Before Vinnie could introduce Hawk to me, the short man stepped closer and held his hand out to me. “Any friend of Vinnie’s is a friend of mine. Please call me Hawk.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you, Hawk.” I offered my hand and he took it in a firm, but respectful grip. A man confident enough in his position that he didn’t have to posture or intimidate.
 
   “You have a beautiful smile, Doc.” He held my hand for a moment too long. I longed for my hand sanitizer.
 
   My smile dimmed a bit at his over-familiarity, but I recovered by lowering my eyes and making my smile shy. “Thank you.”
 
   Hawk turned to Vinnie. “You sure she’s only your shrink? A pretty thing like her would distract me too much to talk about my emotions, eh?”
 
   “Careful, H.” Vinnie’s tone was still friendly, but had lost some of its warmth. “I respect what she’s doing. She’s really helping me and I promised her complete safety.”
 
   “Safety, Vinnie? You brought her here to discuss business.” All friendliness left Hawk’s body, replaced by an alertness only noticeable to the practiced eye.
 
   Vinnie didn’t answer. I saw an opening and took it. I placed my hand on his arm and ignored his surprise. “It’s okay, Vinnie. Tell your friend.”
 
   For a few seconds Vinnie stared at me, his expression shuttered. Yet I could see him fluctuating between amusement and concern. “If you think so, Doc.”
 
   “I think so.” I pulled my hand back, resisting the urge to wipe it on the skirt that wasn’t mine.
 
   Vinnie looked at Hawk. “There’s another reason she’s here. Doc reckons I would make faster progress if I trusted more people. I told her you are one of my oldest friends and she suggested I trust you more.”
 
   There was a moment of silence before Hawk burst out laughing. Vinnie joined him. 
 
   “Um, how much does she know about you?” Hawk asked as he wiped tears from his eyes and gave a few more chuckles.
 
   “Everything.” Vinnie lifted a hand to stop Hawk’s response. “I need help, H. Things were turning into a complete fuck-up fast. I knew it wasn’t long before I lost it and did something I could not get back from. She’s helped me a lot in the last year. A few months ago I realised that she could be trusted with my life and I told her everything.”
 
   “You gave her names?”
 
   “When you agreed for her to join me was the first time I gave any name. The things I’ve told her have been without names and places.”
 
   “Most of what he has told me related to his reactions in different situations.” I knew I wasn’t supposed to talk, but Hawk was the kind of man who needed more than the usual reassurances. “I know he told you that I have other patients like him. Vinnie is not the only person trusting me with sensitive information.”
 
   Hawk studied me for almost a full minute. He must have seen something he approved of. “Tell me about doctor-patient confidentiality.”
 
   “In my personal practice I take it further than the law requires.” I had thought about it this morning and discussed it with Vinnie while Francine had worked on my make-up. “By law I cannot disclose any information about a patient unless he is a danger to himself or society. In my personal practice I will only report a patient if he is an immediate threat to children. My patients know that from the first meeting. So far, it’s worked for all of them.”
 
   “And I have some dirt on her.” Vinnie’s smile was filled with retribution. I didn’t understand why he would feel the need. I thought I was doing great in solidifying our cover story. “I managed to find some stuff on Doc Sebastian that she agreed shouldn’t be public knowledge. We’re good, H. She’s safe. Else I would never have brought her here.”
 
   “You are the most paranoid bastard I know. If you say she’s good, I believe it.” Hawk nodded. “Well, okay then. Let’s have tea, eh?”
 
   He turned away from us and walked even deeper into the building, Vinnie next to him asking Hawk about his family. Just because criminals could coldly execute plans, and people, didn’t mean they didn’t have the same emotions when it came to family. There was pride in Hawk’s voice when he talked about his daughter Monique, getting ready to go to university in America. He didn’t want his world to taint her and he was pleased with her American education. 
 
   From his chatter I heard his affection as he talked about Monique having been in US schools since the age of eleven. There was also a lot of pride in his voice. He took a photo from his wallet and showed it to Vinnie. I caught a glimpse of a happy teenage girl. He believed she was going to be the best in whatever field she studied.
 
   I followed them, making sure to slowly look from side to side, again as if I was looking, but not absorbing. It was Hawk’s admission that he was hoping to take it easier that greatly interested me. He wanted to spend more time with his daughter. From the rest of their conversation I surmised that Hawk was planning to exit this line of business. Although I saw only the left side of his face and his back, it was enough for me to read him. He was deeply concerned about something. Maybe his retirement was forced.
 
   We stopped in front of two large steel cabinets, used in most offices for filing. Hawk looked at Vinnie. “You’re sure you trust her, eh?”
 
   “With my mental health and my life, H.” His tone and every nonverbal cue agreed with the statement. My carefully constructed mask crumbled for a moment. Despite the many layers that made up Vinnie, and his vast and rich criminal history, he had grown very dear to me.
 
   “Tea it is.” Hawk held a key-card to the side of one of the cabinets and a few short beeps filled the air. The cabinets silently rolled sideways along the wall to reveal a large door that looked like that of a walk-in safe. Hawk leaned close and a retina scanner confirmed his identity, asking in an automated voice for his code. That was entered with one hand covering the other. He seemed to equal Vinnie in paranoia.
 
   “Please, come in,” Hawk said when the door silently slid open. The room it revealed was in complete contrast to the warehouse at our backs. I joined the two men in the room and slowly turned around to take everything in. And to record what I was looking at. The walls were filled with paintings that looked authentic to me. Most of the masters were represented on the walls, showcasing the major eras in art history. A glaring omission was the cubist masters. I made a mental note of it. Later I would examine all my observations, as well as carefully studying the footage. 
 
   “Doc, green, white or black tea?” Hawk had turned on a kettle and was standing in front of an impressive collection of glass containers filled with tea leaves. My recent poisoning flashed into my mind and I hesitated.
 
   “Doc Sebastian is scared she’s going to offend you, H.” Vinnie’s laugh was derisive. “She’s done a lot for me, but she’s one of those health nuts. Vegan, can you believe? And she doesn’t drink any kind of tea or coffee.”
 
   “Really?” Hawk looked at me as if he saw me for the first time. “Not even rooibos tea? Its health benefits are many.”
 
   “No, I don’t drink rooibos tea.” It was the truth and I felt relieved to not have to lie about my beverage preferences. Once I had tried this apparently wonderful tea, but the taste did not please my palate. “I’m well aware of its highly regarded health properties. I just don’t drink it.”
 
   “May I offer you anything else?” 
 
   I knew my refusal would be considered an insult. “Bottled water, if you have any.”
 
   “Only the best.” He opened a small built-in fridge and took out a bottle of expensive imported water. I didn’t care as much about the purity of the water as I did the sealed top. When I heard the crack of the seal breaking, relief rushed through me. He poured the water into a sparkling clean crystal glass. It was no guarantee, but much better than taking a chance with tea leaves.
 
   Vinnie had no such problems and easily accepted the white tea Hawk brewed for them. Two hardened criminals drinking tea out of fine china was another valuable piece of information I stored. I had come to learn Francine’s sense of humour and predicted she would find this highly entertaining.
 
   For the next twenty minutes I quietly watched Vinnie and Hawk chat. There was an easy camaraderie between them borne from years of friendship and shared experiences. It made me more curious about Vinnie’s past, something I had never asked him about. I wasn’t one to pry, believing people would share what they were willing to share when they were ready. Maybe I was mistaken and should ask more intrusive questions.
 
   “So Doc, you want to step into the shadows with us, eh?” The change in Hawk’s tone and body language announced the true conversation was about to start.
 
   “Yes.” It took monumental effort to lie about my greed for more money. It took no effort to appear nervous and uncomfortable in a new situation. “In the last week alone, I listened to three patients expressing interest in finding untraceable weapons.”
 
   “I don’t know if I should laugh or shoot both of you.” Hawk’s micro-expression confirmed his indecision. I hoped he would laugh.
 
   “I told you I trusted her.”
 
   Hawk took a long time to reach a decision. I watched the process unfold on his face. He sighed and looked at me. There was not a single sign of deceit. “If I ever so much as get a hint that you spilled a word about this, I will find you. And I will kill you.”
 
   “I believe you.” I did.
 
   “Good. What are you looking for?”
 
   “When I spoke to Vinnie, he told me there have been guns on the streets for a few months now that left no traceable evidence on the bullets. No striae, nothing whatsoever. That’s what I’m interested in.”
 
   “What makes you think I will have one of those, eh?” He laughed softly when Vinnie looked at him in disbelief. “Sure, I’ve also heard of those.”
 
   “Do you have any of those?” I asked.
 
   “Nope. I am trying to source it. You are not the only one interested in this, eh?” Hawk stood. He was announcing the end of our meeting. “I will remember to let you know as soon as I find those guns myself, eh?”
 
   Vinnie stood as well. “Thanks, H.”
 
   “You know you’re welcome here any time.” Hawk watched me get up from the sofa. “I like you, Doc. You are also welcome here any time.”
 
   “Thank you.” That was the only safe answer I had for his lie.
 
   Hawk led us out the warehouse, chatting to Vinnie about inconsequential things. Five minutes later we were in the pickup truck driving past the other warehouses to the main road. Vinnie was very quiet. I waited. When he was ready, he would talk. It took ten minutes.
 
   “He was lying about not knowing about the guns, wasn’t he?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “He made me, didn’t he? He made us.”
 
   I remembered this expression from Colin’s last experience with Kubanov. Vinnie had lost his cover with Hawk. My voice was quiet with sympathy. “Yes.”
 
   “Fuck.” Vinnie hit the steering wheel hard with his fist. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” 
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   The wooden doors to my viewing room whooshed open, drawing my attention away from the monitors. Before anyone stepped into my room and saw what I was doing, I switched screens. On the monitors now were the list of products bought with Colin’s credit card and photos of my tattoo.
 
   Phillip stepped into the room, pulled a chair next to mine and sat down without saying a word. He looked at me for a few seconds. “Genevieve, what is the point of having a cell phone if you never answer it?”
 
   “It didn’t ring.”
 
   “Is it switched on?”
 
   “Oh. No.” I cringed. In the pickup truck, Vinnie had asked me to turn off my phone and I had. It was still in its designated pocket in my handbag, not functional. “I will switch it on now. Did you phone me?”
 
   “Manny did.” Phillip seldom smiled. The closest expression was a slight tightening of the corner of his mouth. Like now. “He was highly put out that you didn’t answer your phone.”
 
   “Was it an emergency? Should I phone him?” I hated talking over the phone. 
 
   “No, please don’t phone him.” Phillip’s mouth twitched again. “He’s in a meeting with Interpol and I don’t think he will survive the aggravation.”
 
   I quietened. “I don’t mean to be aggravating, Phillip.”
 
   “I know. Manny is more on edge when he’s meeting with what he calls the pen-pushers. Despite a direct order from the president, these guys still try to get as much information about what we do here from Manny as they can.”
 
   “Why? Shouldn’t the president’s order be enough?” 
 
   “Yes, and Manny takes great pleasure in telling them that.” Phillip glanced at the monitors. “What are you working on?”
 
   “The credit card purchases.”
 
   “Oh, Genevieve.” His head tilted to the side and his eyes narrowed. “You are such a terrible liar.”
 
   “Not always.” I had been quite adept this morning in Hawk’s warehouse. Phillip waited and I knew from experience that I would have to answer him. Honestly. “I can’t tell you. Not yet.”
 
   “Because it is a huge government secret or because Manny is going to be angry?”
 
   I bit down on the insides of my lips to prevent the full truth of what had transpired this morning spilling from my tongue. 
 
   Phillip sighed. “Manny will find out, you know.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   He got up and looked down at me, making sure I saw the severity of his concern. “Be careful, Genevieve. Rather face Manny’s anger and be safe than do something you will not come back from.” 
 
   Without waiting for my response, he left. I sat for a few minutes debating whether I should phone Manny and tell him about my visit to Hawk. It didn’t take long to reach the conclusion that it would indeed be an unwise decision. If a mere phone call would irritate him during his meeting, revealing this information to him would surely cause rage. I would tell Manny as soon as I saw him. 
 
   But first I would have to tell Colin. I was not looking forward to that conversation. On our way back, Vinnie had phoned Colin a few more times with no results. I was now waiting for him to return our calls or come to the office. I hated that, for a moment, I wondered if he was avoiding me. 
 
   With all the events taking place around us, I still hadn’t had time to ask him about his expression of envy I had seen in his safe house. I was also scared to ask him. Despite not seeing any nonverbal hints of him growing weary of me, that flash on his face had been very disturbing. Had I not been paying attention? Had he been losing patience with me?
 
   I shook my head at this unproductive speculation. Colin knew better than anyone that I needed full verbal and nonverbal truth. Hints and metaphors didn’t work with me. I trusted him enough to relax in the knowledge that he would address an issue if there was one. Satisfied with that thought, I switched monitors to return to the warehouse footage and pressed the play button. I had gone through the whole video once before at normal speed. I was noticing more things this time around. I knew what to be looking for.
 
   Vinnie and I had just stepped into the warehouse with Rhonda. I changed the settings on the player software to play at a slower speed. My focus with this viewing was everything in the background. I wanted to see what I hadn’t seen before. I paused the shaky image before we turned into the first row of crates. To the left were three men offloading a large delivery truck. I zoomed in on the boxes being carefully loaded onto a forklift. Three large boxes were stacked on the forks with room for only one more.
 
   It was easy to identify the content of these boxes. There was a huge picture of a television on each box. It looked different from the large-screen television I had in my apartment and I wondered if it was one of the newer-generation sets. Or did those boxes indeed contain televisions? Since that was not my concern at this moment, I clicked on the play button again and watched as the image turned to the right. We were following Rhonda to meet Hawk.
 
   I paused every few steps to zoom in on the stickers identifying the content of each crate. They were mostly electronic devices. The stock in the warehouse had to be worth a few million Euro if all those crates were filled with what was on the stickers. Vinnie was right. Hawk was a good businessman. Nothing on the stickers stood out or made me suspicious. I ignored the conversation with Hawk to focus on the background. 
 
   For a few moments Vinnie’s back filled most of the monitors when he had moved in front of me in an unconscious gesture of protection. He didn’t trust Hawk. Not with me. I moved out from behind his back and the image showed more of the warehouse. The room with the large glass windows caught my attention and I waited until we were walking to Hawk’s den to get a better image. I paused and zoomed in.
 
   I was astounded that I had not noticed this before. What had attracted my attention before were the large barrels, some with identifying stickers, others without. Not anymore. I stared at the back of the room, perplexed. Why would a businessman, who mainly dealt in electronics, and an arms trader need carpentry equipment? I zoomed in even further, allowing the software to clear up the image. 
 
   I wasn’t looking at just any kind of carpentry equipment. These were the kind of tools an artisan would use. I only recognised a few of the tools, all of which looked of the highest quality and new. They had been used, but there wasn’t much evidence of long-term use. The large, foot-operated joiner was still shiny. There was a clamp and other equipment I could not name. On a large workbench, I saw hammers, tape measures, craft knives and more common tools, most of which were used for woodwork. 
 
   Was Hawk a master carpenter at heart? An artisan? Was it someone else in his organisation? I made a note to ask Vinnie if any of these tools and equipment could be used in building bombs. 
 
   My thoughts were rudely interrupted by a commotion loud enough in the team room to filter into my room through doors that had not been closed completely. The glass doors slid open and loud voices preceded the two angry men into my room.
 
   I quickly switched off the monitor and swallowed my panic when Vinnie and Colin stopped in front of me, Vinnie preventing Colin from coming too close.
 
   “Get out of my fucking way, Vin.”
 
   “It’s not her fault, dude. I made her do this.” 
 
   Adrenaline shot through my system, making my heart race and my mouth dry. Dark edges entered my vision. I knew there were times Colin found me trying. Not once had he lost his temper with me. His patience and understanding had at first been a surprise, but later became expected. I had seen him annoyed, frustrated, in physical pain, but never enraged. His body had gained an uncommon rigidity, his feet planted wide apart, the corners of his mouth turned down and his lips in thin lines.
 
   “Did he?” Colin looked around Vinnie to catch my eye. “Jenny, I’m asking you a question. Did Vinnie force you to go with him?”
 
   “Don’t do this, dude. Don’t take this out on her.”
 
   “Get out of my way, Vin. You’ve done enough damage as it is.”
 
   I couldn’t speak. My mouth felt frozen, the muscles in my body not responding to any signal from my brain. I had never been in a situation like this. The worst confrontations I had ever experienced were with my parents and theirs were silent acts of disapproval. I had no frame of reference for such aggression between friends. 
 
   “Dude, calm down and let’s talk about this.” Vinnie was talking fast, his hands at his sides, but slightly lifted in an unconscious stop gesture. “Our trip wasn’t wasted. We found some interesting information. We even have video. Jen-girl recorded the whole thing.”
 
   Colin pulled his arm back and punched Vinnie full and hard in the face. He had reacted so fast, I hadn’t seen it coming. Not while trying to slow down my breathing. The attack had taken Vinnie by surprise too. His head snapped back and he stumbled a few steps back, into my chair. He stepped forward, lifting his hand to his cheek. It came away bloody.
 
   “You put a fucking camera on her?” Colin’s voice was distorted and loud from his irrational anger. A glance at his face told me he was fast losing perspective, losing his ability to stop. “Do you want her to die? Or do you have a fucking death wish?”
 
   Vinnie’s expression went from contrite to irate in a second. “How dare you? I’ve done everything to keep her safe. You’re fucked up, dude.”
 
   Just like that, the last of Colin’s rationality fled. It might have been interesting to observe such behaviour had it not been almost on top of me. And had it not been two people I had come to care for. 
 
   Colin attacked Vinnie with the fervour of one of the wrestlers they liked to watch on my large-screen television. They fell over the chair at the end of my desk and landed on the floor, fists thudding into flesh. Despite the size disadvantage Colin had to Vinnie, he managed to do a lot of damage. There was blood splatter on my desk and on my carpet. I looked down and saw a tiny drop of blood on my foot, just above my shoe.
 
   “Do something!” Francine rushed into the room. Her accusing look brought the dark edges closer into my sight. “Genevieve, say something! Don’t just sit there. Make them stop!”
 
   I couldn’t. In front of me were the three people who had made an exceptional effort to become my friends and to teach me about friendship. Yet I was immobile in my chair. It was too much for me. There was nothing I could do to stop the blackness taking over my body. At least the blackness was safe and without friends hitting each other.
 
   It was a cramp in my lumbar muscle that pulled me back into my body and into the present. I was curled up in my office chair, a soft groan leaving my throat. I had been told that sometimes I keened, sometimes I groaned and sometimes I was so completely still it was worrying. Momentum kept my body rocking and it took a few seconds of concentration to stop.
 
   “You’re back.” Colin was sitting next to me, presumably in the chair he and Vinnie had knocked over in their scuffle. I was reminded why I had disappeared into my head and I inspected Colin’s face.
 
   “You’re hurt.”
 
   “It’s nothing.” His tone and body language belied this. “Just a few scrapes.”
 
   “You’re holding an icepack to your eye and your hand is wrapped in another icepack. That doesn’t qualify as nothing.” I lowered my legs to the floor and shifted closer. When Colin leaned away from me, I blinked, dumbfounded. That had never happened before.
 
   “Yeah, well. Vinnie’s face is as hard as a frigging rock.”
 
   “Did you break something? Maybe you should go to the hospital.” My voice faltered on the last part of my suggestion. His glare was filled with fury. My throat was dry, the muscles tense. “Colin. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “I tried to phone you the whole time before we went.” My tone was filled with a plea for understanding. “You can check your voicemail. I phoned you at least twelve times. Vinnie also phoned you.”
 
   “That’s it?” He lowered the ice pack to his lap. “That is your reason for making such a stupid decision? For not waiting to speak to me before you went to a criminal internationally notorious for torture?”
 
   Anger was understandable, but it was his other micro-expressions that pressed into my chest until it felt as if my heart was hurting. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said softly. “I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “I’m so angry right now, Jenny. No, it’s not anger I feel, it’s fury. Fury that you could’ve been killed by a stupid, stupid decision. I try. God, I really try. It’s not always easy, but I try. You want to know why?” He waited until I nodded. “Because I trust you, Jenny. Not only to keep your word or to not reveal my confidences. I trust you with my psyche. I know you will never use anything against me. I trust you with my life. I also trusted you with you. I thought you were much smarter than going into a situation like this.”
 
   His anger towards me was a horrid experience. But it was the thought that I was responsible for a rift in Vinnie and Colin’s friendship that burned at the back of my eyes. I blinked at the tears which had filled my eyes, obscuring my vision. “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “What? No arguments of logic and indisputable rationale? What a surprise.” He leaned back in his chair, looking at the ceiling.
 
   The depth of my emotional connection to this man became clear to me when it proved to be extremely hard to remove my feelings from this situation and look at it objectively. I had thought agreeing to accompany Vinnie would help Colin. This was proof of my inexperience with interpersonal relationships. Colin had said he was furious, but what I saw on his face was something else. Something I would never have predicted. “I’ve hurt you.” 
 
   “No, Jenny. This is not hurt.” His sigh was deep and heavy. “This is me being tired of giving you everything and getting very little in return.”
 
   His statement caught me by surprise. Was this related to the envy he had felt at Ben’s relationship with his son? I felt weak with the powerlessness I was experiencing. “I don’t know what you want from me. This is uncharted territory for me. I don’t have a frame of reference to work from.”
 
   Colin pushed the fingers of his healthy hand through his hair to grip it hard. “I know, Jenny. I know.”
 
   We sat staring at each other for what felt like an hour. It was three minutes. He dropped his hands to his lap. “You were looking at the footage you had recorded. Did you find something interesting?”
 
   His expression warned me that we were not going to resolve the situation here and now. I was aching with the need to know what it was he felt he didn’t have in our relationship, but I didn’t want to do more damage by insisting. I tightened my jaw muscles and turned to the ten monitors against the wall. 
 
   Instead of telling Colin my findings, I ran through the forty-seven-minute video with him. It was normal speed and I said very little, observing him. I clicked on the stop button when Vinnie and I left the building.
 
   “He did this to help you,” I said. “We did this to help you.”
 
   Colin inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly. “Jenny, I can’t remember ever being this angry. I’m too angry to talk about this. We’ll shelve this, okay?”
 
   I nodded stiffly. 
 
   “Good. So now that I’ve seen the whole thing, what did you find?”
 
   I spent the next half an hour showing him the crates with electronics and the woodwork equipment. “Why do you think he has this?’
 
   “There could be a very nefarious reason or something as benign as his hobby. Aren’t you the one always resisting any form of speculation?”
 
   “Of course.” This was not our usual work dynamic. A large chasm had opened between us. “Would any of these tools be used for making or altering guns?”
 
   “Aha, I see where you are going with this.” He thought about this for a moment. “You would have to ask Vinnie, but I’m pretty sure these tools could be used for bore lapping.”
 
   “Where is Vinnie?” 
 
   “He left.” Colin’s lips compressed and the corners of his mouth turned down.
 
   “Is he okay?”
 
   “Francine went with him. He’s fine.”
 
   “Like you?”
 
   “Jenny, drop it.” He looked away for a second, shaking his head. “It means you should stop discussing this topic.”
 
   “I know what ‘drop it’ means. Vinnie says it to Francine all the time when she insists on adding more spices to his cooking.” My emotions were hurting more than anything I had experienced before. I tried to compartmentalise and dissociate as much as possible. It helped very little. “I entered the numbers on my arm into Google.”
 
   “Did you get anything?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Have you tried any other decryption methods?”
 
   “Francine has, but I haven’t had time yet.” 
 
   As we had done on a previous case, Colin and I worked through a few ciphers until we found the key. Each number multiplied by two and replaced by that letter of the alphabet resulted in a surprising code.
 
   “‘rousseaus.hin.org’. He’s using the plural of Rousseau in an inarticulate manner, but he’s giving us a website.”
 
   “This feels too easy.” Colin looked at the scribbles on his notepad. “We didn’t even have to scramble the letters.”
 
   I agreed with him. Had Kubanov become lazy? “Do you think it is safe to open the website?”
 
   “Francine’s antivirus programmes will catch any virus he might have put in there.” Colin leaned forward. “Let’s check it out.”
 
   I entered the letters into the address bar and pressed enter. It took my computer less than two seconds to open the webpage. I gasped and barely paid attention to Colin using Vinnie’s swearwords. On the monitors in front of us was a slideshow presentation, moving from one photo to the next. Each photo was of me.
 
   Taken with a zoom lens, a few photos were of me in my apartment. One photo was of Colin and me walking across one of Strasbourg’s beautiful bridges. On another photo, I was having lunch with Francine, and another showed Vinnie and Colin in conversation on a street while I stared off into space.
 
   “Jesus.” Colin’s voice held a quiet note of fear.
 
   “I’ve been stalked.” I was stating the obvious. “This is something Kubanov would do. This is him hunting me and letting me know that he could’ve had me any time.”
 
   I felt another shutdown closing in on me. Already I had lost two hours due to a lack of emotional control. I didn’t want to lose any more time. I didn’t want to give Kubanov that kind of power. I exited the website.
 
   “It’s too much for me. I need to focus on something else for a while.”
 
   Colin studied me for a moment, and nodded. “Let’s look into those unsolved murder cases. We’ll get back to this later.”
 
   Relieved, I opened the first file on the list and noticed my unsteady hands. I was on emotion overload. Colin’s anger and hurt, fear from this stalker website, but mostly the fear of Colin losing regard for me made it difficult to breathe. He started talking about the case now up on the monitors and I forced my attention to it. The longer we worked on the case, the more I was able to distance myself from my chaotic emotions.
 
   Colin insisted we took a break after a few hours, but agreed to have a short lunch in the viewing room. By half past five we had solved another two cases. I had sent a detailed email to Manny in both cases. His response had been ‘Good’ both times. Nothing more, just one word. 
 
   “Only one more case, then we’re going home, Jenny.” Colin lifted his arms towards the ceiling, stretching his back. “God, I can’t sit in this chair for the rest of the evening. Only one more case. We’ll worry about the website tomorrow.”
 
   “Okay.” I was scared I would widen the chasm between us by demanding to stay longer and look into the website. The initial shock of seeing photos taken of me without consent had worn off. Curiosity had set in. If Kubanov had designed that slideshow, there was an underlying message or code in it. Of that I was sure. The look on Colin’s face was enough to ignore my curiosity though.
 
   I opened the case of Ilse Smith, an apparent drive-by shooting in Aberdeen. I stared at the information on the monitors until I couldn’t bear it anymore. This uncomfortable atmosphere between us was exhausting me. I looked up at Colin. “Promise me something.”
 
   He raised one eyebrow. “What?”
 
   “You will always be honest with me.” I lifted both hands when his brows drew together. My chest was hurting with all the unsaid words. “Please let me finish. This is not easy to say. Um, if you get tired of me, I want you to promise me that you will end our relationship.”
 
   “Oh God, Jenny.” All his anger was back. “I can’t talk about it now. I’m going to get us some coffee. I won’t be long.” 
 
   He shoved his chair back and left the room with long strides. The doubt I had seen on his face exacerbated my emotional disquiet. I barely heard the doors open and close. This was one of the few times in my adult life that I had felt at a complete loss. Facing the turmoil in my psyche was something I wanted to avoid, so I turned back to the case I had opened on the monitors. 
 
   Before long I was engrossed in the case. Ilse Smith had worked in a women’s boutique. She had been single, living on her own, but with close relationships with her family. Her funeral had been attended by more than three hundred people. She had made friends with all her customers, volunteered at a local community centre, babysat for her friends and tutored a neighbour’s son when he’d had problems with his English classes. 
 
   When Colin placed a coffee mug in front of me, I started. 
 
   “Interesting case?”
 
   “Sad.” I looked at her photo on the monitor. She was slightly overweight, giving her features a distinct softness, befitting the accounts I had read about her. “And senseless. The only mildly controversial thing she ever did was to head up a petition against land development in her neighbourhood. The development would’ve resulted in the local community sports grounds being turned into a shopping mall. None of the neighbours wanted more shops to spend their meagre earnings in. They wanted the sports grounds to spend their leisure time in. She had led a campaign successful enough that the local council rejected the developer’s application.”
 
   Colin took a few sips of his coffee, sighing with pleasure. “Why did the police dismiss the developer as a suspect?”
 
   “Every person on the developer’s payroll had an alibi for the night of the murder.” I lifted my coffee mug and inhaled. Colin had used the special blend he insisted was the best. He was right. The coffee was delicious. I took a sip and put it on the desk. Colin was drinking his coffee as fast as usual, not savouring it.
 
   “Well, that is the most likely suspect. What about friends and family?”
 
   “They were all devastated by her death. The Aberdeen police did a really thorough investigation from the look of this report. It is one of the most comprehensive reports so far.”
 
   “Hmm.” He frowned and rubbed his eyes. “Anything connecting her, her family or the developer to any of the other cases?”
 
   “The first thing I did when Manny emailed me all the reports was to run a comparison between the cases. If there are connections, it is in the scanned documents, not the data that they put in manually.” I had told him that before, but he asked me with each new case. It wasn’t in me to be impatient and remind him how much I hated repeating myself. The fresh bruising on his face and the way he cradled his hand prevented me. I lifted my cup and sipped. 
 
   “Damn, I’m tired.” Colin stretched his eyes as if it was difficult to keep them open. “Why don’t we just shut this down and take it up again tomorrow?”
 
   “After I put the names of all the friends, family, co-workers and everyone connected to the developer in the system. And then check it against the other names we have so far.” I felt the pull of fatigue, but the intrigue of this case was too strong. I took another small sip of coffee and was surprised to see my hand shake. I put the mug on my desk, a feeling of dread settling deep in my stomach. What I was feeling wasn’t fatigue.
 
   “Colin?” 
 
   It felt as if someone had drained all my energy at once. Expending more energy than I felt I had, I turned to Colin. He was slumped over the side of his chair, unconscious. I didn’t know if the blackness coming over me was my unfortunate coping mechanism or the drug that somehow had made its way into our coffee. We were drugged. Again.
 
    
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc374899300]Chapter TEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Unlike three days ago, I came to with an immediate awareness of what had taken place. My brain was alert, but my body still lethargic from whatever drug hadn’t fully metabolised yet. My eyes were closed, and for the moment I thought it prudent to maintain the pretence that I was still unconscious while I attempted to gather more information about my condition and environment.
 
   I was lying on my back on what felt like a tiled floor. It was cool where my skin touched the floor. At least I was still fully dressed. Checking from my toes up, I could not feel any damage to my body other than the heaviness preventing me from jumping up and running away. The only sounds I could hear were night insects and the ticking of an analogue clock in the distance. This led me to believe I was in a building with multiple rooms. 
 
   Adrenaline entered my blood, activating my sympathetic system with the immediate result of increased respiration. It took a few seconds of concentration to slow down my breathing in case someone was watching. The longer I was lying here, the angrier I became. Having my free will taken away from me once was unacceptable. Having it happen a second time was infuriating. I’d had no power to defend myself against whoever this enemy was. I strongly doubted Kubanov had done this himself. Again he had found someone willing to run his errands for him.
 
   For a few more minutes I didn’t move, not until I was totally satisfied I couldn’t hear another person moving around the building. I opened my eyes and frowned. This was not what I had expected to see. At an estimated ten metres directly above me was the biggest crystal chandelier I’d seen. The balcony under it flowed on both sides to an elaborate rounded staircase winding its way down to me.
 
   I was lying in the foyer of a mansion. To the right in front of me was the front door flanked by narrow windows. Outside it was dark, explaining the sounds of the night insects. It had to be between ten and five in the morning to be this dark during this time of the season. Assuming I was still in France, of course. That thought sent another shot of adrenaline through my system and I closed my eyes for a few seconds. Five bars of Mozart’s Oboe Quartet in F Major later, I started focussing on my body. I needed to get my muscles moving, find Colin and get out of here.
 
   Colin. Where was he and why hadn’t he woken me up like before? My eyes shot open at the same time as I became aware of my fingers lying in water. I lifted my left hand, a high-pitched groan leaving my throat. My hand wasn’t covered in water. It was red and sticky. Blood. 
 
   I frantically wiped my hand on my shirt to get the blood off. It took immense willpower to calm myself and find the strength to lean up. I looked at the body of the man lying next to me in a large pool of blood. I couldn’t see his face, but this wasn’t Colin. He would never wear scuffed work boots. 
 
   From the amount of blood on the floor, this man had been fatally wounded. No one would survive such a loss of blood. What had happened? Who had shot him? I looked down at my body to double-check that I had not also been wounded. The only blood on me was where my jeans had been obstructing the blood pool from spreading. And the blood on my hand. I wiped my hand again on my shirt as I looked around the affluently decorated foyer. Colin was not here. I was alone.
 
   The man’s one arm was out of my view, his other lying in his blood, reaching out to me. Just as I thought I recognised something about him, his hand twitched. How this man was still alive after such severe blood loss was beyond me. If he was conscious, he might be able to tell me where I was, what day it was and where Colin was. I got onto my knees and crawled to the other side of his body. I didn’t want to have any more of his blood on me.
 
   When I reached his thighs, my weak muscles were trembling from the strain. I nearly collapsed when I got a good enough view and recognised Hawk’s face. I had watched it so many times on my ten monitors, I would’ve recognised him anywhere. I stopped next to his chest, exhausted. 
 
   Out of curiosity I had read four books on first aid, but had never put any of my knowledge into practice. Touching another person was something I avoided as much as possible. Touching someone covered in blood was not an experience I was prepared for.
 
   “You look… Doc Sebasti…” Hawk barely managed a whisper. His face was pale, but interestingly was void of any expressions indicating pain. His eyelids flickered as he fought to stay conscious, to stay alive. “You… woke…”
 
   “Where are we? Where is Colin?”
 
   “Who?” The question was recognisable from the shape of his mouth rather than from any sound he made. A small exhalation accompanied his rounded lips. 
 
   A soft electronic ping preceded a louder ping and the sound of a cell phone vibrating came from his trousers. The strangeness of Hawk receiving a call while he was lying in a pool of his own blood distracted me for a moment. Only for a moment. I ignored the relentless pinging and vibrating sound and leaned closer to Hawk. “Colin. Where is he? Who brought us here? Who shot you?”
 
   “Bastard—” A violent convulsion interrupted him. 
 
   “Who brought us here? Who is it? What is his name?” 
 
   “Ask… printer.” 
 
   “What printer? Who is he?” Was it someone who owned a printing business? A person who made prints of paintings?
 
   “Help… me.” He frowned. “Don’t want… die.”
 
   I looked at his torso. The beige silk shirt he had been wearing at the warehouse had two small tears in it as if projectiles had entered through it. One tear was in his abdomen, the other his shoulder. His shirt was dark and wet with his blood. I knew there was nothing I could do to help him. In Colin’s words, this man was the most notorious crime lord in France, yet it made me feel sad to watch the life drain from him. It was not a good feeling. Shouldn’t I be happy that he would no longer put weapons into the hands of criminals and child soldiers?
 
   “Where are we?” I asked again. 
 
   “Home.” He coughed softly, but it was enough to send blood running from his mouth. I shuddered.
 
   “Your home?”
 
   He grunted and gave a small nod.
 
   “Who shot you? Who brought me here?”
 
   “Blow… all.”
 
   “Blow what?” This was most exasperating, worse than trying to understand Vinnie’s euphemisms. “Blow something up like a bomb? Blow something away like the wind?”
 
   “So pretty.” Another micro-smile. “Doc, you… pretty.”
 
   The hand lying in the blood pool lifted and I saw the damage for the first time. A bullet had gone through the palm of his hand. I could only imagine that he had held up his hand to appeal to the shooter to stop. It had been an ineffective gesture.
 
   “Big blow… printer.” He coughed again, this time a lot of blood ran down his chin. “So cold.”
 
   He was dying. It was only minutes before he would breathe his last breath and I still didn’t know anything.
 
   “Who did this, Hawk? Who shot you?”
 
   “The Printer… he…” His eyes shot wide open. “Doc, promise me.”
 
   “What do you want me to promise you?” 
 
   “Monique.”
 
   It took me a moment to place the name. “Your daughter?”
 
   With his uninjured hand, he grabbed my wrist so quickly, I couldn’t avoid it. His grip was surprisingly strong for a dying man. It was hard to not give in to the blackness calling me. This was fast becoming too much for me to handle. I pushed out my bottom jaw and tried to sit straighter. Hawk squeezed hard around my wrist. “Promise, Doc. Keep… safe. Protect.”
 
   “You want me to look after your daughter?” What an absurd request. 
 
   “Promise.” His hand slipped from my wrist, but his eyes pleaded with mine. There was no disguise in his expression, only pure honesty. I remembered the unadulterated adoration in his voice when he had spoken about his daughter. The fear I saw expressed on his face was not for himself. “She… good person. Better…”
 
   “Than you?” 
 
   He grunted.
 
   “I will ask someone I trust to make sure she is okay.”
 
   “No. You… you must…” His eyes begged me for something I wasn’t eager to give. But how could I deny a dying man a request like this? Even if he was an evil man?
 
   “I will make sure she is well.”
 
   “Thank y…” His last breath left him on those words. I was not to get another answer from him. I stared at the carotid artery in his neck for a minute, looking for any indication of blood flow. There was none. I didn’t want to touch this man to confirm his death. I knew he was no longer a threat to society. That realisation was immediately followed by the fact that I was kneeling next to a dead man and had his blood on me.
 
   It took mentally writing another page of the Oboe Quartet to gain control. I regained the acuity of my mind, but my muscle strength still had not returned. I leaned back on my heels to take a more careful look around. I had no reason to doubt Hawk that I was in his house. As was often the case with people coming into money very fast, everything I saw in the foyer was bought for its boast value. There was not much personal taste involved, nothing reflective of a specific personality.
 
   At the sides of the foyer where each staircase landed were doors leading to other rooms. The one closest to me was dark and uninviting. A soft light gave me a dimmed glimpse into the room opposite and farther from me. Part of the inside wall I could see was covered in paintings, a few of which I recognised as masterpieces. Even though out of my line of sight, I was sure the wooden floors of that room were covered in more than one Persian carpet. Only the best for new money.
 
   My eyes followed my inane line of thought to the expensive wooden flooring. I wasn’t ready for what I saw in the doorway. The dreaded blackness rushed into my vision powerfully enough that it took more than a few minutes of Mozart to fight it back. The moment I felt I could handle what I had seen, I scrambled on my hands and knees to the familiar-looking legs stretched out on the floor of the other room. I didn’t attempt to stand, knowing my muscles would not carry me fast enough. 
 
   I reached the room and had to force myself to enter, to confirm whether it was Colin lying in that room. As I crawled closer, I recognised his strong hands first. Artist hands, but calloused from not living a soft life. I liked that about him. His upper body was lying on a dark blue Persian carpet, clashing with the light green dress shirt he wore. There was a lot of blood on his shirt. Distress tightened my throat, making breathing difficult. I stopped next to him, a soft moan escaping from my dry lips. 
 
   “Colin?” Only the third time I called his name did I manage to make a sound. It was scratchy and filled with fear. I touched his hand and immediately dropped it, glared at it. His hand was cold. As if there had been no blood flowing to his hand to warm it up. Was the blood on his shirt his? The thought of not having Colin in my life filled me with such deep dismay, I forgot about all other dislikes. 
 
   With shaky fingers I unbuttoned his shirt to look for injuries. Halfway down I realised I should first check his pulse, his breathing. There was complete disarray in my thinking. Gone was my normal systematic, analytical and distant observation and processing of a situation. I was filled with emotions so strong, they paralysed my thinking and caused me to act ineffectually.
 
   “Come on, Genevieve.” I made my voice strong and hard. “Think.”
 
   I took a few focussed breaths and gently touched the side of Colin’s neck. The common carotid artery was the one most easily allowing us to feel a heartbeat. I held my fingers against Colin’s shaved skin, chanting, “Come on, come on, come on.”
 
   I couldn’t feel anything. I took another few breaths and pressed my fingers a little harder against his throat. He was lying deadly still, his strong features unmoving. The first flutter I dismissed as my imagination and hopefulness. I held my position and waited for another five weak, but steady heartbeats before I allowed relief to overwhelm me.
 
   Tears streamed down my face as I continued unbuttoning his shirt. I found no injuries. Whose blood was staining his shirt? And why wasn’t he waking up? I rubbed his sternum hard with my knuckles. “Colin, wake up. Please. Come on. Wake up.”
 
   Distress, but mostly fear heightened the pitch of my voice. Combined with the tears, I sounded like a stranger to myself. Colin didn’t respond to any of my attempts to wake him. With every minute I was moving closer to the dark depths of panic. I continued begging Colin to wake up, but to no avail. Not even when I uncharacteristically raised my voice and punched him on his thigh did he react.
 
   “Oh God, oh God. I have to do something.” A phone. I needed to phone Manny. He would help. I frantically looked around the room for a phone, but could see none. Then I remembered the annoying pinging and vibrating from Hawk’s trousers. I didn’t want to go back into the foyer. I didn’t want to see all that blood again. But there was no phone in this room, on me or on Colin. Our pockets were empty and no matter how hard I looked, there wasn’t a phone in this room. 
 
   I didn’t want Colin to die because of my unwillingness to look at blood. I touched his face while taking a few deep breaths. “I’ll be back. I’m just going to get a phone.”
 
   I tried to stand up, but my legs still didn’t want to carry my weight. Not wanting to waste any more time, I crawled back into the foyer and to Hawk’s dead body. I forced myself to only focus on the pocket of his trousers where the pinging had come from. As fast as I could and without unnecessary touching, I removed Hawk’s smartphone. Gripping it tightly, I made my way back to Colin.
 
   “I got it.” Speaking to Colin was unproductive. He was still non-responsive. I was scared enough to admit that the reassurance was for me. “I’m going to phone Manny.” 
 
   He would be furious with me, but he would help. And his was the only number I could recall at the moment. I swiped the touch screen only to smear blood all over it. A high-pitched whine pushed past my teeth. There was still blood on my hand. I wiped my hand furiously on my trousers and did the same with the phone. To my relief, no password was required when I swiped the screen again. Within three seconds the phone was ringing. I held it to my ear and looked at the wall across from me. 
 
   “Who the hell is phoning me at two in the bleeding morning?” Manny’s sleepy, but agitated voice caused tears to fill my eyes. I focussed on one of the paintings to calm myself, but it had the complete opposite effect. How many more times was I going to see something that rendered me paralysed with trepidation? Manny continued to rudely insist on knowing who had the audacity to phone him in the middle of the night. All I could do was try to prevent a shutdown while staring at Braque’s Harbour in Normandy hanging on Hawk’s wall. 
 
   “Help.” I still stared at the painting, irrationally wondering if it was following me. “Help.”
 
   “Who’s this? Speak up, I can’t hear you.”
 
   I cleared my throat and looked away from the painting. “Colin won’t wake up.”
 
   “Doc?” Manny’s voice was fully alert. “Doc, is that you?”
 
   “The painting is here.” I was trying to pull myself together, but found it very hard. Looking at the painting, I felt myself being drawn into its mystery. I looked down and debilitating fear rushed through me as I looked at Colin’s prone body.
 
   “Genevieve!” 
 
   In the year that I’d known Manny, he had called me by my given name no more than five times. It was this that brought me to a higher level of consciousness.
 
   “It’s me.” My voice was trembling and soft, but audible. “I don’t know where we are. Hawk is dead and Colin won’t wake up. Manny, I don’t want him to die.”
 
   “No one’s going to die today, missy.” The sounds of movement came through the phone as if he was running. “Is Frey still breathing?”
 
   “Yes, but he won’t wake up.” I was repeating myself. 
 
   “Doc, stay on the line. I’ll come get you.” Scratching noises came through the phone, followed by Manny’s muted voice. He must have pushed the phone against his chest, but I could hear him shouting at someone. When he called the person ‘criminal’ a second time, I knew he was bringing Vinnie. I exhaled loudly in relief.
 
   “Doc, is there anyone else there?”
 
   “I don’t think so. It’s just me.” My voice broke. “And Colin. Hawk is dead.”
 
   “What the fuck are you doing with Hawk?” There was a lot of noise, shouting and a car racing coming through the phone. It was interrupted by beeping. “Bloody hell, my battery is going. Doc?”
 
   “I’m still here.”
 
   “Doc, I need to know where I’m driving. Somewhere in Strasbourg, in France, to the airport? Where are you?”
 
   “I told you I don’t know.” I felt smothered by the panic bearing down on me. There was no greater torture for me than the lack of information and knowledge. “Hawk said we’re in his house.”
 
   “But you said he’s dead.”
 
   “He said that before he died.”
 
   There was another muted conversation, cut off when Manny’s phone disconnected the call. For a few minutes I hadn’t felt utterly alone. Without the telephonic connection I felt isolated and powerless. It was the latter combined with knowing nothing of my location or how we had arrived here that pushed me even closer to the edge. I put the phone on the carpet, next to Colin’s head.
 
   “Manny and Vinnie are coming.” I awkwardly touched his cheek with my fingertips. He was comfortable with physical affection, whereas I didn’t know how to do this naturally. My movements were stilted and uncoordinated. “I don’t want you to die. Please don’t die.”
 
   Colin had been the one pursuing a romantic relationship with me. Before him, I’d had a few short-term affairs, connections I would not even qualify as a relationship. It had merely been for mutual sexual satisfaction. Francine called that ‘fuck buddies’. I didn’t like the term.
 
   The man lying in front of me did not fit into that category. He had shown me more patience, understanding and tolerance than anyone before. In the last six months, Colin had cajoled laughter out of me. I was not known for possessing a cheerful disposition. He had brought a lightness into my life which, I realised sitting here, I didn’t want to be without. I might have told him earlier that he should end our relationship if ever he got tired of me, but looking at him lying in front of me, I wanted to retract my words. 
 
   “I don’t want you to end it. Don’t give up on me.” I put my one palm flat on his chest, the other against his cheek. My voice was not my own. To my ears it sounded thick with unspoken emotions. “Don’t leave me. I don’t want to go back to living the way I did before you broke into my flat. Please don’t go.”
 
   I picked up the phone and redialled Manny’s number. It went to voicemail. I trusted him to keep his word and find us, but I needed reassurance. This was the first time in my life that I had considered someone else’s safety and life before my own. I couldn’t allow myself to give in to the tempting blackness and leave Colin without any defence. Not knowing how else to stay calm, I started going through all the different aspects of this case. Out loud. I talked to Colin as if he was aware of every word I said. The irrationality of it was not lost on me, but it seemed the only prevention for my pending panic attack.
 
   I didn’t know how long it took me to discuss the tattoo on my arm. I described the website in every detail I recalled. The angle of the photos, the order of the slideshow and the people with me when the photos had been taken. I described the colours of the website and the strangely ornate frames used around each photo. As I spoke, loose bits of information congealed into something more substantial, but my thinking brain was still too occupied with everything that surrounded me to allow it to filter through.
 
   Sounds outside stalled my monologue. Someone was at the front door. If it were the Printer, I didn’t want to give away that I had survived. Until this moment I hadn’t given any thought to the possibility that he might return. If the Printer was indeed a man. I grabbed Colin’s cold hand in both of mine and fixed my eyes on the door. I didn’t have a view of the front door, and was overcome with the deep discomfort of not knowing who was going to come through that door.
 
   Scratching noises at the door indicated the door was being opened by a key or lockpick. I hoped it was Vinnie and his expert lockpicking skills. It felt like an eternity before the door opened to allow the night in. The insects sounded closer. I would’ve preferred to focus on their night sounds, but careful footsteps were coming my way.
 
   I held my breath and huddled closer to Colin. Once I’d read a story about a man who had wrapped his waterproof watch in a handkerchief to put it in his jacket pocket as his little sailboat was sinking. Huddling close to Colin held the same lack of logic, yet it made me feel better. Safer. A few whispered words reached me, but were too quiet to identify the speakers.
 
   The barrel of a hefty handgun came into view, followed by Vinnie’s large frame. Relief flooded through my body, making my muscles weaker than they still were. I didn’t stop the involuntary cry of recognition and collapsed onto Colin’s chest.
 
   “Jen-girl! They’re here, I have them!” Vinnie shouted over his shoulder as he took two large steps to reach us. “Are you okay? What the fuck happened? Is Colin okay?”
 
   Manny came running into the room, concern all over his features. As if through water, I heard them asking me one question after the other. Vinnie tried to lift me away from Colin, but I clung to him, unwilling to move from his chest. Now that these two men who would do anything to keep me safe were here, I could let go. I wrapped my arms around Colin and allowed the blackness to take me away from this horrid place. Manny and Vinnie would take care of everything. They would make sure Colin didn’t die.
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   It was the vibration of Colin’s voice against my back that brought me back. My breath caught as I opened my eyes and saw the same room Colin had been lying in. The early morning sun was shining through the large window. I was on the sofa, hugging my knees tightly to my chest, my back warm against Colin’s chest. He was sitting at an angle, both arms around me, holding me to him. Any other person and it would have sent me into a shutdown or possibly a meltdown. Being surrounded by Colin made me feel safe.
 
   “Jenny?” He stretched his neck to look around at me. I turned my head, an unpleasant warmth colouring my cheeks. I didn’t like being so vulnerable. “How’re you feeling?”
 
   I patted his arm stiffly and moved away to sit next to him. I couldn’t get myself to move too far away from him. I studied him until I was satisfied with what I saw. “You didn’t wake up.”
 
   “I’m awake now.”
 
   “He took his sweet time too.” Vinnie was sitting on an antique chair. His lounging pose and large body looked incongruous with the fine design and thin legs of the early nineteenth-century chair. He had a cut above his eyebrow and a lot of bruising on one side of his face, the discolouration indicating it was recent. It had to be from his physical altercation with Colin, yet there was no animosity between them at the moment. For that I was grateful. His smile was genuine and relieved. “Hey, Jen-girl.”
 
   “Hey.” I had learned to greet like this, but it felt improper. I turned back to Colin. “Are you well now?”
 
   “I have one hell of a hangover, but I’ve survived worse.”
 
   I knew this to be true. Soon after our first case a year ago, Kubanov had lured Colin to Russia. There he had captured Colin and had tortured him for days until Vinnie had found and rescued him. It had taken Colin months to recover. He still had the deep, ugly scars on one leg as a reminder.
 
   “How long have I been out?”
 
   “Three hours,” Vinnie said before Colin inhaled to speak. His corrugator procerus muscle contracted to form a deep frown. “You scared the living shit out of me, Jen-girl.”
 
   “You’ve seen me like this before, Vinnie.” Much to my chagrin. “Why did it scare you?”
 
   “No, not that. Being woken up by the old man in the middle of the night and hearing him panic.” He lowered his head and looked at me from under his eyebrows. “That is what scared me. I seriously don’t know how I got dressed and downstairs so fast, or how he got to the apartment that fast, but we were driving here before I was awake.”
 
   I doubted that. Vinnie had the ability to go from a deep sleep to fully alert in a heartbeat. 
 
   “How did you find us?” I wanted to apologise, because I was sure Colin had asked all these questions before, but I knew Vinnie didn’t mind telling the same story numerous times. His repetitive anecdotes bored me at times.
 
   “Manny got Francine to track the phone you used to call him. Stupid arsehole didn’t charge his phone and we lost contact. By the time she came through with the location, we were already on our way here. When he said that you told him you guys were in Hawk’s house, I was sure you were here.”
 
   “You’ve been here before?”
 
   “Nope.” A calculating smile lifted one corner of his mouth. “I just like to know everything I can about the people who might be a threat to me.”
 
   Colin’s breathing changed. More audible, harder. He was getting angry again.
 
   “Dude, I don’t know how many more times I have to apologise. I didn’t think he would be a threat to Jen-girl.”
 
   “Clearly you didn’t think.”
 
   “Please don’t argue now.” I felt raw from all the emotions. “Vinnie lost somebody he cared for.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   I looked at Vinnie. “He might not have been a good person, but you shared some kind of bond.”
 
   “Yeah, some kind of bond is how I would describe it, Jen-girl. We’ve known each other a very long time and we have helped each other out of a few scrapes. In this line of work, I knew he was going to meet his end soon.” There was more acceptance on Vinnie’s face than sadness. “It’s better this way.”
 
   We sat quietly for a few seconds, reflecting.
 
   “Why’s that there?” I pointed at the Braque painting leaning against the legs of Vinnie’s chair.
 
   “You wouldn’t let go of Colin, so I had to bring it to him.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Colin put his hand on my clutched fists. “Apparently you wouldn’t allow anyone to move you, so the medics had to work around you to get to me. When I came to, you still wouldn’t let go, so I moved us to the sofa to be more comfortable.”
 
   “You’ve been sitting like this for three hours?” I felt the heat crawl into my cheeks again. It was hard to not drop my head and round my shoulders in defeated shame.
 
   “The paramedics thought it was sweet.” Colin squeezed my fists. 
 
   I closed my eyes and groaned. The embarrassment was uncomfortable and I was desperate to change the topic. I straightened and looked at the painting. “Is it real? Is this the original painting that was stolen from the McCarthy house?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure it is the original Braque, yes. The angular and shaded brushstrokes in this painting are unique to Braque. I was very close in reproducing this. The artists who did the other forgeries didn’t fare all that well. The more I look at this, the more sure I am it is the original.” 
 
   “How did it get from Kathleen McCarthy’s house to Hawk’s? What is his connection to her?” 
 
   Noises from the foyer caught my attention. A familiar voice reached me before Manny walked into the room. He looked at me, frowned and walked faster.
 
   “You here, missy?” 
 
   I looked at him, not understanding his question. I was sitting right in front of him. 
 
   “Jenny, he wants to know if you’re awake.”
 
   “Oh.” I frowned at Manny. “Why didn’t you say that? Asking me if I am here is redundant.”
 
   “You’re back, all right.” Manny swung around and pointed his finger at Vinnie. “And you. I told you to call me the moment she came to. What part of that sentence didn’t you understand, criminal?”
 
   “The part where you ordered me around like one of your mindless underlings.” Vinnie’s top lip curled, adding to his belligerence. “And she just joined us a few minutes ago. Keep your hair on, old man.”
 
   “You people…” Manny’s nostrils flared, his body tense. “Missy, would you care to tell me how the bleeding hell you came to be in Hawk’s house?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I watched the supratrochlear artery on Manny’s forehead become more pronounced. The redness in his face was not from embarrassment like mine. His anger was escalating. I started speaking very fast. “What I mean is that I really don’t know how we got here. The last place I remembered being was in my viewing room.”
 
   “Do you remember leaving the office?” Vinnie asked. He had his smartphone in his hand. When I answered in the negative he started tapping on the screen. “I’m asking Francine to check all the video from the office last night. Maybe she will find out what happened to you guys.”
 
   “It would be a relief to know how we left. One moment I was in the viewing room, the next thing I remember is waking up next to Hawk.” I recalled my last thoughts. “Our coffee was drugged.”
 
   “What coffee?” Colin and Manny asked at the same time.
 
   I turned to Colin. “Don’t you remember?”
 
   “Frey here doesn’t remember anything.” Suspicion was clear in Manny’s voice. I didn’t need to see his body language.
 
   “You really don’t remember?” I asked, ignoring Manny.
 
   “The last thing I recall is our discussion.”
 
   “Which one?” We’d had many during the day. Had he taken a higher dosage of the drug that it had impaired his memory much more than mine?
 
   “The one where you told me to break up with you,” Colin said fast, in a low voice.
 
   “I don’t want you to do that.” I was shaking my head. “At the time I said it, I believed it to be true. I don’t want that anymore.”
 
   “Frey! Missy!” Manny’s frustrated yell stopped even the muted conversations in the other rooms. “What fucking coffee?”
 
   “The coffee Colin made for us.” All eyes were on me. “As usual he drank his very fast. I took a few sips, maybe drinking one third of my mug. By the time I realised the feeling I had wasn’t fatigue, but the effects of a drug, Colin was already unconscious.”
 
   “You did this?” Even though Manny was furious, his question didn’t convey any accusation.
 
   “Fuck you, Millard.” 
 
   “Thought so.” Manny nodded. “Then who put the drug in your coffee? How did they get into the office? Oh hellfire, wait.”
 
   Nobody spoke while Manny pulled a cell phone from his coat pocket. I bit the inside of my lip to prevent myself from asking him if that one was charged in case he went into an uncontrolled rage. We listened to two conversations. The first was a quick one with Phillip, asking him to secure the offices and not allow anyone in until Manny sent people to go through Rousseau & Rousseau, looking for the drugged coffee. That needed another short explanation and assurance that I was fine. He nodded once and agreed with Phillip that all evidence might already have been removed, but he wanted to make sure. 
 
   The next call was longer and more detailed as he gave orders on what to look for and where. It afforded me time to take notice of the people moving around the other parts of the house.
 
   “Are these people police?” I nodded towards the entrance.
 
   Vinnie glanced at the door, his lip curling. “Crime scene investigators. They’ve already taken Hawk’s body to the morgue for an autopsy. Now they’re crawling around the house, looking in every nook and cranny. The old man says they’re the best.”
 
   “They are.” Manny put the phone back in his coat pocket. “If Hawk had anything in this house implicating him in some crime, they will find it.”
 
   “Why don’t you just go to his warehouse?” I asked. “I’m sure you will find lots there to connect him and possibly other people to crimes.”
 
   “What warehouse?” Manny’s glare carried a lot of anger.
 
   I took a moment before I answered. First I studied Manny’s body language, then Vinnie’s. 
 
   “You didn’t tell him,” I said to Vinnie. “Why not?”
 
   Vinnie only lifted one shoulder again. His attempt at nonchalance didn’t convince me. His other nonverbal cues revealed his true motivation for withholding the truth. Loyalty towards me. He was protecting me from Manny.
 
   “He has to know.” I hoped Vinnie wouldn’t expect me to continue the deception. Again he lifted his shoulder.
 
   “Of course I bloody well have to know.” Manny took a step closer to me. “What warehouse, missy?”
 
   I had known telling Manny wasn’t going to be easy. But facing him while he towered over me was more disconcerting than I had anticipated. I turned my hands over and held onto Colin’s hand.
 
   “I went with Vinnie to Hawk’s warehouse… yesterday morning.” My grip on Colin’s hand tightened as Manny’s hands fisted at his sides, his lips pulled back to bare his teeth, and his nostrils flared. He stormed away, walked back, glared at me and walked away again. He repeated this a few times, even shaking a fist at Vinnie once.
 
   At last he stopped in front of me, his body tense. “Talk. And tell me bloody everything.”
 
   As fast as I could, I told him everything. He listened quietly, his anger visibly increasing. When I finished, he turned to Vinnie, disgust curling his upper lip. “Bloody fucking criminal. You took her into the lion’s den and look what it got you. This is your fault, you realise that, right?”
 
   “Leave him alone, Manny.” I couldn’t bear to see the self-blame in Vinnie’s eyes. 
 
   “No, he’s right, Jen-girl.” Vinnie sat up. “I fucked up. I don’t know how I’ll make this up to you, but I will. I swear I will.”
 
   “I could’ve said no.” And he would not have been able to sway me. 
 
   “Is that where the two of you got your latest war badges?” Manny’s nod towards the bruising on Vinnie’s face helped me understand his expression. Neither Vinnie nor Colin answered, but their body language was becoming more hostile.
 
   “Regret and accusations are not productive,” I said. “Why don’t we work with what we have now? Like a recording of that whole event.”
 
   “What? You recorded the whole time you were there? Do you have a bleeding death wish?” Manny’s eyebrows rose high on his forehead. He turned his anger on Colin. “And where were you while your girlfriend was playing superspy, Frey?”
 
   “He didn’t know,” I said quickly. “Stop with all the accusations, Manny. Vinnie and I apologised to Colin. Now I’m apologising to you. I planned to tell you, but I should’ve phoned you before I went.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have gone at all, missy.”
 
   “But I did and now we have more than forty-five minutes’ worth of video footage to analyse. You also have an entire warehouse to go through and find some more clues to help us solve this.”
 
   Manny stared at me, the orbicularis oris muscle compressed his mouth into an angry line, his eyes clear and boring into mine. He was communicating with the sole use of nonverbal cues. It was very effective. I swallowed.
 
   “Manny, I give you my word that I will not do something like this again.”
 
   “You put your life in danger, missy.” He nodded to Colin without taking his eyes off me. “And Frey’s life.”
 
   Cold dread filled me.
 
   “Enough, Millard.” Colin’s hand tightened on mine. “Let’s move past this.”
 
   “No. Not this time, Frey. You people play fast and loose with rules. You don’t respect team work and do just what the hell ever you want. If you don’t start working according to some regulations, I will disband this merry group of ours and actively investigate you. All of you. Don’t think for one minute that I will not lock you up. And that includes you, missy.” Manny had been angry, scathing and even insulting, but seldom grim. 
 
   “I already gave you my word,” I said. “You need to phone more of your people now, and go to Hawk’s warehouse.”
 
   Manny didn’t follow my lead and changed the topic. “Missy, I will hold you responsible for any future illegal acts of the three criminals we’re working with. It’s time you people start acting more like a team working directly for the president.”
 
   He walked out of the room and returned a few seconds later.
 
   “You will allow the medics to do whatever tests they need to do, missy. None of your nonsense. We need to know what they pumped into your system and how much of it. Got it?” He waited for me to nod, then called towards the door for someone to enter. “Hug Frey or sing a Mozart ditty. We need your blood. I’m going to get a team over to Hawk’s warehouse. To do something legally for a change.”
 
   He ordered Vinnie to go with him. It was obvious that everyone understood the severity of Manny’s ire. And the justification thereof. Vinnie didn’t argue with him, just quietly got up and followed Manny out the room. A medical professional approached me like one would a wild animal.
 
   “Oh, for goodness’ sake.” I held out my one arm, away from me. “Just do this. I’m not going to attack you. Make it quick.”
 
   I caught the surprise and relief on the medic’s face, but I turned away from him to face Colin. I didn’t need to see someone drawing my blood. This was different than sitting in the kitchen of Colin’s cottage, the amiable Ben joking while taking blood samples. This time I was concerned about more than just being drugged, abducted and not having yet solved this case.
 
   “Did I do irreparable damage?” My voice was quiet and shaky.
 
   “Oh, Jenny. You have much to learn.” Colin put his hand on my cheek. “I was—still am—furious with you and Vinnie. But being angry doesn’t mean that I want to leave you. It only means that I’m supremely pissed off. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Millard is right. Most definitely regarding your and Vinnie’s visit to Hawk’s warehouse. I’m angry because it terrifies me to think of all the things that could’ve gone wrong.”
 
   His hand dropped to his lap, the anger returning to his features.
 
   “How can I make your anger go away?” My parents used to leave me with caretakers for weeks when I had done things to induce their anger. At university, so-called friends had completely cut off contact when I had offended them. It had happened often. I didn’t know what to do.
 
   “Give me time.” He shook his head. “No, first give me your word that you will tell me everything from now on. Every decision you—”
 
   “That’s impossible. You would have to reside in my cerebral cortex for that.”
 
   The medic behind me snorted, but quickly grew quiet at Colin’s stern look.
 
   “Yes, of course.” Colin’s eyes went up and to the right. “Let me say this another way. You are smart enough to know which decisions you should include me in.”
 
   “That is true.”
 
   “I want your word that you would talk to me.”
 
   “Whenever it is possible, I will do this.”
 
   “Done.” The medic’s soft announcement interrupted us. “Thanks, Ms Lenard.”
 
   “Doctor Lenard to you, laddie.” Manny stepped back into the room, followed by Vinnie. Their body language didn’t reveal any animosity. Manny appeared less agitated, which was interesting. Usually spending any amount of time with Vinnie ended moments before a physical altercation. Both men sat down, Vinnie in his previous chair, Manny in a matching chair.
 
   “Okay, Doc. Hopefully you won’t throw many more surprises at me, and we can actually finish one topic. Tell me why you think your coffee was drugged.”
 
   “It’s like I told you before. Colin made us coffee. After he drank it so quickly, he lost consciousness before me. I think I regained consciousness sooner because I didn’t ingest the same quantity of the drug as he did.”
 
   “And you really don’t remember making the coffee, dude?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “No. If they used the same drug, the fact that I took more might be why my memory is affected differently than Jenny’s.”
 
   “Hmm.” Manny tapped his bottom lip with his index finger. “You two are the only ones in the office drinking that coffee. Everyone else drinks coffee from those little capsules. You also use the same cups all the time.”
 
   “Mugs,” I said. “They are ceramic mugs, not cups.”
 
   “Same thing, Doc. Same thing. So, who did you piss off in the office so badly that they would want to hand you over to Kubanov?”
 
   “I don’t interact with people at Rousseau & Rousseau.” Most people actively avoided me. When the others had joined and we had had the team room made, I had become even more distant from the rest of the employees. 
 
   “Well, the crime scene people should be there now bagging the coffee. We’ll have to interview the staff.” Manny shifted in the antique chair. “Tell me everything from the moment you woke up.”
 
   I did. Manny had asked me to tell him everything, so I even included the sounds of the insects I had heard. Manny wasn’t interested in that part. It was Hawk’s last words that caught his attention.
 
   “Printer? What bloody printer?”
 
   “I asked him, but he didn’t say.”
 
   “Could it be a thing and not a person?” Vinnie straightened in the chair. “One of those printers he imports and that sits in his warehouse?”
 
   “How can a printer be dangerous?” Colin shook his head. “Apart from the pen being mightier than the sword, I can’t see how a printing machine could have drugged and kidnapped us. And killed Hawk.”
 
   “And what about the big blow part?” I asked. “Does this imply an explosion?”
 
   “Blow is the street name for cocaine.” Manny looked at Vinnie. “Did Hawk deal drugs as well?”
 
   “No, he strictly dealt in arms only. He believed in keeping things simple. Drugs were too messy, he said. Too many people being killed.”
 
   “With the guns he supplied.” Disgust was evident in Manny’s tone and expression. “How could you be associated with someone like that?”
 
   “Above your pay grade, Millard,” Colin said. He was defending Vinnie, despite his anger. “This is need-to-know basis only. If you want to know, take it up with the bosses at Interpol. Or with the president.”
 
   Manny studied Colin long enough for me to read both. Colin’s nonverbal cues were closed, not revealing anything. At least not to the untrained eye. I noticed that he was uncomfortable with having revealed what he had. 
 
   Those few sentences implied that Colin had been doing much more for Interpol than merely reappropriating art which had been acquired in wartime or through other nefarious means. It also revealed that Vinnie had been assisting him with the knowledge of Interpol, possibly even on their payroll. Manny’s micro-expressions told me that he had come to the same conclusions as I had. I also noticed respect which was quickly tempered. For some time I had suspected Manny enjoyed disliking Colin and Vinnie.
 
   “If you say so, Frey. We still don’t know anything. Bloody hellfire, this is frustrating.” Manny rubbed his hands hard over his face. “A dead arms dealer, my two best people drugged and taken to his house, a printer and a big blow. Frey being set up, Doc playing Mata Hari and guns that kill people, but can’t be traced.”
 
   “Can you find Monique?” I asked. “I gave Hawk my word that I would make sure she’s well.”
 
   “Of course you are going to keep your promise to a dead criminal.” Manny made a disbelieving sound. “You’re one in a million, Doc.”
 
   “You didn’t answer my question.”
 
   “Yes, Doc. I’ll find her for you. She might be able to give us some helpful information about her daddy dearest.”
 
   “I don’t think so.” Vinnie’s lips pursed. “Hawk kept her pretty far away from his life.”
 
   Manny frowned when Vinnie’s phone rang loudly.
 
   “It’s Francine.” Vinnie tapped on the phone’s screen and held the phone towards us. “Yo, sexy. You’re on speakerphone, so hold your sex talk for later.”
 
   “Hey, Vin. Is Manny there?”
 
   “I’m here, supermodel.”
 
   “Ooh, then I can do the sex talk.” Her voice was husky and sensual. 
 
   A blush spread just above Manny’s collar. “Watch out, little girl. I’m not in the mood for wasting time. Why did you phone?”
 
   “He’s being all alpha. Sexy.” She laughed softly. “Well, this supermodel found out how Genevieve and Colin were taken from the office. I’m here now and have been going through the CCTV recordings.”
 
   “How were we taken?” I asked, leaning towards the phone.
 
   “If Manny remembered to charge his phone and always carry his tablet with him, I would have sent you the footage. Now you’ll just have to watch it when you get here. It didn’t take me long to find the culprit. Of course, he was very smart and made sure to not have his profile caught on camera.”
 
   “It’s someone from Rousseau & Rousseau,” I said. “Or someone who received this information from an employee. Are you sure it is a man?”
 
   “I’m no expert in body language, girlfriend, but that man was walking like a man. You’ll have to see for yourself, but I know my men. He was dressed as one of the cleaning crew, pushing one of those cleaning trolleys with all their cleaning stuff in little compartments inside.”
 
   “I was put in a cleaning trolley?” I needed to shower.
 
   “Isn’t this just too cliché for words?” Francine sounded offended. “They could’ve at least been more original than that.”
 
   “Clearly they were very effective.” I really wanted a hot shower. “Why be more original?”
 
   “Hmph. Anyway, I have the footage of this guy going into the team room with his trolley. Seven minutes and forty seconds later, he left. He pushed the trolley to the elevator doors and from there went to the basement.”
 
   “Where there is a back entrance with CCTV,” Vinnie said. I hadn’t known there was that much surveillance around the office. These had to be the new cameras they had set up after our first abduction.
 
   “Yeah, but they disabled it,” Francine said. “I only have him in the office. He came back and did the same thing a second time. He didn’t even pretend to clean.”
 
   “What time was that?” I remembered Colin bringing our coffee at around quarter to six.
 
   “He entered the first time at…” There was silence for a few seconds. “Twenty-seven minutes past six.”
 
   “The office is usually empty after six,” Vinnie said. “Most people leave at five.”
 
   “We drank our coffee approximately forty-five minutes before being taken,” I said. “Someone must’ve told them we were drugged. Did you see anyone else enter the team room or the viewing room before or after that?”
 
   “Nobody. The last person in or out before the cleaning guy was Colin. I have him walking out the room and returning with two mugs. Coffee, right?”
 
   I frowned. “Really? Nobody after Colin, not even after we were taken out?”
 
   “Sorry, girlfriend. Nobody in or out.”
 
   “Are you sure the footage wasn’t tampered with?” Manny asked.
 
   “Of course I checked for that and no, it is the raw footage.”
 
   Phillip joined Francine and the conversation. I was not surprised that he was at the office, controlling everything. It took another seven minutes to convince him that I was unharmed, as was Colin. Another ten minutes were spent going over the events and Hawk’s last words. Francine posed a hypothesis that Hawk was importing cocaine in the printer cartridges. There was a moment of shocked silence. For a change her theory didn’t include government conspiracies or aliens, or both.
 
   I soon got bored with their speculations and insisted on leaving. I wanted to shower and go to the office. Verbalising this thought resulted in a loud and negative response. I was ordered by Manny and Phillip to take the day off to recover from being drugged. Everyone else agreed. Manny’s argument won me over. His team was still going through the office looking for evidence and I would not want to be there to experience that. I was tired enough to capitulate after only a few attempts at resistance. 
 
   But I was not comfortable with losing time solving this case. If Kubanov was staying true to character, we were working against time. He would have an end goal and that goal would have a date and a time. 
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   “Who’s your daddy now?” Vinnie slammed both hands on my dining room table. I had learned that this phrase was metaphorical, so I didn’t answer him. I had made that mistake only once.
 
   “Another one down.” Francine rolled her head to stretch her neck muscles. We had been sitting around the table for more than five hours working on the twenty-seven cases Manny had found. We had just solved a seventh case.
 
   After returning from Hawk’s house, I’d had a long, hot shower. When I walked out of my bedroom, Vinnie had prepared breakfast, Colin and Francine already seated at the table. They had known I was not going to spend the day doing nothing. Francine had brought my work laptop from the office for us to look into the cases after breakfast. 
 
   “I kinda feel like a traitor.” Vinnie sat back in his chair, disgust in every nonverbal cue. “I can’t believe I’m turning into a Mountie.”
 
   Francine snorted. “More like a Bronx cop. You’re not polite enough to be a Mountie.”
 
   “Not all Canadians are polite.” Lecturing at a local university a few years ago, I had met a Canadian anthropologist who had put paid to any preconceived notions I’d had about Canadian stereotypes. “In the east they are less polite than in the west.”
 
   “It will be a long walk before you turn into a copper, Vin.” Colin was sitting next to me, making notes as we went along. He was using his own notebook and pencils, my notepad safely in front of me and three pens neatly arranged next to it. 
 
   “We still have another eleven cases to go through,” I said. “Maybe we will solve a few more to add to the seven we have.”
 
   “And maybe I should make dinner so we can refuel, Jen-girl.” Vinnie stood up. “We’ve been at this for hours with only cookies for energy. It’s time for my mama’s pasta.”
 
   “I’ll help.” Francine got up, ignoring Vinnie’s vehement rejection of her offer. I didn’t understand the pleasure she gained from teasing him while he cooked. The sound of my doorbell stopped all jesting. Colin and Vinnie glanced at each other and walked to the door together.
 
   The bruising on Colin’s jaw and cheek was dark against his skin and he was still careful with his hand, but I knew he would not stand back if it came to our safety. Neither would Vinnie. The two of them appeared to have reached some truce. At the front door, Vinnie leaned forward to look through the peephole. His posture relaxed only marginally as he straightened and opened the door. “Howdy, old man.”
 
   Manny grunted something unintelligible and pushed past Vinnie’s bulk into my apartment. He frowned at the computer and the notepads on my dining room table. “Are you still working, Doc? You’ve been sending me emails the whole bloody day.”
 
   “You’re also working. Why shouldn’t I work?”
 
   He stopped next to me, narrowing his eyes. “Maybe because you were drugged and you should rest.”
 
   My jaw stiffened. “I’m not as weak as everyone thinks.”
 
   “Oh, hell.” Manny rubbed his hand over his face. “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   Colin sat down next to me. “That’s not what any of us mean, Jenny. We’re just concerned about you. We’re concerned about each other.”
 
   “What my man said.” Vinnie stood next to Manny, glaring at him. “We got each other’s backs.”
 
   Manny turned to face Vinnie head on. He was at least a head shorter than Vinnie, but no less of an alpha male. He lifted his chin. “What are you saying, criminal?”
 
   Francine stepped closer. “You might be a handsome beast, but threatening all the time to throw us in jail is not winning you any brownie points. That and fighting every single idea we have. We need to know if we can count on you, Manny.”
 
   A combination of the tone of Francine’s voice and her body language led me to believe she, Colin and Vinnie had been discussing this.
 
   “Yes, Millard. Can we rely on you?” Colin asked softly. “You know you need us more than we need you.”
 
   Manny looked like he had just finished a long, tiring day. This was his normal look, the difference now being the dark circles under his eyes. At Colin’s question, his posture changed, the irritability he normally used as a shield no longer evident. It made him look younger, stronger and more formidable. This was more pronounced as his back slightly straightened, his head lifted and his shoulders pulled back. He even looked bigger and stronger.
 
   Manny made unflinching eye contact with Colin, undoubtedly knowing where Vinnie and Francine’s loyalties were. If he convinced Colin, the others would follow. 
 
   “Ganging up on me, are you?” The lack of Manny’s usual derision got everyone’s attention. “I would still prefer it if you people kept the law. We have a certain leverage because of our direct orders from the president. But I will not allow for us at any point to overstep boundaries. All you have to do is watch the news to see what happens when governments and other institutions start to freely look into their citizens’ private data.”
 
   “Well, thank God for whistleblowers.” Francine sighed, a small smile lifting her red lips. “I would so totally do Snowden or Manning any day. They are heroes.”
 
   “Francine, not now.” The look Vinnie gave Francine communicated more than just a warning. 
 
   “Why not now, Vin?” Francine asked. “Manny knows we can’t do our jobs, this job the president wants us to do, without bending the rules a bit.”
 
   “I will not aid or abet any criminal action.” Only a few times had I seen Manny this serious, this professional. “As long as you lot understand and respect that, I will have your back.”
 
   Colin stared at Manny for almost half a minute. He must have seen the same sincerity I had, because he nodded. “I still think you’re an arsehole.”
 
   “And you’re still a thief.” Manny walked to his usual seat and sat down heavily. “But I want your word, all of you, that you will not do anything as stupid as this Hawk fiasco again. I can’t have your back if you pull stunts like that. I also can’t have your back when you do things I don’t know about. You have strategies, you run them by me. We work as a team. That includes you, Doc. You are smart enough to see that the cases we handle are increasing in complexity and danger. I cannot have you put your life in danger like you did going to that warehouse. I need to know that you will inform me about any action you consider taking.”
 
   I inhaled.
 
   “Any action pertaining to the case, missy.” Manny scowled when I narrowed my eyes at his annoyed interjection. “You were going to ask if ‘any’ meant absolutely any action. I only need to know about the cases we work on, not your dinner plans with Frey.”
 
   “That I can agree to.”
 
   “Why are you here, Millard?”
 
   “To see what you’ve been up to, of course.” His glance towards the kitchen was telling. “Have you had dinner yet?”
 
   The change on Vinnie’s face was comical, even to me. I had not often observed such an incredulous expression on him. He grunted a few insults before turning to the kitchen. “Dinner will be ready in forty minutes.”
 
   “Enough time for you to tell me about the solved cases, Doc.”
 
   “I sent you the files of each case.” With the name of each murderer.
 
   “But no explanation. I want an explanation. I want details.”
 
   “Very well.” It was arduous to organise my thoughts every time I had to explain myself to others. On a deep breath, I did just that and went into the detail of the first case we had solved. Soon I noticed Manny’s nonverbal cues. I exhaled loudly through my nose. “If you didn’t want the detail, why ask me about it?”
 
   “Not that minute detail, Doctor Face-Reader. Give me an outline.”
 
   “You are contradicting yourself.” Did he want detail or not?
 
   “An outline, missy.”
 
   I took a moment to think this over. “These seven cases all have one common denominator. Cocaine.”
 
   Manny’s chin dropped to his chest after a few seconds. He sighed heavily before looking up. “Doc, that outline is too broad. But it’s a good start. Were all the victims users?”
 
   “Actually, only one of them was. But the killers of the seven cases were all involved with cocaine at some point. The victims of these cases can be divided into three categories. Victims of armed robberies which had turned violent, victims caught in some drug-ring dispute, or victims of domestic violence.”
 
   “Tell me more about the victims. An outline.”
 
   “Paul Daniel’s brother killed him in a drug-induced rage and Alta Clout was a pharmacist killed by a man looking for money and drugs. There is no proof that Jim Roberts was involved in drug dealing, but his sister was and her rival killed him. The other cases are the same.”
 
   “How the hell did you guys solve seven cases in a few hours when the locals couldn’t do it in weeks?”
 
   “Objectivity,” I said. “We looked at the facts with an untainted mindset, studied the evidence and added everything together to find the perpetrator.” 
 
   Manny looked around the table, slowing when his eyes caught something in Francine’s expression. I deeply hoped he was not going to ask about her discomfort. In most of the cases, she had ended up accessing information in an illegal manner. After the speech Manny had just given us, I didn’t think he was going to take kindly to all the methods used solving these crimes. I relaxed when he rolled his eyes and looked at me. “Okay, Doc, tell me how this cocaine clue of yours is important.”
 
   “It is what can be inferred from it rather than the cocaine itself.”
 
   “Drugs and guns go hand in hand,” Vinnie said from the kitchen. A mouthwatering aroma was drifting from the stove. “Where you find drugs, somewhere close you will find guns. And vice versa.”
 
   “Hawk?” Manny asked.
 
   “As I said before, the guy didn’t believe in mixing those two. He imported electronics and sold weapons. He did large-scale sales, so it would be no surprise that some of his guns landed in the hands of drug dealers or other small-time arms dealers. But he never dealt with those smaller guys. His market was the big clients.”
 
   “Like Third World crime lords.” Manny sighed. “That bloody warehouse has given my guys quite a few surprises. Did you know about the basement?”
 
   “No. There’s a basement?” Vinnie shook his head. “I only ever visited him in his office.”
 
   “That room behind the cabinets?”
 
   “Yup, that’s the one Jen-girl also went into. It’s on the video.”
 
   “Well, there is a basement that is much larger than the warehouse. It is keeping the crime scene guys busy.”
 
   “They’re watching out for explosives, right?” Vinnie’s contempt was not convincing. He was genuinely concerned.
 
   “They’re the best, arsehole. They know what they’re doing. Already they’ve retrieved more than two hundred submachine guns and crates filled with handguns. I should have a full report this afternoon on what they’ve found.”
 
   “Would you like to hear more about my thoughts on the cocaine?” I almost smiled when Manny closed his eyes and breathed deeply. 
 
   “Hmm…” Manny tapped his index finger on his lips. He was being sarcastic, which meant he was angry. I didn’t know why. “Let me guess. You want me to ask these killers you’ve found where they get their drugs from?”
 
   “I already told you this two days ago. If we know who supplied them, we might find their arms supplier.”
 
   He looked at me, his lips compressed. “Any other requests, missy?”
 
   “When you look into the cocaine, make sure to see if there is any connection to Tall Freddy.”
 
   “The Mafia guy who killed Frey’s friend?” Manny stared at the ceiling before he nodded. “Okay. I get it. Tall Freddy is involved in Susan Kadlec’s murder, which was connected with a mystery weapon. He is also one of the biggest cocaine importers in Europe. Good thinking, Doc. Maybe you’ve got the right idea here after all.”
 
   “Did you look for solved cases like I asked?” I was tired and found it increasingly difficult to contain my impatience.
 
   “I did and I was getting to it.” Manny reached into his jacket pocket and brought out the small tablet Francine had given him. He tapped and swiped the screen a few times. “A few of my contacts got back to me. Right now I have four solved cases, the killers in prison as we speak. I will run the cases you have solved and check if any of those killers are also in prison. Bloody hell, I’m going to owe these locals a lot after this case. They will have to interview the guys and ask them about the weapons, cocaine and Tall Freddy, and get back to me. Soon.”
 
   I thought about his plan. It was sound. “I think it would be prudent to find out as much as possible about the cocaine, the product itself. From what I have read, law enforcement agencies can identify unique production batches of cocaine by its composition. If it is tested, we will know if those cases are connected despite the different countries.”
 
   “Why is the cocaine important?” Colin often asked the right questions.
 
   “Blow. It really troubled me that with his last breath, Hawk decided to use that specific word. I looked for all its different uses on the internet and the only two relevant to this case are cocaine, which has been abundant in the murder cases, and of course explosives. The latter is a different topic and one that is more closely connected to Hawk than drugs.”
 
   “You’re really on to something here, Doc. I’ll get the locals to double-check the evidence in these cases as well to see if there is anything pointing to Hawk or to Tall Freddy.” The tablet in Manny’s hand pinged. He glared at it while stabbing at the screen. “Oh, you’ll be pleased with this, Frey.”
 
   “When you say it like that, I don’t know what to think,” Colin said.
 
   “I just got an email with the preliminary reports from the McCarthy crime scene. They will do more tests, but so far it’s been determined that it was your DNA under the butler’s fingernails. But that was the only place they found your DNA.”
 
   “Wait.” Colin’s tone held a warning. “Just how is it that they have my DNA to compare anything to? And how did you get those results so quickly? Doesn’t it take weeks or months to get a full report on someone’s DNA?”
 
   “That is where we benefit from working directly under the president.” Manny’s smile was insincere. “I ask, they do. That is the orders they have.”
 
   “My DNA?”
 
   “I took your coffee mug when we just started working together. But don’t worry, Frey. It’s registered under William Strode.”
 
   “One of my aliases?” Colin gave a reluctant laugh. “I’ll have to give this one to you, Millard.”
 
   I knew that this was the closest Colin was going to come to thanking Manny for protecting his identity. Manny seemed to also know this. He just nodded. “They also found DNA not belonging to any of the family members, the butler or to you. Since they don’t have anything to compare it to, it will take a bit longer to analyse, or whatever science magic they do with it. Oh, and there was a hair found on the McCarthy forgery they are also testing.”
 
   “Does this mean Colin is cleared of that murder?” I asked.
 
   “No. It means that Scotland Yard is looking very hard for William Strode in connection to a homicide. Doc, this is one case you might also want to have a look at to see if you can solve this. It would be the easiest to get your boyfriend cleared if we had the real killer.”
 
   I nodded, not knowing where I would start with that murder case. I got lost in my head for a few minutes considering my options. An aromatic plate of pasta placed in front of me brought me back to the table. Dinner was being served. A few minutes later, everyone was served and we were eating Vinnie’s delicious pasta, accompanied by sparkling water. After all the drugs in our system, it was agreed that we would be cautious with our beverages for the next few days.
 
   The conversation returned to the protection of privacy and governments spying on private citizens. When Manny and Francine raised their voices, I went back into my head and assessed all the evidence we had so far. As soon as we finished dinner, I was going to get back to working. The next case I was going to look at would be the McCarthy butler.
 
   “Doc!” 
 
   I looked up to see Manny standing, his feet pointed to the door. “You’re leaving.”
 
   “I have to organise interrogations for all these killers. And I have to check on my teams at the warehouse and Hawk’s house.” He lowered his head and gave me a serious look. “Go to bed early. We can take this up again in the morning. We’ll have a team meeting at eight.”
 
   I got up and walked with him to the door. “You look uncommonly tired. You should take your own advice.”
 
   “As soon as I can, Doc. As soon as I can.” He took a deep breath and left with a tired half smile. It had been a long day for him and I was responsible. We all were. Still holding the front door open, I made the decision to try harder at not being the cause of Manny’s stress and fatigue. I was going to pay more attention to including him, and also encouraging the others to treat him with more respect. 
 
   “We’re also off, Jen-girl.” Vinnie stopped in the doorway. “The old man gave some good advice. Go to bed early. We can work on this again tomorrow.”
 
   “I agree.” Francine walked to us, carrying her computer bag. “I’m going to soak in a hot bubble bath now. I can’t remember the last time I went to bed before midnight. Today I’m going to do just that.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll see you in the office tomorrow morning.” I watched them leave and was about to close the door when Colin stopped me.
 
   “I’m also going home.”
 
   Disappointment created the feeling of my heart dropping a few centimetres in my chest. “Why?”
 
   He pointed at his face. “I have a killer headache and I don’t know if it is from Vinnie’s steel fists or from the drugs. I just need to lie down and hopefully sleep for eight hours.”
 
   I looked at him, searching for any sign of underlying motivation for him leaving me. He must have seen something on my face, a regretful smile pulling at his lips, but not reaching his eyes.
 
   He moved closer and put his uninjured hand on my cheek. “I’m tired, Jenny. That’s all. Nothing more, nothing less.”
 
   “Okay.” My voice was an emotional whisper. I hated it. 
 
   He moved his hand to the back of my neck and pulled me closer for a passionate kiss. I really wanted him to stay, but didn’t want to cause him any discomfort. I trusted him enough to take his words at face value. 
 
   Only when I closed the door after him a few minutes later did I realise it had been days since he had asked to break through the wall of our apartments. My heart dropped even lower in my chest. 
 
   I locked all the locks to my front door, straightened my spine and walked to my bathroom. Cleaning the shower with a toothbrush was what I needed right now to kill the time until I went to bed. Hopefully it would take my mind off Colin and clear it for tomorrow. I needed to put an end to this case. To put an end to Kubanov.
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   I looked up from my notes on the round table when Phillip entered the team room, followed by Angelique. She was carrying a tray with coffee and croissants. I was too relieved at having Phillip in the room to be concerned about the older woman’s nervous body language. If after seven years she still found me terrifying, I didn’t see the point in appeasing her. As soon as she emptied the tray, she scurried out. Phillip sat down next to me and cleared his throat. “If the rest of you would please be seated, we can start.”
 
   “Is the coffee safe to drink?” Vinnie glared at the steaming mugs in the centre of the table. “What about the croissants?”
 
   “All the perishables in the kitchen have been replaced.” Phillip added milk and one spoon of sugar to his coffee. “I will drink this first if you need proof that it’s safe, but can we please start? I have a full day.”
 
   Vinnie and Francine watched Phillip take the first sip of his coffee before they helped themselves. I had been surprised when they had been in the office before Colin and I arrived. We were all seated in the team room, ready for an early morning meeting. Everyone looked much more rested than when they had left my apartment last night. I had also had a good night’s rest after scrubbing my bathroom and the guest bathroom. 
 
   The one cup of coffee I’d had at home this morning was not enough, but I couldn’t bring myself to take one of the mugs on the table. I looked at Manny. “What did the crime scene investigators find yesterday?”
 
   “Where?” He tore the corner off his croissant and put it in his mouth. “I had one team here, one in Hawk’s warehouse and one in his mansion.”
 
   “I would first like to know about the findings here,” I said. “Did you find our coffee mugs?”
 
   Manny shook his head while he swallowed. “Yes, but all the dishes had gone through the dishwasher. We checked Frey’s special coffee and that was without any drugs. The coffee machine was checked inside out. Clean. The water, clean. Nothing in the kitchen or your viewing room had any traces of drugs.”
 
   “Then how did it get into our coffee?”
 
   “My guess is that your mugs had been laced with it.” Manny looked at Colin. “Did you notice anything strange when you made the coffee?”
 
   “I can’t remember making that coffee.”
 
   “You know what this means, right?” Francine tapped her manicured nails on the table. “This is an insider job.”
 
   “This is incredibly hard to comprehend,” Phillip said. The triangularis muscle depressed the corners of his mouth. “I can’t imagine anyone in this office being in league with the likes of Kubanov. Everyone agreed to be double-checked yesterday. This is a team of dedicated professionals.”
 
   “What about their financials?” Francine asked. “Have you checked those?”
 
   Manny’s expression changed the longer he looked at Francine. He was an astute observer of people, a natural body language reader. “What did you find, supermodel?”
 
   “Whatever do you mean, Manny?” She placed her hand over her heart and fluttered her eyelids.
 
   Manny didn’t speak. He leaned a centimetre closer to her and waited. He didn’t have to wait long. Francine waved her hand in the air and pursed her lips.
 
   “Nothing. Yet. I was helping Genevieve yesterday with the cases, so I didn’t have a lot of time to look deeper. On the surface everyone looked fine.” She started tapping her nails on the table again. “But there is always more. I will be checking today.”
 
   Phillip lifted his hand to stop Manny when he inhaled sharply. “Francine was not violating anyone’s privacy rights. A condition of employment at Rousseau & Rousseau is complete transparency with personal finances. This is a business where it is easy to fall victim to numerous temptations offered.”
 
   “As long as you lot remember our conversation yesterday.” His warning elicited a few snorts and grunts, but no objections.
 
   “Have you received the results from our blood tests?” I asked.
 
   “Yup, you and Frey were drugged with Diazepam. The lab guys said that Frey had enough in his system to explain his memory loss. You had much less, just enough for a relaxing nap.”
 
   I took a deep breath. Twice in one week my system had been filled with a chemical I didn’t agree to. Diazepam, like other benzodiazepines, could affect cognitive function for up to six months after ingestion. The only positive sides were that it had a relatively low level of toxicity in overdoses. Not that we had been overdosed. Just being dosed was bad enough for me.
 
   I brought up Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 24 in C minor in my mind. After a minute of mentally listening to it, I felt calmer, my heart rate no longer elevated. I was ready to talk about the insights I had gained while cleaning my bathrooms.
 
   “I have something else that is not useful yet, but might mean something. Francine, can you open the rousseaus website?” I played with the cuff of my sleeve, not happy to again look at stalker photos of myself. I was still wearing long sleeves to cover the bruises on my upper arms and the fading henna tattoo. My skin had become red and sensitive from the strong scrubbing I gave it at any opportunity.
 
   “Oh hell, I haven’t even had time to look at this,” Manny said as photos of me filled the monitor. “Too much happening. Explain this, Doc.”
 
   “This is a slideshow with photos taken over the last seven weeks. I know this because of the leaves on the trees and my clothes.”
 
   “She remembers what she wore on specific days.” There was awe on Francine’s face.
 
   “The photos are displayed in chronological order and nothing in the photos has been altered.” I had made sure of this, but had asked Francine to double-check. The photos were untouched.
 
   We watched as one after another photo of me slid across the screen. Vinnie and Manny’s breathing was becoming heavier with agitation. Phillip was paling.
 
   “He’s a sick fuck.” Vinnie’s words were slow and angry. “What’s up with the frames?”
 
   I merely glanced at the ornately drawn frames that surrounded each photo. What had started as an awareness while talking to an unconscious Colin had turned into full-blown results while cleaning my two bathrooms.
 
   “Those frames are the most, maybe only, important part of this website.” I pushed up my sleeve, drawing everyone’s eyes to the light tattoo on my arm. “Do you see the similarity?”
 
   “Holy Mary. Did you find hidden messages on the frames as well, Doc?”
 
   “Numbers. The first photo’s number is three-one-zero-three-zero, the second is five-one-one-three-six, and so on. Francine helped me yesterday, but the numbers didn’t take us to other websites, GPS co-ordinates or anything else.”
 
   “How many photos?” Phillip asked.
 
   “Thirteen photos and thirteen different numbers. I’ll keep looking for the meaning behind it.” I knew the message of these sets of numbers were within my reach. Firstly, I could feel my mind working at it. Secondly, Kubanov would only send a code he knew I could decipher. His need for acknowledgement overrode the risk of giving away too much too soon.
 
   “I found footage of the kidnapping.” Francine lifted the tablet and waved it. “It took days, but I found a small shop with security cameras facing the street that caught some action.”
 
   “Which kidnapping?” My stomach felt hollow. 
 
   “The first one.” She swiped her finger across the tablet screen. “I’ll put it up on the projector.”
 
   Phillip had had the best technology installed with Francine’s guidance. This included a screen that rolled down from the ceiling to cover half of one wall. We turned to the wall and watched as Francine opened a video file.
 
   “I got this footage three towns away from your cottage, Colin. This was last Thursday evening a few minutes before eleven, as you can see on the time stamp. I just got it, so I haven’t cleaned up any images. It’s not good quality and doesn’t give me enough to identify anyone. Apart from you two, of course.”
 
   “How did you obtain this?” Manny asked. “And I don’t want to know this to prosecute you. I’m really interested.”
 
   “I’ve told you before. There is a network of people willing to do the legwork if you need something. I put out the word that I was looking for a man and a woman who looked drunk and were helped by military-type men dressed in black.” Francine tilted her head. “What? Genevieve is not the only clever one here. I was working on the basis of our last cases and used those parameters to create a profile.”
 
   “And these people helping you are all hackers?”
 
   Francine leaned slightly back, away from the interrogation. “They are people who helped me and that is all you need to know. I asked specifically for anything in a fifty-kilometre radius around Colin’s cottage and this was what I got.”
 
   She clicked on the play button and grainy white and black images filled the screen. The view was from inside a shop that looked like it sold everything. On the shelves were toys, electronics, books, even jewellery. 
 
   “This is a second-hand shop.” She zoomed in on the view of the street, which were quite wide thanks to the shop windows and the angle of the camera. She had been right. The quality of the footage was poor. Few cars were parked in front of the shop. To the left was a large SUV, dark in colour. The movement entering the screen on that side was the only sign of life on the street. Francine paused the film.
 
   “It is difficult to watch.” She looked at me. “Really difficult, so be ready.”
 
   A drunk man was being helped by a well-built man with military bearing, dressed in black, a cap pulled low over his brow. Francine had been astute in her descriptions of what to look for. I recognised Colin as the drunk man from his shoes. Vinnie frequently teased him that he was a shoe snob. He only wore designer shoes—even his boots and sneakers were only the best brands. He was wearing the Bertuli Oxfords, dark brown leather shoes he had proudly showed me a few weeks ago.
 
   A couple entered the screen behind Colin and the man. It took me a full two seconds before I recognised the writhing woman to be me. My gasp drew everyone’s attention away from the screen. I didn’t take my eyes off the screen, just weakly waved one hand to indicate that I didn’t want their concern. Whether they understood or not was not as important as what I was witnessing.
 
   On the screen was a textbook example of an autistic meltdown. I had only ever seen children behaving in such a manner. I was totally out of control. Even though my movements were highly disoriented and sluggish, I was kicking and punching the man holding me. The more he attempted to control me, the worse I became. Some of my reactions evidenced my seven years of self-defence training. None of it was effective.
 
   Autistic meltdowns were difficult for anyone to deal with. In my case, it had happened a few times as a child when I had been over-stimulated. Too many people speaking to me at once and a new cleaning lady putting everything out of place had been two major triggers. My more common coping mechanism was to shut down, to go into my head and write Mozart. What was taking place onscreen was the first meltdown I’d had as an adult.
 
   It was not difficult to deduce what had triggered the situation everyone was looking at now. The body language of the man trying to control me became increasingly agitated until he backhanded me. My head snapped back and I fell on the pavement. There was no sound to this video, but it was clear that I was screaming. My face contorted as I screamed and continued attacking the man. Watching this felt as if a belt fastened around my chest, constricting tighter and tighter. I looked away from my thrashing image to look at Colin’s image on the video. What I saw made me smile and I took note of the time stamp.
 
   The rest of the footage was more of me in a complete meltdown, the man punching me a few times until he threw me into the back of the SUV. He closed the door and leaned against it, heaving. Unknowingly, that was the one thing he had done right. Each individual deals with meltdowns or shutdowns differently. Being given space, as the man had done by isolating me in the car, was what I had needed. Until Colin, no one could touch me during a meltdown or a shutdown. His presence and touch made me feel safe, calmed me down. In lieu of that I needed space.
 
   The two men conversed with agitated body language for a few minutes before the one dealing with me opened the door to check inside. His body language relaxed and they shoved Colin’s limp body in next to me. A few more exchanges and they also got in the car and drove away.
 
   “Is there any audio for this?” Manny asked after a few moments of shocked silence. His voice was low and gruff with anger.
 
   “No, but I know a guy who knows a guy who can lip-read,” Francine said. “I already sent him the footage and he’ll get back to me tomorrow at the latest.”
 
   I didn’t realise my hands were clenched in tight fists until Colin put his hand over mine in a firm grip. “You got in a few really good kicks and punches.”
 
   “I haven’t done that since I was a young child.”
 
   “We’ll get those fuckers, Jen-girl. They’ll get their own.”
 
   I gave Vinnie a weak smile. Their anger was better than pity. It didn’t make me feel weak and helpless. I was honest enough with myself to admit the deep comfort and relief I felt with Colin’s hand over mine. I had missed his presence last night.
 
   “Francine, can you take the video to eleven fifty-four and sixteen seconds?” I asked.
 
   Francine did that and paused it. “Slo-mo?”
 
   “Slow motion, yes, please. Then pause it on twenty seconds.” I addressed everyone. “Don’t look at me, look at Colin.”
 
   It was hard for my eyes to not be drawn to the panicked movements to the left of the screen, but I watched Colin’s image in the centre of the monitor. Looking at it a second time, his behaviour became even more obvious. His drunken movements, his relaxed muscles were too relaxed, too directed. He was much more in control of his body than he wanted these men to think. He swayed as the man put his shoulder under Colin’s arm and pulled Colin’s arm around his shoulders to make it easier to half-carry him. Colin staggered into the man with the momentum created and rested his head on the man’s shoulder. Disgust was clearly written on the man’s face and his body language.
 
   On twenty seconds, Francine stopped the video. “What are we looking at?”
 
   “Continue playing, but much slower now. Watch Colin’s hands.” A smile of anticipation lifted the corners of my mouth. Onscreen, Colin lifted his free hand to rest on the man’s shoulder so that it looked as if they were almost embracing. The man shrugged his shoulder to dislodge Colin’s hand. He rolled his head on the man’s shoulder and allowed his hand to drop to the man’s chest where he drunkenly patted the man.
 
   “Oh my God, dude!” Vinnie burst out laughing. “Way to go! You’re a rock star!”
 
   “What?” Phillip leaned closer to the screen. “What happened?”
 
   Francine paused the video and took it back a few seconds. I got up and stood by the screen, ready with a pen. As Colin patted the man’s chest, I pointed with the pen to Colin’s hand. Francine had slowed down the replay more, which made it easier to see the dark shape Colin lifted out of the man’s breast pocket. The cell phone was visible for only a second when Colin’s hand dropped limply to his side. He fiddled with his trousers, his hand empty after the first touch. This time everyone else burst out laughing. Even Manny smiled.
 
   “You totally robbed him.” Francine played the clip again, smiling widely.
 
   “Once a thief…” Manny’s attempt at hiding his smile turned the words into a proud statement rather than a scathing insult.
 
   I sat down next to Colin and couldn’t help my smile widening. He looked bewildered.
 
   “I have absolutely no memory of doing that.” This brought more laughter. “But that was so smooth. My God. I really am good.”
 
   “There’s something else.” I nodded to Francine’s laptop. “Can you bring up the photos that I emailed to myself? I want to show the first one.”
 
   It took Francine only a few second to put the badly focussed photo up on the screen. 
 
   “I had no idea what it was supposed to be,” I said. “But now it’s clear.”
 
   “I must have given you the phone,” Colin interrupted, excited. “You took photos and sent it to yourself.”
 
   I nodded. “I am sure that this is a very bad photo taken from the back of the car. The two large shapes on the sides must be the headrests from the front seats. That photo was taken and sent to my email address a few minutes after this video was taken.”
 
   Manny looked like he had won a prize. “Doc, even when you’re drugged out of your mind, you’re still smart. I could kiss you.”
 
   “Please don’t.” I knew it was a harmless expression, but I didn’t like the thought. The nonverbal communication around the table was much lighter and more positive than a few minutes ago. I, too, felt the excitement of this breakthrough. We watched the video twice more in the next twenty minutes, looking for new clues, but found none. I was too distracted by my meltdown and needed some time to put distance between me and the footage. Since there wasn’t much else to discuss, our meeting was dismissed and I went to my viewing room. There was so much that still needed to be analysed.
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   “Maybe we need to look for a government building with six sides,” Francine said as she walked into my viewing room. It was late morning and I was feeling agitated. I had not been able to gain any insight into the butler’s murder. I had looked at Susan Kadlec’s case again, rendering no further clues. The rest of the twenty-seven cases hadn’t led us to any suspects either. I felt extremely unproductive.
 
   To exacerbate my discontent, my workspace was crowded with Vinnie and Colin sitting on either side of me and Francine stepping closer. The emails I had sent to myself were on the monitors to the right, the current topic of discussion. On the rest of the monitors were the other parts of this case. 
 
   Francine rested her hip on my table, but quickly stood up when she saw my expression. I had spent enough time with her to recognise the look on her face as the beginnings of some wild conspiracy theory. Vinnie and Colin fell into her trap. They found flaws in her reasoning and debated other possibilities, which she vigorously defended. 
 
   I ignored the familiar arguing and stared unseeing at the ten monitors against the wall. Each one showed a different aspect of the case. If I were to draw lines between the monitors, there would not be enough lines. I needed more lines.
 
   “How are these things connected?” I verbalised my thought, which stopped the argument next to me. I pointed at the top left monitor, not caring if they were paying attention. “There we have the first abduction, my tattoo and the website, the numbers and the second abduction, then the numerous murders with bullets that have no striae, Colin being set up, Hawk’s murder—”
 
   “—and the bloody painting,” Manny said from the door. “That frigging painting keeps popping up everywhere.”
 
   I stared at the monitor in the centre with a photo of Braque’s Harbour of Normandy. It almost felt like an audible click that went off in my head. “Oh. Oh my.”
 
   I pulled up a search engine and within a few seconds had another image on the monitor next to the Harbour of Normandy. “This is Braque’s Man with a Guitar, or better known as L’homme à la guitare, an oil on canvas, currently in the Museum of Modern Art in New York.”
 
   “Isn’t that one of the phrases you emailed to yourself?” Francine asked, focussing on the monitor with my emails.
 
   “Only part of it. In my email I wrote ‘Homme a la’, which could mean anything.”
 
   “But you think it’s referring to this painting?” Colin’s question sounded more like a statement.
 
   I didn’t know why I felt this confident in my opinion. “Yes, I think that.”
 
   “Why would you email that to yourself?” Manny asked.
 
   “Wrong question,” I said. “The right question is where did I see this painting that it made a strong enough impression to motivate me to email this to myself. Another question is what significance does Braque have in this case? Is it Braque or something else?”
 
   “This reminds me, where is the original painting that we got from Hawk’s house, Frey?” The look Manny gave Colin had hints of distrust. “Is it still with your buddy or have you fenced it to some black-market buyer?”
 
   “You really are an arsehole, Millard. I would never sell a painting of such great value. Pieces like that belong with their rightful owners.” Colin took a deep breath. “The painting is safe with my friend. He is a respected art dealer whose reputation relies heavily on the legitimacy of his deals.”
 
   “And he’s your friend because of his honesty? Or because of your honesty?” Manny was rude, but his question had merit. 
 
   “What matters more than your quest for justice is that he can be trusted with a piece that valuable. He will never let it go to the black market, and he knows what would happen to him if he did.” Colin’s argument was a repeat of yesterday morning at Hawk’s house. Manny had wanted to take it in as evidence and it had taken a long time and a lot of shouting, but Colin had convinced him the best course of action was to take the painting to his friend. That way, the original and the two forgeries were all in one place. I was curious to know what Colin’s friend had found on those forgeries. Or if he had even found anything.
 
   “And when will this friend”––Manny said the word with distaste––“share with us what he learned from the paintings?”
 
   “I’ll see him tomorrow morning.”
 
   “That original better be there, Frey.” Manny rubbed his hand over his face. “I know I’m going to regret this, but tell me more about this Braque person.”
 
   “The quick and dirty version?” Colin asked and waited for Manny’s nod. “He was born in 1882 close to Paris, first painted some impressionist work before he was influenced by Cézanne’s work. That’s when he got interested in cubism. Around 1910 he hooked up with Picasso and the two of them started painting together. In that time they produced works so similar that it is sometimes difficult to distinguish between the two artists. Their collaboration stopped when Braque joined the French army in 1914, the beginning of the First World War.”
 
   “Maybe Kubanov’s granddaddy fought in the Battle of Tannenberg and died at the hands of the French.” Francine nodded emphatically. “That’s it. He knows Braque fought in that war and blames his granddaddy’s death on the artist. Now he’s taking it out on us.”
 
   “The Battle of Tannenberg was between the Germans and the Russians. Braque wasn’t there.” Colin smiled at Francine’s flight of fancy. “He was injured in France and started painting again. His later work was a milder version of the harsh lines of earlier cubism. He died in 1963.”
 
   I couldn’t see any useful information in what Colin had just said. Or in Francine’s outrageous theory. My mind wandered to the person foremost in our minds. “Even though we have to make allowances for neuroplasticity, a major personality change seldom occurs.”
 
   “Um, Doc? You’ve just totally changed topics on us. What on God’s green earth is neuroplastics?”
 
   “Neuroplasticity.” I enunciated the world clearly and with annoyance. Did Manny intentionally get these terms wrong? “It means our brains are in a constant state of flux. And even though it can in theory change a personality, it seldom does. There are very few recorded cases of people undergoing a significant change of character. We might modify some behaviour, change some habits, but it is rare to see notable change in a person over his lifetime.”
 
   “Where are you going with this, Doc?”
 
   “Kubanov might adjust some behaviour, but his personality will remain unchanged.”
 
   “How is this important now?”
 
   “There is a connection. With every case in the past there was a connection between the art and his crimes. This time will be no different. We just need to find the connection between Kubanov and Braque.” I looked at Francine. “Not a conspiracy theory. An actual connection.”
 
   “And if you’re wrong and find out Braque killed his granddaddy, you come with me for a whole day’s spa treatment.”
 
   A shiver ran down my spine. “I will not be wrong.”
 
   “What connection do you think there is?” Colin asked.
 
   “It would be speculation. I have no evidence to make any connections. Have you not been listening?”
 
   “Missy, for once just make some bloody speculations.”
 
   “Speculate. We don’t make speculations…” I stopped correcting his grammar when the artery on his forehead became pronounced. “If forced to speculate, I would think it might have something to do with Braque’s paintings.”
 
   “We have two paintings here. The Man with a Guitar and the Harbour of Normandy. What connection is there between them?”
 
   “They were painted by Georges Braque,” I said. “That is the obvious connection.”
 
   “And they are both amazing works of art,” Colin said.
 
   “I don’t know if you smart people see it, but I don’t.” Vinnie sat with his head tilted to one side, his face twisted in an unattractive squint. “Nope, I don’t see why you think it’s pretty, Jen-girl.”
 
   How did I explain that the heavily worked surface and its dense value gradations appealed to me? It soothed my brain.
 
   “Any better speculation than just his paintings, Doc?”
 
   I seldom grew impatient while investigating a case. Analysing everything to its core was pure pleasure to me. It took time and I didn’t mind losing myself in it. I used to lose myself to the point of not eating or bathing for days. Nowadays it was not possible, not with all these people in my life consistently breaking my concentration with food and forcing me to rest. It was annoying, but I appreciated its value, their value. Although sometimes they hindered more than they helped.
 
   “Go away.” I turned to my computer and waved with one hand. “I need to work and your badgering will not help me comb through everything faster. I will find theories based on facts faster if you don’t demand hypotheses the whole time. I will not speculate any further.”
 
   “And you accuse me of being rude. That’s the pot calling the kettle… Ah, hell, she’s not listening anymore.” Manny’s exasperation almost made me smile, but that would have revealed I was listening. On the monitors I replaced the Man with a Guitar painting with the Harbour of Normandy, the painting that was at the centre of this case. I was not quite sure where I wanted to focus next. The connecting factor between all these floating pieces were almost within reach. It was hovering in the back of my mind and I was at a loss how to bring it into my consciousness. 
 
   “He’s gone and he took Francine with him.” There was an audible smile in Colin’s voice a few seconds later when the glass doors slid closed. “You can relax now.”
 
   “I was relaxed.” I looked back at the emails I had sent myself.
 
   He touched my shoulder. “No, you weren’t. Your left shoulder moves ever so slightly when you’re avoiding something. It’s as if you’re having a small shiver, but only in one shoulder.”
 
   “For reals?” Vinnie leaned forward in his chair to study my shoulder. “I’ve never seen that. Thanks, dude. Now I know what to look for.”
 
   “Can we please get back to the case?” I pushed his hand off my shoulder and decided my next step. “I want to watch the videos again.”
 
   “Sure, if you’re up to it.” His comment didn’t catch my attention as much as the concern in his voice. “Will you be okay?”
 
   “Yes.” I sighed. Vinnie was sitting on Colin’s other side, still looking at my shoulder. “I’m not lying, Vinnie. I’m genuinely okay watching this footage. It’s disconcerting to see my behaviour, but I was not in control, so my emotions are not rational.”
 
   The last sentence I said to Colin and my voice tapered down to a whisper. I had worked extremely hard at controlling my behaviour to not have autistic outbursts. At first I had been uncomfortable having shutdowns when Colin was with me, but his lack of concern about it had helped me accept it. A shutdown didn’t pose any threat to myself or others, whereas a meltdown could cause a lot of harm. I didn’t like that I’d had my first adult meltdown in the presence of strange and dangerous men.
 
   “Are you sure about this? We can take a break.” 
 
   “No.” I straightened in my chair and opened the video player. It felt good to move back into our old dynamic. It was a working relationship I had not appreciated until my action and Colin’s anger had changed it temporarily. “I know there is more to see in this footage.”
 
   I clicked on the play button and was grateful for Colin and Vinnie’s silence. Together we watched the nine-minute video until the car moved out of view. I replayed the video twice more before I paused it to give us the clearest possible shot of the man who had carried Colin.
 
   “What do you see, Jenny?”
 
   I didn’t answer him, but opened the video I had taken in Hawk’s warehouse. I searched for a specific shot and paused the video there. I zoomed in on the background of the warehouse video until I was happy with what was visible on the monitors. There was no mistaking the body language. As humans, we all had several distinctive gestures and habits that together with build, posture and context made identifying a person easier.
 
   “It’s the same man.” Colin narrowed his eyes and groaned. “This is such a grainy shot, it’s difficult to see, but I’m sure he has a scar just under his left ear. It’s clearer on the video from the warehouse.”
 
   “A scar.” I brought up the email with the phrases. “Hypertrophic. An excessive amount of collagen which causes a scar to be raised and often is red in colour. That has to be what I meant when I emailed this to myself. I was identifying my kidnapper.”
 
   “Fuck!” Vinnie stood up to move as close to the monitors as he could. “I know this fucker.”
 
   “Language, criminal.” Manny was standing in the doorway between the viewing room and the team room. “How do you know this man?”
 
   “I saw him a few times at Hawk’s place. I know he did work for Hawk, but he hired himself out.”
 
   “A mercenary?” Manny asked.
 
   “Not only. He also acts as a negotiator.” Vinnie smiled when Manny scratched his jaw. “Yeah, his skills are not Phillip’s. He negotiates with fists and guns.”
 
   “His name?”
 
   “Dukwicz. Everyone only knows him by his last name. Or this could be his first name. And when I say everyone, I mean not many people. He’s a behind-the-scenes guy. The dude has a rep for being evil. Him you can lock up any day and I’ll be happy.” 
 
   Something about the grainy image of the scarred man’s face called to me. I zoomed out of the image on the warehouse video, took note of the angle and zoomed in again, this time as close to his face as I could while still keeping it mostly clear. All warmth left my body.
 
   “What do you see, Jenny?”
 
   “He recognised me. It’s hard to be sure with this quality image, but his expression suggests recognition. That ridiculous disguise didn’t work.” It was improbable that this man had recognised me from that distance, but I was convinced that was what I saw on his face.
 
   “Then a lot of this makes sense,” Colin said. “When he saw you at the warehouse, he must have thought he was no longer behind the scenes and was about to be arrested or something. He had us drugged and killed Hawk in the process.”
 
   “There are a lot of missing pieces in your story, but it sounds plausible.” Manny looked at Vinnie with uncommon severity. “We need to find this guy.”
 
   “Done.” There was finality in Vinnie’s voice as he turned his attention back to the image on the monitors. “Jen-girl, can you zoom in on his belt?”
 
   I did that and saw the butt of a gun. “Isn’t it dangerous to put a gun in your trousers, pointing towards your genitals?”
 
   Vinnie laughed. “Supremely stupid, yes. The movies make it look cool, but it’s not a good idea. And you really need to make sure the safety is on, else you can shoot your own dick off.”
 
   “Why are you looking at the gun, Vin?” Colin was also studying the butt of the gun, but there was no recognition on his face. “What are we looking for?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Vinnie tilted his head again. “Something isn’t right with this gun.”
 
   “It looks like a SIG Sauer P228.” Manny had also walked closer. I felt crowded with three tall alpha males surrounding me. “What doesn’t look right about this piece?”
 
   For a long while, Vinnie didn’t answer. He tilted his head in the other direction, stared at the monitor and sighed a lot. “I really don’t know. This SIG looks off.”
 
   I twisted to look at the men behind me. “Is this a modified weapon? Could this be the type of gun we are looking for?”
 
   “This is so not a zip gun, Jen-girl. It looks far too real, but it looks like a toy gun that should be a SIG. This is just too far and unclear to get a good look-see.”
 
   The redundancy of his expression didn’t bother me this time. I was too absorbed by what this could mean. I turned back to study the monitors again, looking for the connection that was eluding me. I knew this gun had significance, but exactly how I didn’t know. Not yet. 
 
   “What are you all looking at?” Francine’s soft question startled us all. She laughed at Manny’s rude expletive.
 
   “What do you want, supermodel?”
 
   “Oh, you sexy man. You have such a way with words. The question is not what I want, but what I have for you.” She ran her manicured nail along Manny’s collar, her full lips in an exaggerated pout. “That little encryption you gave me was no challenge for me. Do you think that little of me?”
 
   “You have it decoded? Great. Doc, put it on the monitors.”
 
   “I don’t know what you are talking about.” I hated it when people included me in a conversation I had not been part of from the beginning. 
 
   “She can’t put it on the monitors, Manny. I haven’t connected that computer to our system.”
 
   “What are you two blabbing about?” Vinnie asked the question foremost in my mind.
 
   “The crime scene guys brought Hawk’s computer here for her to get into.”
 
   “Hawk had used some baby encryption to keep the amateurs out. It took me all of seven minutes to get into his laptop.”
 
   “What’s on there?” Manny asked.
 
   “A lot of stuff. I haven’t even looked at a tenth of it, but there is something interesting. Hold on.” She hurried out the room and came back a few seconds later carrying a silver laptop. It was open, a file on the screen. She put the computer down in front of me and waved away my frown. “What does this look like to you?”
 
   I pushed past the disruption to my organised workspace and looked at the laptop’s screen. I had seen similar documents when I had investigated the first case involving Kubanov. That case had included cruise ships and art auctions at sea. I had looked at hundreds of similar documents. “This looks like a shipping manifest.”
 
   “Exactly! See? Another connection to Kubanov.”
 
   “Where?” I asked. “Is his name on this document?”
 
   “No, but—”
 
   “This is not a connection, but we do have a connection between the first abduction and Hawk.” I gestured to the monitor with Dukwicz, the scarred man. “Dukwicz worked with Hawk in his warehouse and is the same man who punched me.”
 
   “Dukwicz, you say? Do we know where he is?”
 
   “Nope. But I’m going to find out.” Vinnie’s jaw muscles were tense.
 
   “I’ll see what I can find out about him online.” She raised one hand towards Manny and turned her head away from him. “This bastard kidnapped and punched Genevieve, then did it again. I will break any and all rules to find him.”
 
   “Do it,” Manny said softly. “But leave no evidence behind.”
 
   “Leave Hawk’s computer with me or email me all his files, whichever is better,” I said. “With his computer, I am sure I will get more data to work with. If you give me a few hours, I will tell you what I have.”
 
   “And I’ll nag the crime scene guys to get me my report,” Manny said. “I want to know what is in that warehouse.”
 
   We agreed to meet in the team room at four o’clock. I exhaled in relief when only Colin stayed behind. Together we went through the footage again, looking for anything I had missed. When I couldn’t see anything new, I clicked on the link to the folder Francine had emailed me. She had copied the entirety of Hawk’s computer and put it on our server. 
 
   Colin and I had a slight disagreement on which documents to peruse first. We compromised by dividing the work. I checked the inventory lists and Colin looked at the financials on his computer. I compared it to the list of products bought with Colin’s credit cards. Every one of those items was in Hawk’s warehouse. 
 
   Too soon, it was four o’clock. Standing up, I felt the effect of not moving out of my chair for hours. I stretched and wished to be home, lying in a tub of hot water.
 
   “Coming?” Colin waited at the door for me. I picked up my notes and walked past him into the team room. Everyone was seated at the table, Phillip included. His interest was not uncommon, but his involvement in this case was noticeable. Nothing he did was without reason. I suspected his reason was concern.
 
   As I sat down, Angelique entered the room with another tray. Apart from the steaming coffee mugs, there were two large bowls. One held fresh berries, the other pralines. Energy food. She nodded stiffly when I smiled my thanks, unpacked the tray and left as quickly and quietly as she came in.
 
   “What did you find, Doc?”
 
   “The shipping manifests and order forms are long and detailed, and will take time to go through properly. Since you didn’t give me enough time, I only scanned a few folders and glanced at the shipping manifests. There I saw something interesting.” I asked Francine to bring Hawk’s laptop and opened the folder with the offending files.
 
   Manny stopped stirring his tea. “Please tell me you found a smoking gun.”
 
   “No, there are no guns listed anywhere on the shipping manifests, but Hawk did keep impeccable records. The shipping manifests were catalogued with reference to all other documents individual items appeared on.” I turned Hawk’s laptop for the others to see. 
 
   “This is all very interesting, Doc. But do you have something useful?”
 
   “Two months ago, a large shipment of unnamed electronic devices was delivered to the warehouse. The products were never entered into Hawk’s inventory, but there is a note referencing it to a list of names and addresses. This is anomalous. All other shipments have reference notes to orders, but never to an address list.”
 
   “Did you find something interesting on that list?”
 
   “I haven’t had enough time to look at it carefully. One of the names listed is Freddy Gagliardi.” This interesting finding had solidified my suspicion that Tall Freddy was directly connected to our case.
 
   “Tall Freddy?” Colin tensed. “Vin, do you know of any connection between Hawk and Tall Freddy?”
 
   “No, dude. All I can think of is they both deal in guns. Maybe Hawk supplied Tall Freddy.”
 
   Manny was leaning over the table, studying the laptop monitor. From his expression I deduced he was seeing something I hadn’t. The more he read, the wider his eyes grew.
 
   “Holy hell. This is a who’s who list of criminals in Europe.” He pulled the laptop across the table and pushed it in front of Vinnie. “There are names I don’t recognise, but most of these names have crossed my desk at some point. How many of them are your pals?”
 
   “Never pals, old man.” Vinnie sat up and looked at the open file. “Hmm, I know a few of these guys. Some are small-time crooks, some real badasses.”
 
   “I searched the rest of Hawk’s computer for references to Freddy Gagliardi or even Tall Freddy and found one more document for him.” I wanted to show them the document, but Vinnie was engrossed in the list. “Five months ago, Hawk shipped five 3D printers to Tall Freddy.”
 
   “What the hell for?” Manny asked. A connection feeling like a low-level buzzing in the back of my mind loomed, ready to click into place and help me make sense of this oddity.
 
   “Those printers have a wide variety of applications,” Francine said. “I had this designer print me a pair of killer sandals to fit the exact scan of my feet. Even NASA is printing engine parts for their rockets.”
 
   Manny looked at her in astounded silence. When she pursed her lips and winked at him, he grunted and looked at Vinnie. “I’m sure Tall Freddy isn’t printing bloody shoes with it. Can you find out what he’s doing with those printers?”
 
   “I can try.”
 
   “Guns!” The word came out much louder than I had intended. I took a calming breath before I continued. “I’ve read a few articles recently about the threat of printed guns.”
 
   “Holy hell.” Manny leaned back in his chair. “Interpol sent us a memo a few months ago about this. A lot of words, but not much information. Basically it said that 3D printers are now able to print all the parts of a handgun, except for a nail which serves as the firing pin. And the bullets.”
 
   “Oh, but there is so much more to this.” Francine tapped on the table with her nails. “Those guns can be a real threat, but most of the printed guns are useless. They explode with the first use.”
 
   There was silence around the table. Streams of data were flowing through my mind, picking up bits of information discovered over the last week, connecting them. 
 
   “Okay, one thing at a time. We can get back to this 3D crap later.” Manny sat up. “Doc, email me this document with this address list of criminals. Bloody hell, I don’t know if Interpol even have all these addresses. If these are correct, it will be quite the career catch.”
 
   I wasn’t seeing career advancement benefits in the list. Only more questions. ‘Why would Hawk have this list?”
 
   “To sell his guns to them? Like a client list.” Manny shook his head. “No, that is too strange.”
 
   I agreed with Manny. This theory did not fit the limited profile I had created of Hawk. He didn’t seem to be the type of person to send newsletters advertising discounts on various products and introducing new ones. I had once made the mistake of giving a service provider my personal email address. After the second monthly email, I had promptly unsubscribed. It had cluttered my inbox.
 
   My inane train of thought triggered another issue. I interrupted Manny asking Francine to find out everything she could on the listed names.
 
   “Where’s Monique? You said you would find her.”
 
   “I did. She was on holiday with a friend and her family in Miami. The US authorities are helping her get ready to come here.”
 
   “Is she well?” I had promised Hawk to ensure she was well.
 
   “As far as I know, yes.” Manny picked up a few sheets of paper. “I got a report from the warehouse. The place is huge and they told me that this is by far not a complete report, but we have something. The important things they have found are mountains of weapons from the basement and traces of C4.”
 
   “That’s no surprise,” Vinnie said. “Guns and explosives were Hawk’s business.”
 
   “I assume C4 is an explosive,” I said.
 
   “Yup.” Vinnie nodded. “One of the most stable explosives there are.”
 
   “It’s not finding the C4 that is interesting,” Manny said. “It is where it was found.”
 
   I didn’t know how I knew the answer before Manny spoke, but I did.
 
   “There were traces found in the basement, no surprise there. But they also found traces by the woodwork equipment.” Manny’s zygomaticus muscles lifted his mouth into a rare genuine smile when no one said anything. “I have stumped you lot. Don’t worry. I’m also stumped. I’ve contacted Edward to go have a look at the warehouse. Maybe he’ll see something that could shed a light on this.”
 
   I had met Edward six months ago when he had disabled a bomb I had stepped on. Since then I had learned he was one of the most respected explosive ordnance disposal technicians in Western Europe. Adding explosives to our case was strengthening the suspicion of Kubanov being behind this. Art, murder, crime and explosives were in all his past cases. If only I could find a solid link between all these elements and the Russian philanthropist. 
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   “What’s eating at you, Jenny?”
 
   I liked the expression. It accurately described how I was feeling. I sank deeper into the passenger seat of Colin’s SUV and stared at the street ahead of us. We were going home after a few more hours of searching Hawk’s computer. “The numbers.”
 
   After a moment, Colin huffed a laugh. “You will have to be more specific than that. Which numbers?”
 
   “Oh, sorry.” Being distracted did not aid my communication skills. “Those numbers in the frames on the website are troubling me. There is this deluge of new information coming in and I don’t have time to process, analyse or make any sense of it. For example, I don’t know what to think about the traces of C4 by the woodwork equipment. And Edward wasn’t helpful.”
 
   “Yeah, Millard wasn’t happy about Edward’s answer either.” He glanced at me and smiled. Manny had cursed excessively into the phone while listening to Edward. “Especially when Edward said there were many other chemicals in the warehouse that could be used to build a bomb.”
 
   “And most of it is as harmful as the dishwashing liquid I use.”
 
   “Vinnie has been complaining about the industrial-strength stuff you have. You should buy him some pink plastic gloves to protect his hands.”
 
   “Why pink?” I looked away from the road and frowned at Colin. “Actually, why should I buy him any gloves? I have never asked him to clean anything for me.”
 
   “He likes it. It relaxes him.”
 
   “Oh. I understand that.” I did. My recent bathroom-cleaning episode spoke of my intimate experience in this matter. Recently it had become inconvenient when Vinnie’s constant presence in my apartment resulted in much less cleaning for me to do. In the last six months I had grown used to hearing keys opening my front door at all times of the day. 
 
   I looked back at the road, enjoying the familiarity of the journey home. Colin, Francine and Vinnie never abused the liberties they took entering my home on a whim. They didn’t leave anything out of place and respected my bedroom as a place sacred to me. With the exception of this week, Colin had spent a few hours every night with me in my room, always returning to his apartment after our lovemaking. It had been at my request. Most times I felt unprepared for the intense emotionality of my relationship with him. The thought of sleeping next to him made me feel far too vulnerable to consider accepting his nightly offers to stay over.
 
   “Jenny?” Colin’s voice had the quality of having called me a few times. It happened often.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “What else is bothering you?”
 
   “I don’t like feeling vulnerable.” The truth escaped my mouth before I stopped to think. “Forget about it. I was thinking about something different.”
 
   “What were you thinking about?”
 
   I bit down hard to prevent any more spontaneous confessions. “There is something else that bothers me about the case.”
 
   Colin looked away from the road long enough for me to read his expression. Sometimes he did that on purpose for me to see his opinion on something I had said or done. He was displeased that I didn’t want to talk about my feelings, but was going to allow me to change the topic. He turned his attention back to driving. “What’s bugging you?”
 
   “Where is Kubanov?” 
 
   “Um… I’m not sure exactly what you are asking.”
 
   My brow furrowed in annoyance at another lapse of clear communication. “In every previous case it was easy enough to spot Kubanov’s influence. Apart from a lot of conjecture, there is nothing so far to directly connect him to any of this.”
 
   “But you believe that he is behind all of this?”
 
   “Do you?” I turned in my seat, the tree-lined street forgotten.
 
   “You know I do.” His hands tightened around the steering wheel. “Those six days he had me in his basement taught me a lot about the man. One of those lessons was that he was not going to stop until he got the revenge he feels we deserve.”
 
   “The mind of a psychopath.” My heart rate increased at the memories of the torture Kubanov had subjected Colin to. All because Kubanov had felt slighted when we had put a stop to his far-reaching art forgery business. From a psychology point of view I knew he was fixated on this and would not easily give up. Colin was right. “But where is the evidence that he is behind this?”
 
   “It will come, Jenny. With an ego like his, Kubanov wouldn’t tolerate us not knowing that he is pulling our strings.” The corner of his mouth twitched. “Pulling strings is an expression explaining one person, the puppet master, controlling the puppets.”
 
   “Marionettes and a manipulator. A good analogy.”
 
   “Except we are much smarter than puppets and won’t allow him to pull our strings for too long.” Colin found a parking place close to our apartment building. He turned off the engine, but his body language indicated he had no plan to leave the vehicle. I studied him for a few seconds. He swallowed a few times, his lips compressing. He wanted to say something, but wasn’t sure how to start. A heavy feeling settled in my stomach.
 
   “I know we haven’t talked about this, but you said you were still too angry with me.” The tremble in my voice was barely audible, but I felt the nerves in my entire body. I didn’t take time to interpret the surprise on Colin’s face, but spoke even faster. “You promised not to leave me. Compared to dating neurotypical people, I know it must be extremely difficult for you to be with me. I experience a large degree of anxiety and panic when you move something out of its place. I insist on a lot of things that are clearly obsessive behaviour and am not emotionally communicative. According to studies, most men don’t like the extreme emotional fluctuations of women, but you’re not most men. I have never even asked you what you would prefer, mainly because I don’t care. You see? I shouldn’t have said that.”
 
   “Jenny. Stop.” Colin took my hands and pulled me a bit closer to him. “Look at me.”
 
   I took my eyes off my trembling hands. I had been avoiding his face, not wanting to see that I was right. But Colin waited until I looked at him.
 
   “Look.” He dropped his face a little bit closer to mine. “What do you see?”
 
   One thing invaluable to me was Colin’s willingness to patiently wait while I studied him. He never flinched away, never hid from me. I was taken aback by what I saw.
 
   “You’re confused. Why are you confused?”
 
   “Because I don’t know what brought on your lengthy explanation.” His smile was gentle. “Want to tell me what’s happening in your head?”
 
   “You’ve been avoiding a conversation about me going with Vinnie to Hawk’s warehouse. I don’t know why. When you stopped here, I could see you wanted to say something you were not comfortable with—”
 
   “—so you jumped to a conclusion.”
 
   I winced. “I did, didn’t I?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes, and it wasn’t a jump, it was a huge leap. And it was in the wrong direction. I didn’t want to talk about Hawk’s warehouse because I was angry. I know when I debate, argue or talk with you I need to have rational arguments. While still angry, it would be difficult for me to stay calm and rational. If challenged, I would’ve answered, ‘Because’. Not a good answer to give to you. It would only have led to senseless arguments.”
 
   “Are you still angry?”
 
   “I’m still pissed that you went there and put yourself in danger, but not as angry as two days ago.”
 
   My throat felt thick with emotion. This was what I didn’t like about being emotionally involved with someone. The vulnerability.
 
   “Are you still looking at me?”
 
   My face must have conveyed my incredulous response, because he nodded. 
 
   “Good. See that what I’m saying is true.” He took a deep breath. “I’m nowhere near your IQ and there is a mountain of differences between us, but I’m pretty sure I know you. And I’m pretty sure that you are trying your best to not love me, to not love anyone. But it’s too late, Jenny. I see it. I see that you love me.”
 
   I started shaking my head and couldn’t stop. “No. It’s not true.”
 
   “What? That you love me or that you’re trying not to?”
 
   My childhood of emotionally distant caregivers, disappointed and disapproving parents came rushing to my memory. The last time I had committed emotionally to someone was at the age of five. It had been an exceptionally traumatic experience when that nanny had left like all the others, calling me a freak. What Colin was asking of me was too much.
 
   “Aw, Jenny.” He leaned back, putting distance between us. “You really don’t make it easy, do you?”
 
   “Please don’t give up on me.” My whisper was so soft, I was surprised he heard me. 
 
   I saw the internal struggle on his face before he moved closer to me again. The nonverbal cues of his emotions were unmistakeable. “I’m not going to give up on you, Jenny. I love you.”
 
   I couldn’t help it. I gasped. No one had ever told me this and I certainly had not expected to receive this sincere gift on this specific day. It truly was a gift. I didn’t know how to respond. “I need time to think about this, to catalogue this.”
 
   His smile was sad. “Ever considered not micro-analysing everything?”
 
   I shuddered. “Not possible.”
 
   “Okay.” He laughed softly, but there was no humour in it. “Then let me tell you what I was about to say before your huge confession.”
 
   “I didn’t con… Sorry. I’m listening.” I didn’t want to add to the sadness I had already caused.
 
   “There’s a party in your apartment at the moment.”
 
   All emotions were forgotten. My apartment was being destroyed. “Who? Why? How could you agree to this?”
 
   “Slow down.” This time there was humour in his laugh. “It’s your birthday party.”
 
   “You know it’s my birthday?”
 
   “We all know it’s your birthday, Jenny.” He leaned over and kissed me until I forgot about my emotional discomfort. I didn’t forget about my apartment though. One last, chaste kiss and Colin moved back. “Happy birthday, love.”
 
   “Thank you. Who is in my apartment?”
 
   “The usual suspects. Vinnie, Francine, Millard and Phillip. Francine is the one who started this whole thing. She wanted to go big and have a huge party, but Phillip convinced her to keep it small. They went through a lot of effort to make this surprise party for you.”
 
   “But it’s no longer a surprise. You’ve just told me about it.”
 
   “Because I know how much you hate surprises. I thought giving you a few minutes to prepare for what was waiting for you might be better for everyone.”
 
   “Oh God. What is waiting for me?”
 
   For some reason Colin thought my reaction was amusing. “You don’t have to sound so horrified, Jenny. Vinnie baked a cake, made dinner, Francine put up some birthday decorations and, well, I don’t know what Millard is doing there.”
 
   “Apart from the decorations, it sounds like a normal dinner.” I lifted both shoulders. “Why is this different? We see each other every day.”
 
   “But we don’t celebrate every day.”
 
   “Why would you want to celebrate my birthday? It’s a strange ritual that personally I think people only use as an excuse to socialise and get drunk.”
 
   “You might very well be right, but in this case, we want to let you know that you are special to us by celebrating the day you became part of humanity.”
 
   I was stunned. In all of my thirty-five years I had never had people wanting to celebrate my existence. 
 
   “And”—Colin looked pleased with himself—“Vinnie and Millard promised me they would not pick fights with each other tonight. That might require Vinnie to stay in the kitchen all night and Millard to lock himself in the bathroom, but hey, they promised.”
 
   The thought of those two men restraining their innate need to nettle each other made me smile. “I would like to witness that.”
 
   “I thought you would.” He put his hand on the car door handle. “Shall we go?”
 
   I nodded and followed him to my apartment. He hesitated at the door, waiting for me. I took a few deep breaths, preparing myself to not react to any changes made inside. Anything out of place was only temporary and I could have a therapeutic cleaning session once everyone left. That thought was positive, one I planned to remind myself of throughout this birthday party. I unlocked the door and stepped inside.
 
   “Surprise!” Francine jumped in front of me, shaking huge colourful pompoms. I stepped back against Colin’s chest, trying my best to school my features into a pleasantly surprised look. 
 
   “Aw, Jen-girl. You really are a bad liar. That is not a surprised face.” Vinnie stepped closer and pulled Francine away from me, telling her to stop scaring me. She continued shaking the pompoms with a happy smile. All I could think of was the obsessive search I would go through if the string holding the tinsel together broke. Vinnie pushed Francine behind him. “Come on. We’re set up here by the sofas.”
 
   I looked to the left and saw Manny and Phillip standing in front of one of my sofas. The double doors to the balcony were open. A summer breeze cooled the interior marginally. It was a hot day. Above the doors hung a colourful banner wishing me a happy birthday. Lifting my gaze to that sign had brought the biggest form of decoration to my attention. Everywhere I looked, balloons were touching the high ceiling. They had to be filled with helium to float despite the amount of tinsel weighing them down. My apartment looked like a children’s party venue.
 
   “Happy birthday, Doc.” Manny stepped forward and I leaned in further against Colin’s chest. “For the love of God, missy. At least on this occasion you can let me kiss your cheek.”
 
   Colin gave my arms a squeeze, followed by a light push. His observation had been astute in the car. This party was for them. Had it been about me, I would’ve spent the evening blissfully alone. I didn’t attempt a smile, but stepped forward and offered my cheek to Manny. The subtle woodsy scent of his cologne reached me a moment before I felt a dry, gentle kiss.
 
   “You’re one in a million, Doc.” His whispered words were still registering in significance when he walked back to the sofa. “Wasn’t that hard, now was it?”
 
   “Stop harassing her, old man.” Vinnie gulped visibly and looked at Colin, disappointment and contrition replacing annoyance. “Sorry, dude.”
 
   I laughed. The restraint I had been looking forward to observing had lasted all of one minute. “Don’t apologise, Vinnie. I wouldn’t have you any other way. You are real and I need that in my life.”
 
   “Aw, Jen-girl.” Vinnie opened his arms. “Come here. Come hug big Vin. You know you want to.”
 
   I laughed again. He was outrageous. Knowing I would not be able to avoid his hug, I prepared myself and allowed him to lift me off the floor in one of his strong embraces. I admired, and envied, Vinnie’s fearless approach to emotions and sharing. Thankfully, he didn’t hold onto me for too long. He put me down, his smile genuine and joyful.
 
   “I made tiramisu, a really big one. You can have that as a starter, main course and dessert if you want. It’s your birthday.” 
 
   Tiramisu was a guilty pleasure for me, something sweet, rich and unhealthy, yet comforting. Vinnie’s tiramisu had outshone all those I’d had before. He had taken notice of my enjoyment the one time he had made it.
 
   “Happy birthday, girlfriend.” Francine pushed Vinnie away from me. “Go get the food. We want to eat and drink.”
 
   Vinnie left for the kitchen, shaking his head. 
 
   “Can I please hug you?” She knew how I detested being touched. I knew how much it would mean to her. All this touching and physical closeness so soon after all the hugs upon our return from England was stressful. I quickly called up Mozart’s Symphony No. 36 in C Major as mental fortification. I nodded and was rewarded with a joyful smile. Francine was twelve centimetres taller than me, wearing high heels. She had to bend her knees to wrap her arms around me. It was a quick hug, but without inhibition. She truly liked me. “I hope you enjoy your party.”
 
   “I’m sure I will.” I was going to make every attempt to honour their effort with my enjoyment. 
 
   “Well, come on then.” She grabbed my hand and led me to the sofas. 
 
   Manny was sitting, but Phillip was quietly waiting for me. I pulled my hand out of Francine’s hold and walked to the man who had done more for me in seven years on a personal level than my parents had during my whole life. I didn’t need any prompting to hug him. He seldom showed affection, but I knew this moment would be special for him. I was right. First his eyebrows lifted in surprise as I put my arms around him, then his features went soft with affection before he gave me a solid hug. It lasted two seconds.
 
   I sat down next to Colin on the other sofa, glad to be out of the others’ touching range. Manny and Phillip got absorbed in a conversation about the new protests that had started in the Middle East. Vinnie served the hors d’oeuvres in the living area, then herded us to the dining room table where we enjoyed a five-course meal. By the time the tiramisu was served, we were ready to sit more comfortably in the living area.
 
   “Time for your gifts.” Vinnie had been the perfect host. In my home. “We put it in my old room, so I’ll go get it.”
 
   “I don’t want gifts. You have done too much already.”
 
   Vinnie made a rude noise and left for the room in the back. Colin got up and followed him.
 
   “Oh, poo. Stop complaining and enjoy our gifts, Doc.” The knot of Manny’s tie was hanging halfway down his chest. I hadn’t seen him this relaxed for some time. He had even smiled when Vinnie told jokes. It hadn’t been a genuine smile, but he was trying. Vinnie and Colin came back carrying wrapped packages.
 
   “Mine first.” Francine jumped up and grabbed a square package from Vinnie’s hands. She swung around and sat next to me. “I ordered this especially for you. Open it.”
 
   I carefully removed the sticky tape, ignoring Francine’s impatient breathing and shifting. The gift was covered in two layers of wrapping, which I removed to fold later. The wooden box that was uncovered made me forget the paper. It was a hand-carved dark wood, the carvings breathtaking. Ancient symbols flowed into each other, forming an intricate pattern.
 
   “All these symbols have meaning, all for something you like. There’s one for Mozart, one for coffee, even one for art. I’ll explain them all later.” 
 
   It took me three tries before I could thank her for the thoughtful gift. I was overwhelmed by her generosity and the thought she had put into something so personal. Vinnie’s gift was no less meaningful. It was a collection of poetry by my favourite Russian poets, a book I had been looking for. The gift Manny thrust at me was not something I had expected. He admitted gruffly that it had reminded him of me, and he had thought I would like it. 
 
   “Oh, Manny.” I opened one antique Russian doll to find another smaller one. They were not as colourful as the commercially produced souvenirs for tourists. “This is perfect. Where did you find this?”
 
   “Some little shop when I was in England last month. The shopkeeper said these dolls were made by an apprentice of the guy who made the first dolls.”
 
   “Vasily Zvyozdochkin?” Colin leaned in to take a closer look. “Wow.”
 
   From his tone, I surmised that I was holding something of value. Manny dismissed it as little wooden figures and refused to say anything else. Phillip’s gift came as no surprise. Like every year on my birthday, he gave me an antique mosaic. This year it was a pill box. It was beautiful.
 
   “What did you give her, Frey?” 
 
   Colin ignored him and handed me a wrapped object easy to guess. “A painting?” 
 
   “Open it.” He waited until I held the piece in my hands. “It’s Paul Klee’s Nocturnal Festivity painting.”
 
   “Did you steal that?” Manny sat up and stretched his neck to see the painting. “Or did you forge that?”
 
   “Manny.” Phillip’s voice was low in warning.
 
   “I painted this for you long before this whole cubism crap started. This week I’ve been worrying that it might not be appropriate to give this to you, but then I decided that everyone and everything can go screw itself. This is yours. I painted this because it made me think of you.”
 
   “I’m really glad you decided to give it to me.” It was an incredibly beautiful piece of work made invaluable because Colin had painted it with me in mind. “I love Klee’s work and this is… well, to my novice eye this looks exactly like the original.” 
 
   Paul Klee was also a cubist painter, his paintings more colourful than Braque’s, his style strongly resonating with me.
 
   Colin pointed to the tree in the foreground. “Do you see it?”
 
   I held the painting closer and studied the tree. I smiled. “My name. You put the letters of my name in the white touches on the tree.”
 
   “What is it with you people and cubism?” Manny asked. “And before you get all huffy, my question is real. I want to know what it is that you see in all those blocks.”
 
   “Blocks?” Colin sat up, the corner of his mouth pulled into a sneer. “Cubism is the attempt to visually describe the fourth dimension.”
 
   “You’re shitting me.” Manny laughed. “The fourth bloody dimension. What is that?”
 
   “It is postulated that there is an additional dimension to length, area and volume, a special dimension.” I shrugged. “There is no proof of this though.”
 
   “And cubist artists tried to paint this?”
 
   “They painted it,” Colin said. “There is something very right about looking at objects depicted in linear fashion.”
 
   “Almost like The Matrix.” Vinnie looked unconcerned when Colin glared at him. I didn’t know what matrix he was referring to.
 
   “Like any new art form, cubism wasn’t always received well.”
 
   “People don’t like change,” I added.
 
   “And they usually call it evil.” Colin turned the Klee reproduction for Manny to see. “Do you see any evil in this? It is not the same style as Braque or Picasso in the height of the cubist period, but it is also rather conceptual than perceptual.”
 
   “So you paint what you think you see, not what you see. That sounds like most art that is not photo-type portraits.”
 
   “You are a troglodyte,” Colin said after a shocked second. He stood up, gathered some dishes and carried it to the kitchen.
 
   “What did he just call me?” Manny asked me.
 
   “A prehistoric cave dweller, but I think his intention was to call you unsophisticated,” I said. Vinnie laughed, got up and helped Colin clear the coffee table. 
 
   “What do you see in these paintings, Doc?” Manny clearly had not received a satisfactory answer. I thought about this for a moment.
 
   “This might have to do with me being non-neurotypical. The simplification of what the artists saw, whether people or objects, into geometrical components and planes appeals to me. That geometricity may or may not add up to how that complete object exists in the natural world, but that linear interpretation harmonizes with something inside of me.”
 
   “I don’t think I can say it any better or more beautifully than that,” Colin said as he walked back to the living area. “You’ll just have to be happy with that, Millard.”
 
   Manny didn’t acknowledge Colin’s baiting. “That makes sense, Doc. Thanks.”
 
   Something said in the past few minutes was tugging at my consciousness. I knew that I had uncovered some key, possibly to this case, but it had yet to filter through from my subconscious.
 
   “Jenny? Just tell him if you don’t want to.”
 
   “Don’t want to what?” I had lost the thread of the conversation.
 
   “Can I see your Braque painting, Doc?” Manny was standing, ready to walk to my bedroom.
 
   “Why?” I got up. “I don’t mind showing it to you, but why do you want to see it?”
 
   “Curious.” He was too relaxed from the dinner and laid-back conversation to take care of his body language. 
 
   “You’re lying, Manny.” I walked to my bedroom, everyone following. I took a shaky breath. My bedroom was not made to entertain a house full of guests. 
 
   “This is the third reproduction of a painting that was stolen and then showed up in Hawk’s house. The safe house forgery, the McCarthy forgery that Frey painted and yours. I’m trying to understand that mystery.” 
 
   My bedroom filled up, everyone gathering around my bed, staring at the painting above the headboard. Manny looked at it through narrowed eyes and I wondered what he was looking for. He had no expertise to draw from. Colin and Vinnie were talking about an uninteresting topic when the change in Colin’s voice caught my attention. I turned as he stopped in the middle of his sentence to step closer to the painting.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked. The narrowing of his eyes and the deep frown lowering his brow were telling me something was causing him great concern. He reached out and took the painting from the wall.
 
   “This is not the original.”
 
   “Well, we know that, Frey. Doc has told us it is a reproduction.”
 
   “No.” Colin shook his head and tilted the painting to the light. “This is not the original reproduction Jenny had. This is a forgery. And it looks like it was done by the same artist who did the safe house forgery.”
 
   “For reals?” Vinnie looked as astonished as I felt.
 
   “That means he was in my bedroom.” My voice was so strained, it hurt to speak. 
 
   “We’re sleeping here tonight.” Colin handed the painting to Phillip who was quietly holding out his hand. “Don’t even think to argue, Jenny. Vinnie will sleep in his old room, but we are both sleeping here tonight.”
 
   The doorbell interrupted my attempt at coming up with a viable argument. If both men were staying over, Colin would want to sleep in my bed. I didn’t know if I was ready for that decision to be taken out of my hands.
 
   “Jenny!” Colin took my upper arms in a firm, but gentle grip. I had not been paying attention to the conversation. “Are you expecting anyone?”
 
   “No.” Reason entered before I could panic. “It wouldn’t be the thief, forger or anyone like that. All the lights are on and surely he can hear us from the hallway.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. Vinnie will get it.” 
 
   We left my room as swiftly as we had entered it. Vinnie was already by the front door when I followed Colin out. Francine and Phillip waited in the living area, Manny a couple of feet behind Vinnie. I had lived with fear all my life and at times rebelled against it, not always with positive results. Tonight I wasn’t going to allow a doorbell to cow me. I walked with Colin to the door just as Vinnie turned around, his face contorted in anger.
 
   “That motherfucking bastard.” He held the delivery out to me. “He sent you flowers.”
 
   My gasp wasn’t audible above the explosion of expletives. I wasn’t listening to Vinnie and Colin vowing pain and death, or to Manny interrogating the delivery boy. My eyes were riveted on the bunch of red daffodils. I was sure if I counted them, there would be thirty-five. A flower for each year of my life. Sent by Kubanov. He had just announced his presence, his connection to this case.
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   The intensity of the aggressive body language this close to me was becoming overwhelming. Manny was still interrogating the now terrified delivery man. Phillip was quietly standing by, his body language mirroring Manny’s. Vinnie and Colin were whispering to each other, careful to not be heard. But I didn’t need to hear their words. Their nonverbal cues were speaking loud and clear. They were planning and their plans involved violence.
 
   No one took notice when I turned away from the commotion by my front door. I cleared the last of the dishes from the coffee tables in the living area and took it to the kitchen. I had to repack the dishwasher. Vinnie’s system of organising the dishes in the dishwasher was not completely unacceptable, but mine was better. 
 
   “Genevieve, I’m really sorry.” Francine plucked a balloon down by the hanging tinsel and reached for the kitchen scissors. She pointed it at the door. “That bastard destroyed everything.”
 
   She cut the knot of the balloon and held onto the tinsel while the balloon deflated. It was a huge relief that she wasn’t resorting to the disturbing habit of popping the balloons. I closed the dishwasher door, straightened and leaned against the kitchen counter. There had been more to her apology than commenting on Kubanov’s negative character traits.
 
   “What did he destroy?” I asked.
 
   She grabbed more hanging tinsel and jerked another balloon down. “This. I wanted your party to be special, and now he’s gone and destroyed it.”
 
   I closed my eyes, realising the full extent of her comment. In my friendship with her, I often found myself at a loss for what to say or how to react. I searched for the best approach. “This is my second birthday party.” 
 
   She looked up, confused. “You already had a party today? With whom?”
 
   “No, not today.” It wasn’t easy saying this. “This is the second birthday party I’ve had in my whole life.”
 
   Francine lost her grip on the deflating balloon, ignoring it as it swirled around the kitchen. Her mouth was slack. “You cannot be serious. Oh my God, you are serious.”
 
   “The first party was for my fifth birthday. My parents had taken me to new doctors to fix me. These doctors told them to force me into a normal childhood, starting with social functions. They decided a birthday party would be a good start.” I surprised myself by telling her this. “There were too many people, too many stimuli, and I had a meltdown, much to my parents’ humiliation. The people invited had been carefully chosen to witness my parents’ success, beautiful home and child. One autistic behaviour and I had destroyed their illusion of the perfect life. It was my first and last birthday party. As an adult I had never had the need nor seen the sense in it.”
 
   Her masseter muscles tightened her jaw, her movements stiff. “Your parents are horrible people.”
 
   “No. They are just ignorant. When people don’t understand something, they are usually judgemental and unintentionally cruel.”
 
   “You can’t say anything to justify their behaviour.” She jerked down another balloon and cut the knot. “I still say they’re idiots. Horrible idiots.”
 
   I sighed heavily. Colin and Vinnie joined us in the kitchen, listening with interest. From a sociological point of view, I understood the significance and importance of tonight. But making myself understood on an emotional level was taxing. “What I’m trying to say, quite unsuccessfully, is that this is the first time in my life someone has voluntarily wanted to celebrate my birthday with me. Nothing Kubanov does or sends will take away the value of what you have done for me.”
 
   Her eyes filled with tears. “Ooh. That is… ooh, I need to hug you.” 
 
   I leaned back against the counter. There had been too much physical contact already. Francine’s shoulders sagged, but then she smiled. “I’ll hug you in my mind, but I’ll hug Vin for real. I just need to hug someone.”
 
   She spun around and threw her arms around Vinnie. He indulged her with the forbearance observed in siblings. He patted her back with a small smile before pulling her arms away from his body. “Go cuddle the old man if you’re looking for a little somethin’-somethin’.”
 
   Francine stepped back, her eyes lively with anticipation. Colin gave a tired laugh and put his hand on Francine’s arm to stop her. “I don’t think you should do that. Millard is volatile just now.”
 
   “We all are.” Vinnie folded his arms, widening his stance. He was going to make a statement that he was not willing to negotiate on. “Jen-girl, we’re staying here.”
 
   “I know.” I had accepted it while packing the dishwasher.
 
   “I think that is our cue to leave,” Phillip said from the living area. The delivery man had left and Manny was nodding in agreement with Phillip.
 
   Ten minutes later, only Colin, Vinnie and I remained in my flat. There had been threats and promises about safety, phone calls, protection and consequences. It had all been well intended, but was more stressful than comforting. It was a relief to have fewer people in my space.
 
   Colin and Vinnie tried, but weren’t able to dissuade me from restoring my apartment to its original state, so Vinnie helped. Colin tried to help, but I begged him not to. I had to fix everything after he had touched it, which was counter-productive. He disappeared into my bedroom while we finished up. It didn’t take very long before everything was in its designated place and I was showered and standing next to my bed.
 
   “Aren’t you getting in?” Colin looked up from the book he was reading. “Don’t over-think it, Jenny. Let’s just sleep. Tomorrow we’ll take this new forgery to my friend and see what he’s discovered about the others.”
 
   He was right. I was micro-analysing his presence in my bedroom. I climbed in bed stiffly and had trouble getting comfortable. We had shared this bed often, but never to sleep. “I don’t know how to do this.”
 
   “Close your eyes, breathe deeply and sleep.” 
 
   I turned around to find him lying on his side looking at me. His book was on the bedside table, the lamp on his side off.
 
   “You need a switch that you can flip to stop analysing everything.”
 
   I smiled. “That would definitely help.”
 
   “I make you a deal. Tonight we sleep. Tomorrow you can tell me all the reasons why I should not have slept here.”
 
   “That doesn’t make sense. It’s rationalising something after the fact. Totally unproductive.”
 
   “But if it will make you go to sleep, then it is a good idea.” He lifted one eyebrow. “Unless you want to have wild, loud sex?”
 
   I pushed deeper into the pillows, frowning. “Vinnie is sleeping in the next room. If you continue this trivial talk, you can sleep in your old room or one of the sofas. Or even better, you can sleep in your own bed next door.”
 
   He laughed softly, but the flash of disappointment did not escape my notice. I twisted to switch off the lamp and turned back. It was strange, but nice to lie on my side facing Colin. I didn’t know if I would be able to sleep with another person in my bed, but at least I did have a complex case to think over if sleep evaded me.
 
   It didn’t. I woke up the next morning, immediately aware of arms surrounding me. For a moment, my mind recalled being drugged and abducted, followed by confusion and mild panic.
 
   “It’s me, Jenny. Relax.” Colin’s voice was lazy and gravelly from sleep. His arm tightened slightly around my waist and I relaxed against his back. “In case you don’t know, this position is called spooning. I like to spoon. We should spoon for a few more minutes.”
 
   “What time is it?”
 
   “Time to spoon.”
 
   I slapped his arm. “Colin.”
 
   “Half past seven.”
 
   “Oh God, we should get up.” Even on Saturdays, I always got up at six. This break in my routine was most upsetting. I wrestled with his arm for a few seconds until he let me go. I stood next to the bed, looking at him. “What time are we meeting with your friend?”
 
   “At nine.” He stretched his arms above his head. His hair was mussed and he looked at ease. Blinking in surprise, I realised that I too felt relaxed and had slept well despite sharing my bed. “Did you sleep well?”
 
   “Hmm?” I shook my head. Was this what other people did? Asking after each other’s rest? “I slept well, thank you. I’m going to have a shower.”
 
   An hour later we were in Colin’s SUV, driving through the city. 
 
   “What is the purpose of these forgeries?” I asked. “And don’t answer. It is a rhetorical question.”
 
   “I assumed so.” Colin slowed down for a red light and glanced at me. “What do you think?”
 
   “Something you said about cubism last night made me think. Is Kubanov focussed on Braque or on the style? Does it have to do with Braque’s history, his connection to Picasso, to the war or is it cubism itself triggering Kubanov’s obsession?”
 
   “What makes you think it’s cubism?”
 
   “Those words that I emailed to myself.” I leaned my head back against the headrest and closed my eyes. “In the second email I sent to myself, I put down ‘hexahedron’, which is a cube, and ‘halo die’. I still don’t know about the halo, but a die is the singular of dice.” 
 
   “Few people use the word die. Most people use dice as the singular for card games and gambling.”
 
   “Could I, in my intoxicated state, have emailed those terms to myself to point to cubes?” I heard Colin’s quick intake of breath. “I don’t know what it means, but maybe I should check all the clients on Rousseau & Rousseau’s list who have cubist paintings insured. Oh, I don’t know. I can’t see how that would be helpful.”
 
   “Hey, don’t discard that idea. You might be on to something.”
 
   I looked at him. “You think so?”
 
   “When cubism emerged in Europe, it was met with harsh criticism and disapproval. Picasso and Braque were reputed to have started cubism as a response against the realism in impressionism. They wanted to depict the irrationality of the human experience. At first, the critics and art snobs didn’t take well to life being shown in angular shapes. The more these two guys developed it, the further away from realism it moved, until some paintings didn’t resemble the original object or figure at all. For some it was an offence to aesthetic beauty. They didn’t approve of this unorthodox representation of life. Kubanov is insane enough to have a similar opinion.”
 
   “Or maybe I am just desperately looking for links where there are none.”
 
   “I think we should look into that.” He parked the SUV in a side street. “But we’ll do that later. Right now we are meeting with the Brinius couple.”
 
   I followed him to the main street, filled with high-end stores. We entered an old building and went up to the second floor. Colin stopped in front of a large wooden door and knocked out a rhythm. The door opened wide to reveal a spacious office with high ceilings, elegantly furnished. The woman standing in the door was exceptionally beautiful with a carriage that spoke of class and very likely old money.
 
   “Isaac Watts, you are as handsome as ever.” She was talking to Colin, using one of his poet aliases, the one who was a gallery owner.
 
   “And you are as breathtaking as ever.” Even though Colin had adopted a British accent similar to Manny’s, his tone and body language spoke of respect and affection. “Not a day older than the last time I saw you.” 
 
   “Stop flirting with my wife and come inside, you scoundrel.”
 
   I looked around the petite woman and saw a man guiding his wheelchair to the front door. His suntanned face was filled with good humour. He was one of those people who hadn’t allowed his physical limitations to stop his enjoyment of life. It was clear in the many laughter lines and the deep emotions on his face when he looked at his wife.
 
   “And who is this lovely creature you brought with you?”
 
   “Michael and Victoria, please meet Doctor Genevieve Lenard.” Colin held out his hand towards the couple. “Jenny, these are my good friends, Michael and Victoria Brinius.”
 
   “Come in, come in.” Michael held out his hand. “Doctor Lenard, it is a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   I shook his hand briefly, then Victoria’s. “Please call me Genevieve.”
 
   “Are you English?” Victoria asked as she closed the door behind us.
 
   “No, but I prefer the English pronunciation of my name.”
 
   “I have another painting for you.” Colin lifted the forgery from my apartment, following Michael as he rolled his chair towards a door to the right. “What have you got for us?”
 
   “Oh, my God, Isaac, you will pee in your pants when we show you.” Victoria walked faster to catch up to Michael and rested her hand on his shoulder. Her speech was not as elegant as her bearing, which made her more approachable. Her voice raised slightly in pitch with her excitement. “I couldn’t believe when Michael showed me. I’ve never seen anything like this.”
 
   We entered a large room, set up as an art studio. A long wooden workbench along the side wall was covered in bottles, paints, cloths, brushes and numerous other paraphernalia. I stopped and focussed on my breathing. It was beyond my comprehension how anyone could be productive in such chaos. Intellectually I understood that certain personality types felt safer surrounded by disorder. I didn’t. To my thinking, a cluttered environment was a sign of an undisciplined mind.
 
   “Oh, don’t mind the mess, Genevieve.” Michael stopped his chair in front of three easels set up next to the other. “I can never get Victoria to put anything in its place. Then she fights with me when she loses something. At least she hasn’t misplaced me yet.”
 
   “I would never do that, you silly man.” Victoria leaned down to kiss the top of his head. She straightened, looked at me, then at Colin with her head tilted. “We’ve been nagging you for like forever to settle down. I always knew the perfect woman would cross your path. Is she the one?”
 
   “Victoria Gaudette Brinius.” Michael sat up straighter in his chair. “That is none of our business. Sorry, Isaac. Now hit the lights, woman.”
 
   When the room lost the brightness of the artificial light, I felt relieved. The tension that had moved into Colin’s body language had been confusing. I resisted the urge to try and make sense of it and focussed on the purpose of our visit. Light coming from the front room left everything dimmed, including the clutter.
 
   “Genevieve, do you know what an underpainting is?”
 
   “No, but from the term I conclude that it is a painting under the main painting?”
 
   Colin stepped closer to me, narrowing his eyes at the three paintings on the easels. All three were turned around, the clear canvasses facing the front. That had been something I had noticed. Instead of the usual heavy brown paper covering the back of my bedroom painting, it was a thin, blank canvas. 
 
   “Underpaintings are more than that,” Colin said. “Painters as early as High Renaissance artists used this technique. It is said that Titian pioneered it, but there are many other theories. It is an initial layer of paint that serves as a base. Some say that it is done in monochrome, other masterpieces done by the greats have complete paintings hiding under the one exhibited in museums or galleries. Another theory is that if the underpainting is done correctly, it establishes the tonal values for the overpainting to be done perfectly.”
 
   “And loads of other theories which Isaac and I have had many arguments about. Most times the underpainting is the foundation for the overpainting. In other words, it is the same image. But there are examples in masterpieces where the underpainting is a completely different image.” Michael nodded at the canvasses. “When you brought me those first two paintings, all I saw was forgeries. One good forgery and one great one—yours. But I didn’t look for more until you brought me the original. I got curious what Braque might have hidden behind this famous work of his and brought in my infrared equipment.”
 
   “He was so excited to have this original in his hands. You should have seen him, Isaac. Like a kid with a new toy.” Victoria was once again standing next to Michael, her hand resting on his shoulder. He covered her hand with his, a pose unconscious and I suspected second nature to this couple.
 
   “When I took the first image, I was heartbroken when I didn’t see anything spectacular under the original. A few images later, I was deeply disappointed. But, like now, the room was dark-ish, and I had turned your forgeries around to not distract me. I have no idea why I did it, but I took an image of one of the forgeries––the back of the forgery. And boy, did I get an eyeful.”
 
   Victoria handed Colin what looked like a very sophisticated digital camera.
 
   “Take a shot so you will believe me.” Michael’s voice held a dramatic tone. “I still can’t believe what I saw.” 
 
   Colin stepped closer to the first forgery, brought the viewfinder to his eye and took a photo. He lowered the camera to look at the little display screen. He gasped. “Jesus.”
 
   “What?” I moved next to Colin and looked at the camera in his hands. On the display screen was a cubist painting. There were no colours, only stunning geometric shapes. He looked at me, looked back at the camera and shook his head. He inhaled deeply, moved to the other forgery and took a photo of it. This time a different cubist painting appeared on the display screen.
 
   “Do you recognise any of these?” I asked Colin softly.
 
   “No. These are very small images, but they are not from any known cubist artist I know. But it is without a doubt typical cubist style. My God, what does this mean?”
 
   He toggled between the two images, tilting the camera for me to see. These were exquisite works of art I wouldn’t mind owning. One was a cityscape and one a landscape.
 
   The wheelchair made a soft squeaking sound as Michael rolled it closer. “Do you see how the underpaintings are almost to the edge of the frames?”
 
   Colin made an affirmative sound. Indeed, the material used to cover the back of the paintings stretched two thirds onto the back of the frames. 
 
   “What did they paint on?” I asked.
 
   “Looks like a thin canvas.” Colin leaned in to look at the back of one of the forgeries. “Not entirely uncommon to use as a back cover, but definitely uncommon to paint on the back. And then to cover the painting with a layer of paint.”
 
   “We had actually planned to remove the paintings from the frames for further analysis,” Victoria said. “When Michael saw the underpaintings, we decided to leave everything as is.”
 
   “Good thinking.” Colin straightened. “Thank you.”
 
   “So, what do you think, my friend?” Michael asked.
 
   “I think we need to do more checking.” Colin looked at me. “There are a few ways to check for underpaintings. Michael has used infrared light, the most common first step. Then there is ultraviolet light and radiography.”
 
   “For this you only need good digital camera,” Michael said. “My equipment is much better than that camera, but didn’t show anything more than what you’ve just seen. A while ago a few artists produced paintings that could only be seen through the cameras of smartphones and cell phones equipped with CCD.”
 
   My mind was consumed with processing this new information. The most important element in this new development was that Kubanov was communicating. He was sending messages he wanted us—me—to interpret and act on. Looking at these underpaintings gave me no insight into what those messages might be.
 
   “We should check this painting too.” Colin helped Victoria set up an easel between the original and the other forgeries, and placed the painting from my bedroom on it, the back towards us. None of us were surprised when Colin took a photo and it revealed another underpainting.
 
   I was still standing very close to Colin. He turned his head to look me. “Does this mean anything to you?”
 
   “No. Should it?” I tilted my head to the side and studied the geometric shapes coming together to form a pastoral scene. This one looked more similar in style to the Klee Colin had given me for my birthday than Braque or Picasso’s cubist works. “I’m not an expert in this. I don’t know what this is pointing us to.”
 
   Colin grunted his acknowledgement and continued to stare at the display screen. I stood in silence, hoping for a connection to click in my mind. 
 
   “I’m not going to ask what this is about.” Michael’s statement broke into the quiet. His expression wasn’t clear in the low light, but his tone was for the first time without levity. “Isaac, if you and Genevieve need help in anything, all you have to do is ask. Victoria and I will be here. This is not about owing anyone anything.”
 
   “Thank you, Michael.” Something was off with Colin’s tone. I wished there were more light. I no longer knew what the intention was behind everyone’s words. As if hearing my thoughts, Victoria turned on the lights, bathing the room in bright artificial light.
 
   Colin politely declined their offers of coffee, tea and breakfast. Victoria helped us carry the paintings to the SUV and saw us off. It was quiet in the SUV for the first few minutes. I was thinking about everything I had observed. “Why won’t you accept Michael’s offer of help?”
 
   “You caught that one.” His smile was quickly replaced by concern. “Do you think he got that?”
 
   “I couldn’t see his nonverbal cues clearly, but from what I saw, no.”
 
   “Good. I want to keep it like that.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s not about Michael and Victoria. They are wonderful people. It’s his brother I don’t trust.”
 
   “Then why did you take the paintings to him?”
 
   “His brother is in Ireland at the moment. I knew it was safe to have the paintings there. Michael would never say anything to his brother, but that man shows up at the most inopportune times.”
 
   “What’s wrong with him?”
 
   “He’s a cop.” The disgust with which he said that was so unexpected, I laughed. “It’s not funny, Jenny. He’s a really good cop.”
 
   This made me laugh even harder.
 
   An annoying ringtone dampened my mirth. It sounded like the music played before the wrestling matches Vinnie and Colin watched.
 
   “It’s Millard,” Colin said. “You’d better get that.”
 
   “Stop changing the ringtones on my phone.” I found my smartphone and swiped the screen. “Hello, Manny. You’re on speakerphone.”
 
   “Frey with you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Come to the office.”
 
   “Not even a pretty please, Millard?” Colin tilted his head towards the phone. “We’re on our way home. Why do you need us at the office?”
 
   “My guys found some paintings in Hawk’s warehouse. Cubist paintings. They brought them here, and supermodel is helping me put them up in the conference room.”
 
   As Manny spoke, the pending insight into the numbers broke through. The clarity in my mind was dazzling. “Is Francine there?”
 
   “Yes, Doc. Wait, I’ll put you on speakerphone too.”
 
   “Hey, girlfriend.”
 
   “Francine, can you please locate Rousseau & Rousseau client files for me?”
 
   “Sure, which ones?”
 
   “Each client has a number allocated when they sign with Rousseau & Rousseau. I think the numbers on the website frames are client numbers.”
 
   “Shit. Have you told Phillip?”
 
   “Not yet. Just get those files, please. We’ll be there in another—”
 
   “—ten minutes,” Colin finished.
 
   “Make it five, Frey.” Manny disconnected the call and I put the phone back in its pocket in my handbag. Colin sped up, but stayed within the speed limit. Was my suspicion about the client files correct? If so, how was it going to connect to the rest of the case?
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   Manny’s voice met us as Colin and I stepped out of the elevator into Rousseau & Rousseau. I was carrying two of the paintings, Colin the other two, including the original. Around his neck, he had an expensive looking camera that he had taken from his SUV’s trunk. He only smiled when I asked him why he would leave such expensive equipment in his vehicle. We followed the sound of Manny’s serious tone to the large conference room at the opposite end of our floor. I seldom came here.
 
   “About bloody time you two show up.” Manny stood at the far end of the spacious room, his hands on his hips. His thumbs were pointing back, indicating an argumentative mood.
 
   “Are these all the paintings?” Colin didn’t pay attention to Manny’s rudeness, immediately attracted by the new additions to the room’s decor.
 
   “There was a room behind Hawk’s room in the warehouse where he kept all these.” Manny waved a hand at the paintings hanging against the wall. Six months ago, when Phillip had the team room built, he had also renovated this conference room. It was now larger and set up to serve as a mini-gallery if ever the need arose. Along the wall were adjustable hooks to hang as many or as few paintings as were needed. Paintings of different sizes by different artists covered two walls.
 
   “How many did you find?” I asked, walking to the closest painting. I recognised the work as Juan Gris’ Violin and Checkerboard.
 
   “Thirteen.” 
 
   “These look like originals.” Colin leaned in to a painting. “There’s always a margin of error, but I’m ninety-nine percent sure this painting is an original Cézanne.”
 
   “I was afraid of that.” Phillip stood in the door, his demeanour so unlike his normal professionalism that I took a step closer.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   He took a deep breath. “All these paintings are insured by Rousseau & Rousseau. I have no idea how it is possible that someone had access to this data. I pride myself in protecting my clients’ confidentiality. It is what this business has been built on.”
 
   “Kubanov,” Manny and Colin said at the same time. Colin turned back to inspect the paintings.
 
   “This is a disaster.” Phillip pulled out a chair and sat at the table. In the seven years I had known him, I had never seen him dejected. “Even the slightest hint of our clients’ data being vulnerable and our reputation is destroyed.”
 
   “He’s hitting you where it hurts.” Manny sat down opposite Phillip. “He’s getting to Frey on a personal level, and to you professionally. Last time he had one of the best hackers working for him, giving him access to your computers. Maybe he found somebody like that again to get into your files.”
 
   “No one has been in the system.” Francine walked into the room, carrying a stack of folders. It wasn’t going to get easier for Phillip. Francine put the files on the table and looked at me, the frontalis and orbicularis oris muscles in her face tight with anger. “Thirteen files for thirteen numbers.”
 
   “What’s this, Genevieve?” Phillip’s body tensed. He had recognised the folders.
 
   “The numbers hidden in the frames around my photos on the website looked familiar to me. On the way here I realised why and asked Francine to see if there were client files for each of those numbers.”
 
   “Dear God.” Phillip reached for the folders, but pulled his hand back.
 
   “Manny’s guys have found thirteen paintings in the warehouse. There are thirteen files here.” I picked up the top file. “I think we should look for connections.”
 
   Francine and Colin also took files, the atmosphere in the conference room turning heavy with tension. It didn’t take long to confirm each of the paintings on the wall belonged to one of the thirteen clients insured by Rousseau & Rousseau.
 
   “How the hell did someone get access to these files?” Manny walked along the table where we had laid out the files, open on the page with the painting information.
 
   “I’m the best there is, Manny.” There was no arrogance in Francine’s tone or body language. She was making a statement of fact. “If an unauthorised person got into this company’s computer system, I would have found it. I’ve looked since the day Colin and Genevieve disappeared and haven’t found any breach. It is no fault of Rousseau & Rousseau’s.”
 
   Some of the tension left Phillip’s shoulders. He upheld a high work ethic and set high standards for everyone, including himself. His integrity was paramount to his business and he saw Rousseau & Rousseau as an extension of him. It was. And that was why I could comprehend his distress. 
 
   I stood in front of a painting, thinking. Colin was on the other side of the room, taking his time with each painting. Francine was positing an unlikely theory about government espionage and Manny was becoming increasingly agitated. Something was trying to connect in my consciousness. A keyword someone had said, a clue I had observed, or a sequence of events. It could be one or all of them, but I knew when that connection clicked, I would know where and how Kubanov had gained access to Rousseau & Rousseau’s database. 
 
   “These are all originals,” Colin said. “Except for one.” 
 
   Curious about an anomaly, I walked to stand next to him. He was looking at a familiar painting, but it was the one next to it that caught my attention.
 
   “Oh my.” My voice was a shocked whisper. “This is Braque’s Man with a Guitar, the L’homme à la guitare. I must have seen this somewhere and that is why I included this in my email.”
 
   “It makes sense, but were we at the warehouse or did we see it somewhere else?”
 
   “I guess we’ll never know.” It was most perturbing to have a gaping hole in my memory. I looked at the other Braque painting from Hawk’s warehouse, the one that used to be my favourite. This brought the number of Harbour of Normandy paintings up to five, one of which was the original.
 
   “Is this one also a forgery by the same person?” I asked.
 
   “No.” Colin pointed at the signature in the left-hand corner. “This is the artist who painted your reproduction. This is the painting that was in your bedroom, Jenny.”
 
   I took a step away from the painting. There was no doubt in my mind that this piece of art would never hang in my house again. No matter the lack of rationality, the association attached to this specific work would remind me of Kubanov every time I looked at it. The Klee Colin had given me for my birthday would be much better above my bed.
 
   “How sure are you all the others are originals, Frey? If that one is a fake, maybe the others are also fakes.” Manny was glaring at my painting.
 
   “As I said earlier, there is always a margin of error, but this is the only non-original in this room. I would’ve recognised a forgery. It would take an above exceptional forger to duplicate all these paintings and not be found out.” 
 
   “Someone like you?”
 
   “You might not be as sarcastic if you see what we found out about the forgeries.” Colin found a place on the second wall for the original Braque that we had brought with us. “This one should be with his brothers.”
 
   “Did your friend tell you anything about the Harbour of Normandy?” Phillip asked.
 
   “Not about the original, no. Except that it is the original, just as I thought. Francine, can you connect my camera to the screen in here?” Colin handed Francine his camera and she got busy with the multimedia system. He pushed four conference chairs against the third wall and placed the three forged paintings and my reproduction on it, showcasing the backs. “We’ll need to get easels in for these.”
 
   “I hope you plan to add a tell to your show pretty fast, Frey.”
 
   Even Phillip showed signs of impatience. Colin ignored Manny and took his camera from Francine with a nod. “If you can turn off the lights, please.”
 
   Manny and Phillip both swivelled their heads from the paintings to the screen now lowered over a part of the wall with the originals. Francine pressed the button controlling the lights and the room darkened, only the light coming from the corridor casting shadows. Colin spent some time with the digital settings on his camera before he took a photo and waited for the Bluetooth connection to transfer it to the screen. Again I was amazed at the beauty of the painting as it came up on the screen. Colin moved to take photos of the other forgeries.
 
   “Oh my God.” Francine’s gasp was audible.
 
   “What the bloody hell is that?” Manny gaped at the colourless painting on display.
 
   “Underpaintings.” Phillip gave a brief description, similar to what I had been told an hour earlier. I turned on the lights, needing to see their body language. I had hated not seeing Michael and Victoria’s nonverbal cues. 
 
   “I want a life-size print of each of those paintings here.” Manny pointed at the paintings resting on the chairs. “I need to see it, not look at a blank canvas or look at a slideshow on a screen.”
 
   “I’ll get it done,” Francine said.
 
   “We need the other forgeries.” The confusion on everyone’s faces told me I had to explain. “According to Colin the forgery replacing his in the safe house and the one replacing the reproduction in my apartment were painted by the same artist. Someone had to break in to replace all the paintings. Has anyone reported a burglary?” I asked Phillip. “Have any of our clients indicated in any way that these paintings had been taken from their homes?”
 
   “No. Ms McCarthy wouldn’t have known hers had been replaced, had she not wanted to sell it.”
 
   “Looking at this, I posit that these owners all have paintings in their homes they think are originals. We should get those forgeries and check all of them for underpaintings.” As I said this, more pieces clicked into place. “Once we have those paintings, I think we will have the message Kubanov is trying to send me.”
 
   “A message, Doc?”
 
   “We are working on the theory that Kubanov wants revenge for whatever crime he perceives we have committed against him. It’s not a strongly substantiated theory, but I feel comfortable using it. It fits with Kubanov’s psychological profile.” I had their full attention. “Through some means Kubanov knows personal information about Colin and confidential details about Rousseau & Rousseau. He has been acting on this information, killing Colin’s associates and setting him up for murders. He’s also using this information to discredit Phillip’s business. Why Colin and Phillip? What do they have in common?’
 
   “You,” Francine said softly. “Which means that Kubanov would want to get to you too. Apart from replacing your Braque painting, what else has he done that included you?”
 
   “He sent her those fucking daffodils.” Manny sat down and looked at me through narrowed eyes. “So you’re thinking that Kubanov is sending you some message with the backpaintings?”
 
   “Underpaintings,” I said. “Kubanov likes to play games. He’s a strategist. Nothing he does is without purpose. I’m wondering how long he has been planning this. He would’ve needed to commission the artist quite some time ago to paint not only forgeries, but also underpaintings on the back of the forgeries. Then he would’ve needed a burglar to break into these people’s homes and replace the paintings.”
 
   “But first he would’ve needed to know who owns which paintings, where they live and how to enter their homes.” Phillip turned to Francine. “Six months ago, Kubanov got someone to get into Genevieve’s computers. Could he have downloaded those client files then?”
 
   “No. I’ve checked and double-checked. And I will check again, but those files had not been accessed by anyone but those with authorisation.”
 
   “I need a list of when those files were accessed and by whom.” That looming connection was gaining ground, but still out of reach. “We need those forgeries. I need to see what is behind them.”
 
   “Damn it.” Phillip so seldom swore that we all looked at him in surprise. “I’ll call everyone in to the office. I refuse to think that it is one of my team who betrayed me. We’ll have those paintings here as soon as possible.”
 
   I needed to be in my viewing room, in my precisely arranged environment where I could allow the different components to fall into place. Any further discussion paused when Manny’s smartphone rang. With an annoyed look at the device, he answered the call and left the conference room. Phillip and Colin started talking about the equipment needed to best see the underpaintings. Francine nodded towards the door in a gesture I had come to interpret as a request to follow her. We walked to the team room.
 
   “I know you have a suspicion of someone in the company,” she said. “Someone who gave Kubanov that information.”
 
   “How do you think you know this?” 
 
   “Because I have a gut feeling that you have a gut feeling.” Her wide and teasing smile warned me not to fall into her trap.
 
   I inhaled deeply. Pointing accusing fingers at someone without evidence did not feel right. I chose my words carefully. “People commit crimes for different reasons. One of those, maybe the most powerful motivator, is money. You said you were going to look deeper into the employees’ finances. Did you?”
 
   “I started a search, but there’s been so much happening at the same time that I dropped it. I’ve been looking into Dukwicz, but now I will make this a priority.”
 
   I took a few steps to my viewing room. I didn’t want to taint her search, but also didn’t want her to waste time looking at the wrong people. “Start with those closest to Phillip.”
 
   “Including you?”
 
   I turned around, nodding. “Of course. It would be a futile exercise, but without looking at me as well, your investigation would be incomplete.”
 
   “So cool,” Francine said as I walked to my desk. “You are so cool.”
 
   I settled in front of my computer, closed my eyes and thought about the paintings in the conference room.
 
   “Jenny?” I opened my eyes to find Colin in the chair next to mine. A quick glance at the clock told me I’d had only had seven minutes alone. It was not enough time. “What are you thinking?”
 
   “Not much. I don’t have time to think.”
 
   “Okay.” He drew out the last syllable, something he did when I became impatient.
 
   “Sorry.” I dropped my head against the high back of my office chair. “It’s just frustrating.”
 
   “It is.” He stretched his legs and crossed his ankles, a sign of high comfort. “But we are getting more and more pieces of the puzzle.”
 
   “Not fast enough. Kubanov will continue killing until we stop him. The question is whether it will be individuals like your friends or whether he is planning bombs for crowds.”
 
   “Still individuals, Doc.” Manny stepped into the viewing room, the corners of his mouth turned down. Reading strangers’ faces was easier on an emotional level since there was no personal tie. The distress displayed on Manny’s face caused my chest to constrict.
 
   “Who’s dead?”
 
   “Tina Frazier.”
 
   Colin covered his eyes with one hand.
 
   “Who was she?” I asked, looking at Colin. Uncharacteristically, I put my hand on Colin’s and lifted it away from his face. He gripped my hand tightly, his lips thin lines of distress. “Another friend?”
 
   “She was a good person, Jenny.” His voice was low and hoarse. “One of the best goldsmiths I had worked with. She was a true artist. And she had a wicked sense of humour.”
 
   “Sorry, Frey.” Manny pulled the third chair closer and fell into it. He looked exhausted.
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   “Shot, like the others.”
 
   “Why is he targeting women? I have male friends as well.”
 
   “Maybe he wants Doc to think that these were all previous girlfriends and that will make her jealous. Maybe they are easier targets. I don’t know.”
 
   “Kubanov won’t choose anyone because they are easier targets.” As I said this, evidence of the last few days caused me to reconsider. “Or maybe he did. It would not be the first time that he is contradicting his previous behaviour.”
 
   “We need to put a stop to him, Doc.”
 
   “I know. When did Tina Frazier die?”
 
   “The local police think it happened late last night, but the autopsy will give us the exact time. Her sister found her this morning.” There was little to no inflection in his tone. People did that when attempting to avoid the very personal nature of whatever they were saying. “This is another associate of Frey’s, another artist.”
 
   “Wait.” I recalled Manny’s expression when he first entered with the news. “You had known Tina Frazier was connected to Colin before he said it. How?”
 
   Suspicion and anger replaced the grief on Colin’s face. “Explain yourself, Millard.”
 
   “We need to include Phillip in this discussion.” Manny stood up. “Doc, call him to meet us in the team room. This place is no good for meetings.”
 
   When Colin wanted to argue, I put my other hand on his and shook my head. “It will be good for Phillip to sit in.”
 
   “And prevent me from killing that arsehole.” Colin waited, not letting go of my hand, while I asked Phillip to meet us in the team room. It was awkward. We got up and entered the team room at the same time as Phillip. Francine was at her computer, her fingers flying over the keys. Vinnie was already seated at the table.
 
   “When did you come in?” I asked as Colin and I sat down.
 
   “Two seconds ago. The old man told me we’re having a meeting.”
 
   Manny cleared his throat. “Before we get onto the real reason for this meeting, I got some feedback from your convicts, Doc.”
 
   For a moment, I had no idea what Manny was talking about. I was still thinking about Colin’s friend, and also wondering what Francine was finding. I blinked a few times while changing topics. “Oh, you’re talking about interviewing those imprisoned killers who had used similar weapons.”
 
   “Yes. I gave the locals your list of questions. One idiot’s gun exploded when he shot his victim, but he wouldn’t say what gun it was or how it had exploded in his hand. Apart from the cocaine connecting these convicts, there was only one similarity in all their answers. They all said they had bought their weapons from the Printer.”
 
   “Who the fuck is that?” Vinnie asked. “I’ve been asking around and no one knows someone using that street name.”
 
   “The convicts couldn’t say. They had only spoken to him over the phone. All of them said he had a high-pitched voice and spoke with an Italian accent.”
 
   “It’s Tall Freddy.” Vinnie nodded as if he agreed with himself. “I’m willing to bet my aunt Theresa’s cheesecake recipe that he also supplied them with the cocaine.”
 
   “Hawk had sent Tall Freddy five 3D printers.” Pieces were beginning to fit now. “Could he have printed a few guns, sold them or given them to some of his customers? We know that 3D printing is still new and many printed guns have been reported to explode. This might have been the cause of that one killer’s injuries.”
 
   The more I spoke the faster Manny was breathing. “Bleeding mother of all, Doc. Not only are you speculating, but it is a brilliant theory.”
 
   “That is not speculation.” The audacity. “It’s a hypothesis built on facts. The gun exploding in the one killer’s hand is not physical evidence, but strong circumstantial evidence supporting my hypothesis.”
 
   “Potato, potahto. I still think it is a brilliant theory.” Manny twisted around to look at Francine, who was totally consumed with what she was doing on the computer. “Supermodel, find everything you can on Tall Freddy. We need to see how he fits in with Kubanov.”
 
   Francine’s fingers froze above the keyboard. She slowly looked up at Manny, blinking in the slow way she did when she flirted with the waiters during our lunches. “Handsome, but impatient. Just because I am the best in the world does not mean I am four people. Already I have five different searches running at the same time. Yours will have to take a number.”
 
   Her expressions told me she said this only to irritate Manny. It was working. The artery on his forehead was becoming prominent, his face turning red.
 
   “What other searches have you got?” Phillip asked.
 
   “I’m almost done with this one, but I got a few results on my search into Dukwicz.” She looked at Vinnie. “What did you find out?”
 
   “That he’s even worse than I had heard. He’s a mercenary who does any kind of crime for money. Not only killing, but obviously kidnapping, burglary.”
 
   “What kind of burglary?” Colin asked. “If he stole anything of importance, I might have heard about it, but I’ve never heard that name.”
 
   “The kind of burglary where the dude goes in and destroys everything inside the house while the owners watch. Then he tortures them a little just for giggles before he takes all the watches.”
 
   “He only takes the watches?” Francine walked to the round table, carrying her laptop.
 
   “Watches and clocks. Apparently, the dude has a thing for timepieces. And before you ask, most of those break-ins were never reported. Most of these burglaries were at the homes of some criminal. It was a message from some badass to a smaller badass to maintain the hierarchy of the food chain.”
 
   “Vinnie is right. I’ve found similar anecdotes about this Dukwicz guy. He hires himself out to organised crime bosses, all kinds of syndicates and the rich who want their competition to disappear. Basically, he is the muscle or gun for the worst of the worst.”
 
   “Why has no one ever caught him?”
 
   “Because no one knows his full name for starters.” Francine pointed at her laptop. “Not one single entry with his name other than just ‘Dukwicz’.”
 
   “Did you check Interpol?” Manny asked.
 
   “I don’t have clearance to do a proper Interpol search.”
 
   “That was not my question, supermodel.” Manny lowered his brow to stare at her. Clearly he had come to know her as well as I did.
 
   “Okay, fine.” Her smile was seductive. “You’re so handsome when you get me. Sadly, Interpol doesn’t know much about Dukwicz. Only a few rumours.”
 
   “Hmm. Doc, what do you make of this?”
 
   “Give me a moment. Francine, can you open Susan Kadlec’s crime scene report?” I gave Colin an apologetic smile. I didn’t want to remind him that he had lost a good friend, but I had to make sure my suspicion was grounded.
 
   “What are you looking for, girlfriend?” she asked a few seconds later.
 
   “Can you put some of those crime scene photos up on the screen? If I remember correctly, her house had been devastated by whoever had killed her.” The room went quiet when everyone must have realised my train of thought. Francine arranged six photos on the big screen against the wall. It looked like a tornado had gone through the living room and study. “Did the police find any watches in the house?”
 
   “As a matter of fact, they said that it was strange to find not one single clock or watch in that house. They thought since she was a professor, she was maybe a bit nutty.” Manny leaned back in his chair. “That bloody Dukwicz bastard killed her.”
 
   For a few seconds no one spoke. I had a few more things to add, but didn’t know what was proper behaviour in such a situation.
 
   “I can see that you have more, Jenny. Just say it. She’s gone and nothing will bring her back.”
 
   “Dukwicz is our link between Tall Freddy and Kubanov.” It felt good to finally draw a line between some of the elements in this case. “He also connects Hawk and Kubanov—”
 
   “—which connects all of them,” Manny said. “Well done, Doc.”
 
   I nodded. “We have the connections, but it still doesn’t tell us what Kubanov’s plan is. I want to find out what the final destination is in this game Kubanov is playing. I would also like to stop him from killing any more of Colin’s friends.”
 
   Vinnie’s eyebrows lifted. “Dude, who else died?”
 
   “Tina Frazier.” 
 
   “No fucking way.” Vinnie swung around to look at Manny. “Is this why we’re sitting here?”
 
   “Yes.” Colin let go of my hand, rested his forearms on the table and leaned towards Manny. “Millard was just going to tell us why he knew about my connection to Tina.”
 
   Manny exhibited the same agitation as before, but didn’t show any insecure body language. 
 
   “Let me ask you this first, Frey.” There was no antagonism visible in Manny’s expression. “Apart from your work with Interpol, you have a lot of connections in the criminal world, right?’
 
   Colin looked at him, not moving a muscle.
 
   “Those people and the other people you have befriended along the way are not like Hawk—killers, the kind of dirt that should be cleaned off the streets.”
 
   “What’s your question, Millard?”
 
   Manny’s internal struggle was visible only in his micro-expressions. Whatever he was about to say was going to require trust and he didn’t want to trust Colin. Even though I believed he did.
 
   “I have a dossier on you.”
 
   “You said so.” Colin leaned back. “The one you showed to Phillip?”
 
   “Correct.” Manny inhaled deeply and spoke very fast on the exhale. “In the years I investigated you, I gathered as much intel on you as I could get my hands on. Friends, associates, connections, places you had been spotted, aliases.”
 
   I didn’t want to leap to conclusions, but I anticipated Manny’s next sentences.
 
   “The people in our current case who have a connection to you all appear in my dossier. So does your Sydney Goddphin alias used for those strange purchases.”
 
   “You knew about Susan?” Colin’s voice was strained. “And you didn’t tell me earlier?”
 
   “I knew very little. I only knew you visited her once a few years ago. I caught that one purely by chance. I never noticed her in your life before, or after. I didn’t know the full extent of your friendship.”
 
   “What does this mean?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “It means that someone saw his dossier, Vin.” Colin didn’t take his eyes off Manny. “Who did you show my dossier to, Millard?”
 
   “Firstly, it is a paper file with clippings, printouts, photos and other paper documents connected to you. None of that was ever entered into any computer system. Secondly, you were a pet project for me, so I didn’t show my bosses what I had on you.”
 
   “Not even after you arrested me and Interpol stole me from you?”
 
   “Especially not then. I was asked if I’d had any useful information that would help them with their case against you. I gave them some stuff, the same intel I had on my computer and that was not gained by speaking to a lot of people and asking a lot of questions.”
 
   “Do you know exactly who saw this file?” I asked. Manny was avoiding a straightforward answer which made me suspicious.
 
   “Phillip only had the bloody thing for four days. He read through everything, verified some things and gave it back to me.”
 
   “When I wasn’t reading it, it was locked in the safe in my office,” Phillip said.
 
   “Sorry to tell you, my man, but that safe is piss-easy to open.” Vinnie’s expression fluctuated between guilt and pride. “It took me all of three minutes to get in there. Colin would’ve done it in under a minute.”
 
   “He has another safe, Vinnie,” I said softly. 
 
   “How did you know?” Concern compressed Phillip’s lips.
 
   “Your body language changes slightly when you walk past the wooden cabinet to the left of your desk. When someone else comes close to the cabinet, the change is more visible. I never thought you were protective of the crystal glasses and expensive alcohol in there.”
 
   “Jesus, Doc. You’re scary.” Manny’s eyes were large. “You see too much.”
 
   “Sometimes I don’t see enough. If there is someone in Rousseau & Rousseau supplying Kubanov with information, why had I not caught onto that before?” My self-disgust was interrupted when Francine gave me her laptop and pointed at the screen. 
 
   “I don’t need to be as good as you to see you’re unhappy, Doc. What’s up?”
 
   I breathed deeply, not looking forward to the next few minutes. “I asked Francine to focus on an in-depth look into the finances of Rousseau & Rousseau employees. She found something that confirmed my earlier suspicions.”
 
   “You had suspicions and you didn’t tell us?” Manny sat up. “You and your bloody dislike for speculation. Who is it? Who sold us out to Kubanov?”
 
   I held out the laptop to Manny, but Phillip grabbed it first. He scanned the screen with an intensity not often seen until he realised what he was looking at. His face lost all colour, his hands gripping the laptop tighter than I thought wise. Manny shifted closer and squinted at the screen. I saw the exact moment he came to the same conclusion as Phillip. “That bloody bitch.”
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   Describing the atmosphere in the large conference room as tense would have been a gross understatement. And it had nothing to do with the paintings surrounding us. Vinnie and Francine had decided to not be part of this meeting. Francine was looking for information on Tall Freddy and Vinnie had said he needed to know more about 3D-printed guns.
 
   Colin had insisted on sitting in on this meeting. Being tortured at the hands of Kubanov was a strong reason to confront the person handing him on a silver plate to Kubanov. I had wanted to stay behind, avoiding the impending conflict, but Phillip had insisted. My expertise would be useful as Phillip and Manny interrogated. 
 
   Sitting next to Colin, I did not feel comfortable being in such close proximity to this confrontation. Watching interviews on my monitors was safe. This wasn’t. My thoughts were interrupted as Angelique walked into the conference room, carrying a tray filled with coffee and cookies. I glared at the coffee. 
 
   “Why don’t you sit down for a moment, Angelique?” Phillip asked, his professional persona back in place. After Colin, he was the best at masking his emotions and thoughts.
 
   “Sir? I thought I would make coffee for everyone else as well. They’re working really hard.”
 
   “That’s true, but we need your help.” Phillip gestured to the chair opposite him and Manny. Colin and I were sitting a few seats away from them, the better for me to observe.
 
   Angelique sat down, wariness written in every movement. “What can I do, sir?”
 
   “You can tell me why.” Anger briefly coloured Phillip’s face before he suppressed it.
 
   “Why what, sir?” Repetitive swallowing and her arms folded tightly, hiding her hands indicated Angelique’s feeling of discomfort and possibly guilt. I suspected she already knew her secret was no longer that.
 
   “Why you felt justified in betraying me and everything Rousseau & Rousseau stands for.”
 
   “I don’t know what you are talking about, sir.” She did. It was visible in the flash of recognition in her eyes and the quick intake of breath. 
 
   “You know exactly what Mr Rousseau is talking about, Angelique.” Manny was using his law enforcement tone. It was strong, confident and intimidating in its push for compliance. “Answer his question.”
 
   It was almost amusing to watch her hold on to her pretence of ignorance a few seconds more. The masseter muscles in her jaw tightened, she looked at Manny with dislike before she turned her gaze on me. It was a look of such staggering hatred that I flinched before I could control my reaction. I hadn’t been prepared for that. Her look softened marginally as she turned to Phillip.
 
   “It was bad enough when you hired her.” She nodded towards me, her last word heavy with animosity. “But when you brought in these lowlife riffraff, I knew you had lost your way. At least with her, I could avoid her. She never talked to me and when she did, she treated me as if I was beneath her, but she never did anything evil.”
 
   Her words were coming faster, her tone belligerent. “These people are evil. When you showed your support for their activities, I could no longer be loyal to you. You became a hypocrite. You gave up all those high ethics and morals you preach to us. Working with these people.”
 
   “She’s lying,” I said, surprising myself. I didn’t want to take part in this conflict, but all eyes were on me now, Angelique’s filled with hatred. “Her tone, her hands, face, every part of her body pointed to deceit as she was talking about Phillip being a hypocrite. She was telling the truth about disliking me and the others.”
 
   “Dislike?” Angelique spat out the word. “I don’t dislike you, Doctor Lenard. I despise you and everything you represent.”
 
   “And what do I represent?” I asked, genuinely curious. People sharing beliefs such as Angelique’s often formed factions against anything and anyone not fitting into their definition of normal. I had faced plenty of disapproval in my life. Her vitriol wasn’t new to me nor was it affecting me.
 
   The levator labii superioris muscles raised Angelique’s top lip. Disgust. “People like you infect society with your mental deviance. You come into our lives and insist we accept you because you are ever so special, because you think your sickness makes you deserving of tolerance.”
 
   We all jumped when Phillip slammed his hands down on the table. “Enough!”
 
   “No, Phillip,” I said. “Let her talk. She’s telling me much more than just the words.”
 
   Phillip looked at me as if I were a stranger. His anger was robbing him of rationality. Laypeople often referred to it as looking through the haze of rage. I knew his anger was based on offence taken on my behalf. I waited until he saw that I was not hurt or offended. His professional mask fell back into place and he nodded.
 
   “What is her highness telling you, Doc?” 
 
   I tilted my head to the side, looking past Angelique’s vitriol. “She dislikes me, but not as much as she’s pretending. I believe that she is uncomfortable around me, purely because she doesn’t understand me, how I think or function. Most people don’t. No, she’s using this to conceal a different motivation.”
 
   “One much less noble than saving society from weird people.” Manny pulled printouts from the file in front of him. He sounded bored. “Money, the age-old root of all evil. We have the evidence right here. Your financial history shows that you’ve been having difficulties. Your bank account is in a sorry state. But you were smart. You got your husband to open an account not connected to any of your other individual or combined accounts. Oh, don’t look so surprised. We know everything about your life now. We know that in the last ten months your husband’s new bank account filled up with a few handsome payments.”
 
   “Was fifty thousand Euro really worth selling your integrity, Angelique?” Phillip asked.
 
   For a moment the Angelique I had first met showed herself. The woman with high ethics and moral values, reliable to a fault. That moment didn’t last long. Her lips stretched into a sneer. “You don’t understand. You never will. He did.”
 
   “Who did?” Phillip asked softly. 
 
   “He understood what it was like struggling to pay a mortgage with an unemployed husband.”
 
   “I didn’t know your husband lost his job,” Phillip said.
 
   “Of course not. You were too interested in Doctor Lenard and her scum to take notice. He did. He knew how I felt about these people working here and helped me understand that it was okay to feel like it. That these people are not okay.”
 
   “When did Kubanov first contact you?”
 
   “About ten months ago.” Her immediate answer confirmed that Kubanov had been the one contacting her. I took note of the fact she had recognised his name. She didn’t even realise what she had revealed. “He is a gentleman. In the last few months his voice has become even softer. He spoke to me in a tender whisper. Not like some other people.”
 
   Manny dismissed her pointed glare. I didn’t pay attention to it. Something else had caught my attention. I chose my words carefully.
 
   “As a deception expert, I know that lying over the phone is considerably easier than in person. We don’t give away as much with the tone of our voices as we do with our body language. Maybe he was only creating the image of being a gentleman, making his voice soft like you said.”
 
   “You are not as smart as you think, Doctor Lenard.” She lifted her chin to look at me down the length of her nose. “He didn’t just speak to me on the phone. He’s been visiting me. Quite a handsome man too. Not many men would look good without any hair. It really suits his kind character.”
 
   For the next twenty minutes Phillip and Manny continued to question Angelique. After a few answers, it became clear in her body language that she was not going to reveal much more. As it was, she had given me a lot of information even if I didn’t know how to interpret it. Not yet. 
 
   “I quit!” Angelique stood up, her body rigid. “I will not be treated like this. I quit.”
 
   “No, Angelique.” Phillip used the quiet tone he reserved for grim news. “You are fired and you will be arrested.”
 
   “Arrested?” Her voice was high.
 
   Manny snorted. “You really think you can commit and admit to industrial espionage, data theft, and even worse, working for an international criminal and not be prosecuted for it?”
 
   I blocked out her ranting and the two policemen who entered the room. Staring at the painting across from me, I tried to make sense of what she had said. Her dislike of me had not come as a surprise. It had been communicated in her body language from the first day I had entered these offices. I knew the names of all the employees here, but had spoken less than a dozen times to each. As much as Francine wanted to change that, I was not a social person. I saw no sense in wasting time with friends, talking about topics that didn’t enrich one’s knowledge or life. On a sociological level I understood the need humans had for such interaction. I didn’t have that need.
 
   But as I thought about this, I realised that by being unsociable, I had missed out on cues Angelique might have communicated. Subtle or not, I would have picked up on nonverbal cues of intention, had I looked more carefully. 
 
   “I know that look.” Colin touched my arm. “This is not your fault, Jenny.”
 
   “I should’ve seen it. I should have noticed the change in her ten months ago.” I turned to him, finding it difficult to maintain a confident posture. “Am I so self-absorbed that I don’t notice the people around me?”
 
   “No, Genevieve,” Phillip said from behind me. I twisted around to see Angelique and the policemen gone. Phillip looked sad. “You see a lot. You see more than most people even realise. You are just much more selective in what you look at and look for.”
 
   “You’re using your polite mediation skills on me now.”
 
   His soft laughter didn’t reach his eyes. “Maybe a little. But you shouldn’t feel responsible for Angelique’s behaviour. It was she who listened to Kubanov, who fell into his trap, took his money and gave away our secrets. Not you. Not me. Angelique. She will pay the price for that.”
 
   “We’ve also been paying that price.” With my left hand I gripped my right elbow in a half-hug. “She gave Kubanov all this information not just about our clients, but personal information about us. About Colin. Oh my God. That must be how Kubanov got all that detailed knowledge of Colin’s visit to Russia. That is how he knew to capture him and torture him.”
 
   “Stop talking such bullshit, missy.” Manny pushed Phillip out the way, his frown severe and his hands on his hips. “I thought that you of all people would be above this self-pity crap. This is not your fault. Phillip is right, it wasn’t your job to see it. Why didn’t I see something? I’m a bloody detective, for shit’s sake. And Phillip worked with Angelique every day. Why didn’t he see it? Stop being such a sissy, buck up and tell me what you think about the crap that old biddy said.”
 
   I stared at Manny, my mouth slightly agape. Never, not once in my life, had anyone told me to not take responsibility. I blinked a few times, realising that he was waiting for an answer, not very patiently. An unfamiliar feeling warmed my chest. It took a moment to identify it as a strong fondness.
 
   “Um… the man she was describing is not Kubanov.” I grabbed onto the topic with vigour. Analysis was safe and familiar grounds. “We have all seen Kubanov. He has a full head of hair and is vain enough to maintain that, even colouring it to not show any grey. The times I had heard him speak, there was nothing gentle about his voice and he most definitely didn’t speak in a tender whisper.”
 
   “I agree with Jenny. That man doesn’t have a soft voice.” Colin would know. He had spent six horrid days in Kubanov’s basement.
 
   “Could it be someone acting on his behalf?” Phillip asked.
 
   “That would be speculation.” I shook my head. “All I’m willing to say is that there are two options. Either it is not Kubanov, or it is him, but something about him has changed. It would explain the inconsistencies I’ve observed. And the evidence that he is taking a much more active role now. Instead of delegating as much as he had done in the past, he’s showing involvement at a much earlier level.”
 
   “What do you think changed?” Manny threw his hands up when he saw my expression. “Fine, fine. You don’t want to speculate. Just think about it, will you, Doc?”
 
   Manny waited until I reluctantly nodded before he stormed out the conference room, followed by Phillip. Without speaking, Colin and I got up and walked to my viewing room. Once we were settled in front of the monitors, he sighed heavily. “You know, she was courteous towards me. She never treated me like the riffraff she said we were.”
 
   “Angelique? That venomous hostility was an exaggeration. I’m convinced she didn’t like us and wasn’t very comfortable with us in the office, but that performance she gave was rehearsed.”
 
   “It was really about the money?”
 
   “Everybody has a price.” I slowed down towards the end of my sentence. “Of course you would know this. The people in your world work on a price for everything.”
 
   “It’s hard to believe she was the one who drugged our coffee.” 
 
   Colin and I spent the rest of the day working through Hawk’s computer. We found nothing else to strengthen the link between him and Kubanov. Or anything that pointed to Kubanov. I did find a few emails from Hawk’s daughter. Her writing style was rife with teenage hyperbolic statements, but it spoke of an intelligent mind.
 
   We had just finished snacking on rice cakes when Phillip brought in the last forged painting. The toll this episode had taken on us was high. But it was Phillip who was affected the most by this. His distress was visible in the deepened frown lines, his downturned mouth, and the heaviness in his shoulders when he thought no one was looking. In the last eleven hours, he had personally contacted each of the owners of the paintings recovered from the warehouse. In a manner only Phillip could, he had reassured them of the security of the rest of their valuables.
 
   I had thought it improbable, but he had managed to retrieve all the paintings, cajoling the owners to give him access to their homes if they were out of town. As the other Rousseau & Rousseau employees brought the paintings in, Colin was checking them. Each one so far was a forgery and had an underpainting on the back. 
 
   My attention was drawn away from my monitors and thoughts by Colin’s grunt as he sat down next to me.
 
   “I don’t recognise any of the underpaintings as originally painted by the masters.” He kneaded the muscles in the back of his neck. “I think they’re all originals.”
 
   “Painted as underpaintings? That’s odd.” I picked up my coffee mug only to see it empty. When had I finished another mug of strong coffee? “Here’s another oddity. Rousseau & Rousseau insures pieces of high value all over Europe, all over France. Concentrating the robberies around Strasbourg makes it firstly a very targeted action, and secondly easy for us to find. What was his rationale behind it?”
 
   “Maybe he didn’t think we would find the paintings?”
 
   An inelegant sound of disagreement escaped my mouth. “Maybe. I don’t know how we would have found the paintings if we hadn’t gone to the warehouse and Hawk hadn’t been killed.”
 
   “Quite the elaborate setup for Kubanov to have planned.”
 
   I thought about this. “That would be in character for him. He would’ve relished planning something like this, using his superior strategic planning skills. As we have studied him, he has also studied us. I’m sure Angelique freely discussed our habits, behaviour and conversations. From that alone he would have been able to obtain enough data to profile us.”
 
   “Sick and twisted,” Vinnie said, leaning against the door.
 
   “Maybe, but also very smart. My question now is what message is in those underpaintings.”
 
   “Well, let’s go look at them, Jen-girl. Phillip sent me to get you. He has all the paintings set up in the conference room.” A half smile eased some of the seriousness from his face. “I must say it looks super-weird to have half the room with paintings facing forward and the other half showing the backs of the paintings.”
 
   We walked into the conference room and my eyes widened. The wall to the right of the long conference table still held all the originals from Hawk’s warehouse. The wall to the left was no longer empty. Seventeen paintings were neatly arranged on the wall, not one hanging off centre. Phillip was good with that, a feat I greatly appreciated. Of the seventeen paintings, four were familiar. The other thirteen were the ones Phillip had collected from the clients’ homes. Under each painting was a life-size printout of its underpainting.
 
   “You were right, Doc.” Manny startled me when he spoke. I had been completely absorbed by what I was seeing and I hadn’t noticed him in the room.
 
   “I know.” Being right about the originals replaced by forgeries with underpaintings didn’t help solve the mystery though. “Now we need to understand this.”
 
   I made my way from the one side of the wall to the other to get an overview of the underpaintings. Colin followed me, undoubtedly seeing aspects in the art I didn’t. 
 
   “These are truly exquisite pieces. This is a very talented artist.”
 
   “Apart from waxing poetic about this criminal act, what else can you tell us about the paintings, Frey?” From Manny’s tone, I concluded that he was frustrated. Knowing him, it was partly because of his lack of expertise and insight, but mostly because he had to rely on Colin for said expertise and insight.
 
   “Waxing poetic about this artist’s skill is, as a matter of fact, quite important, Millard.”
 
   I was getting used to blocking their insulting arguments. I did it once again and walked along the wall a second time, looking for clues beyond the art. Colin was right. These paintings were exquisite. The painting I was in front of depicted a typical European old town. The cobbles of the streets were squares, the buildings tall, angular and squashed on top of each other. Yet it was distinctive. This was a specific street in some European town. It looked familiar to me, but I put it down to having travelled throughout Europe, mainly visiting the old towns. 
 
   I moved to the painting next to it. This was another cityscape, but of a city much more modern. It had skyscrapers and landmarks that would make it easy to identify the street portrayed. The next painting was more difficult to characterise. Only after studying it for a few minutes did I recognise what looked like a mansion next to a river. Tall trees surrounded the house, a circular driveway leading to the front door. The cubist shaping of it had obscured it into a work of beauty. Again I had a sense of familiarity. This time I didn’t dismiss it. I catalogued it and moved to the other paintings. 
 
   “These are all places,” I said after my third time along the wall. “Not one of these paintings is of a person or object. All these are places. Cityscapes and landscapes.”
 
   “Hmm.” Colin came to stand next to me. “You’re right. What does that mean?”
 
   “That’s the wrong question.” I frowned in impatience. “The right question is where these places are.”
 
   “Any ideas, Frey?”
 
   I walked to the other side of the table to put some space between me and the paintings. Often I saw things better from a distance. I stared at the paintings, recalling my feelings of recognition. What was it about those few paintings that made me feel like I knew them? 
 
   “Do you agree, Jenny?” Only when Colin touched my elbow did I realise he was talking to me.
 
   “Sorry, I wasn’t listening. What did you say?”
 
   “I said that it is ten o’clock, we haven’t eaten dinner yet, and I think we should go home.”
 
   “No.” I pulled my elbow out of his hold. “There is something about these paintings. I need to figure it out.”
 
   “Frey is right, Doc.” Manny pushed himself out of his chair. I hadn’t even seen him sit down. “We can get back to this, bright and early tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Vinnie’s made dinner.” Colin infused his tone with appeal as if Vinnie’s dinner was a prize most coveted. I smiled.
 
   “Go home, Genevieve. We’ll get back to this in the morning.” Phillip looked exhausted. “An art restorer from the Museum of Fine Arts is loaning me his handheld x-ray machine. He’ll bring it tomorrow and we’ll check all the paintings with it then. He said they can’t loan us their larger machines, but the handheld ones are adequate alternatives. We can use it and analyse the results tomorrow.”
 
   “You should also go home and sleep.” I was concerned about the dark rings under his eyes.
 
   “I’m sure Vinnie’s made enough for you to join us.” Colin’s invitation was so unexpected, we all looked at him in surprise. “What? I’m being nice.”
 
   “You inviting me too, Frey?” There was a hint of good humour in Manny’s tone.
 
   “Oh God. If you really have to come, then I suppose you can. If we don’t feed you, you will most likely eat another packet of those wretched shortbread cookies you keep bringing into the office.” Colin sounded highly inconvenienced, but I saw past it. He was not just being polite. He had seen something that had escaped my notice. Manny’s diet, anyone’s diet was of no interest to me. But maybe Manny needed a good meal, as we all did after today.
 
   Since I was outnumbered, I agreed to go home to rest, but planned to be back early morning. I needed to spend more time in front of these paintings.
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   Some people needed minutes to hours for the waking process to be completed. I generally needed only five minutes to reach a state of complete wakefulness. Not now. Something wrested me out of my sleep into instant vigilance. For a moment I lay frozen, my eyes closed, wondering what had caused this. It hadn’t been a dream giving me some insight into the case. It had been something more elemental, a primitive reaction to looming danger.
 
   Since Colin had taken to sleeping in my bed, it had been noteworthy that his presence had not kept me awake, or even worse, woken me whenever he moved. His steady, deep breathing assured me that he was fast asleep and had not been the cause of my heart beating fast in anticipation. Of what I didn’t know. I opened my eyes, not surprised that only the light from the city and the moon were casting a soft glow in my room. It was still night.
 
   “You’re awake. Good.” A raspy voice to my left activated my adrenal glands to inject fight-or-flight hormones into my system. “Hello, Genevieve.”
 
   There was a third and more common reaction to danger: freeze. Except for swinging my head to the left, I had very little control over my muscles. I wasn’t sure I could even lift my hand to fight or move my legs to flee. This paralysis I had experienced six months ago when we had saved the president’s son. 
 
   Sitting on the bed next to Colin’s sleeping form was a man dressed in dark colours. The meagre light in the room revealed his bald head, but it was his features I recognised. Kubanov. And he was pronouncing my name in the French way I loathed.
 
   “So good of you to wake up, dear. Hopefully you will be able to chat with me this time.” 
 
   The last time Kubanov had made a surprise appearance next to me, I had been unable to speak, unable to warn others of his presence. I was not going to allow it to happen this time. I inhaled to wake Colin up, to call for Vinnie or to shout loud enough for the neighbours to hear.
 
   “Ah, ah, ah.” Kubanov waved a gun back and forth on each sound. On a chuckle he pointed it at Colin’s head, leaving only five centimetres between Colin’s temple and the end of the barrel. “Don’t make a sound, Genevieve. I have no problem shooting your lover’s brains out.”
 
   “Why is Colin not waking up?” I was surprised that my mouth managed to form words. I was completely numbed by fear. Unwilling to give Kubanov that kind of power over me, I sought for calm, but it was painfully difficult when concern about Colin’s unresponsive state was drawing me towards panic.
 
   “I gave him a little something. Don’t worry, it is not nearly as strong as what I gave you before. This will only let him sleep really well for a few hours.”
 
   “What do you want?” My voice was stronger even though my anxiety for Colin grew. How many times a week could one body effectively deal with being drugged like this? I took a deep breath and switched on Mozart’s Horn Concerto No. 3 in E Flat Minor in the back of my mind. As background music to this newest trial, it might serve to give me the presence of mind I would need to retain as much as I could. Giving myself the goal of observing, absorbing and cataloguing put me in control. This was what I was good at. Even when I was limited by bad lighting.
 
   “What I want, my dear Genevieve, is for you to suffer like me.” His laugh was wheezy and manic. A painful cough stopped that disturbing sound and it took a few minutes for him to recover. “How delightful that I managed to sound like a clichéd Hollywood baddie.” 
 
   “Why are you here?” I narrowed my eyes, my focus solely on him. A few things registered at the same time. Firstly, his bald head. Kubanov’s profile would not have predicted him shaving his head. I wondered if there was another reason for the change. Secondly, his posture. He was sitting at an angle on the bed as if he truly were visiting with us, but something looked off. The lack of proper lighting was debilitating and fast becoming frustrating. I couldn’t see the smaller muscle movements in his face. Nor could I see his other hand disappearing onto his thigh and covered in shadows. 
 
   “I’m here for many reasons.” He adopted a wistful tone. “But mostly, I just want to have a little chat with my favourite person.”
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   Again he laughed until he coughed. “Priceless. My favourite person is you, Genevieve. I’m hurt that you don’t know this.”
 
   His hand holding the gun to Colin’s head was outlined enough for me to notice the slight tremor. Kubanov was not nervous. He was sick. My eyes were drawn to the weapon in his hand. Again I loathed the low light for not affording me a good enough view. 
 
   I didn’t answer his absurd statement. Not because I didn’t know what to say, but because I was concerned about the steadiness of the weapon in his hand.
 
   “Really? You have nothing to say to my compliment? I’m devastated.” His hoarse whisper drew my eyes away from the slightly trembling gun to his face. “Oh well, have it your way. Tell me how you liked your body art.” 
 
   “It was simplistic.” I chose my words with great consideration. Kubanov would not take an insult to his intelligence well. “Too easy to decrypt. As was the website. Too easy.”
 
   Success. His body stiffened, his head pulled back and there was an audible quick intake of air. “You think you are so smart, Genevieve. There is so much more to that tattoo than what you think. Have you not learned that there are always layers on top of layers on top of layers of everything?”
 
   “Like the forged paintings?”
 
   “Yes, of course. You found them.” A minute change in his tone made me look really hard at his expression. I didn’t know if I imagined the risorius muscles lift his mouth into a smirk. What was he feeling smug about? “I was a little bit disappointed, if I have to tell you the truth. It had been a lot of fun replacing all those paintings, leaving those rich idiots none the wiser.”
 
   “Of course you got only the best to replace those paintings for you.”
 
   “You think Hawk did that?” The cough resulting from his laughter was so strong this time, his hand holding the gun started shaking. My mouth went instantly dry with fear for Colin. “For someone so smart, you can sometimes be really naïve. Hawk was a terrible thief. He was only good at one thing and that was importing illegal goods. And storing things. Those were the qualities I used him for. Not for his cat burglar skills. He soon became redundant.”
 
   “And then you killed him.” This time I did see his reaction. “Okay, so you had him killed. You wouldn’t get your hands dirty, not with someone like Hawk.”
 
   “I would’ve preferred that he had stayed useful a little longer.” He lifted one shoulder in a half shrug, not believing his own words. “I also would’ve preferred that you had not found those paintings so soon. But you found them and now you’re wondering about the underpaintings, aren’t you?”
 
   “They are beautiful.” I knew from Angelique’s comments that this would antagonise Kubanov. I infused awe in my tone. “Not only the original paintings, but even the underpaintings are such exquisite pieces, I wouldn’t mind having them in my home.”
 
   By the time I finished he was shifting on the bed. “That is not beauty. That is perversion. Putting whatever you see into squares and calling it art is a deviance. No brain sees things like that. Any artist claiming that cubism is a different perspective of vision is wrong! Brains like that are sick.”
 
   I almost smiled. “And you think I have a sick brain.”
 
   “Of course you do. I won’t deny enjoying your intellect. It is quite a challenge, but you’re sick. You are a weakness and a sickness in society. And you people are the weaker of the species. If we were in our basest, primal nature, you would never have survived. Only the strongest survive.”
 
   “Just like you are the strongest and are surviving?” 
 
   He jumped up and pushed the gun against Colin’s head, his movements stiff and unsteady. I had pushed too far. Another rush of adrenaline spread through my body, adding to my fear and desire to escape into the safety of Mozart and my mind.
 
   “Continue mocking me, Genevieve. I will splatter your boyfriend’s brain matter all over you and this room.”
 
   “I wasn’t mocking. I was asking.” Despite my best effort, I couldn’t keep the fear out of my voice. I needed to change his focus. “I have another question for you. How did you get in? Oh, make that two questions. Have you also drugged Vinnie?”
 
   “Your big gorilla bodyguard? No, he left.” His posture relaxed marginally as he turned his head to the bedroom door. “Dukwicz! Come in here, would you?”
 
   I wasn’t able to stop the gasp that escaped me. Soft footsteps sounded across my living space before a large male body filled the doorway. It was Dukwicz, the scarred man from the warehouse video, the man who had kidnapped and punched me. The light coming from my living room caught the side of his face, highlighting the raised scar on his jaw. The hypertrophic scar.
 
   I was confident in my assessment that Kubanov would not hurt me. He needed me alive and well to continue playing his mind game until it had reached its conclusion. But Dukwicz? He would enjoy hurting me. Fear of having them in my home gave way to deep terror. I knew the darkness at my periphery was not from the night. It was from panic rolling in to take over. 
 
   With strength I hadn’t known I possessed, I fought back the fear. Having Colin unconscious next to me had the same effect as the last time we had been in a similar situation. I felt the irrational need to protect him. I turned up the volume of my mental Mozart playing and slowed my breathing. 
 
   “Good day, Doctor Lenard. Such a pity I didn’t get to beat you up again when I offed Hawk.” Dukwicz’s smile was malicious, his voice deep and steady as if breaking into my apartment was an everyday event. “You should really spruce up your security. It’s as bad as that little cottage in England. Too easy.”
 
   I saw the deception cues as he laughed softly at the ease of breaking through Vinnie and Colin’s security measures. But there was also triumph. He had enjoyed taking on the challenge and winning. Dukwicz nodded once when I didn’t say anything and disappeared into my apartment again. I was going to clean every single centimetre to remove their presence.
 
   “Dukwicz has been watching your little love nest for some time now. He loves your decor, especially your clocks. And he knows your gorilla quite well, he says.”
 
   “His name is Vinnie.”
 
   “When your gorilla left on some rendezvous an hour ago, Dukwicz phoned me to make use of this opportunity. He had been watching you going in and out of your apartment, so it took him only two minutes to get me inside. Some security system you have here, Genevieve.” Kubanov couldn’t possibly have known how much the French pronunciation of my name agitated me. His continuous use of it fed into my annoyance, pushing back some of the fear. I grabbed onto it. Anger was a powerful motivator.
 
   “Not only is Dukwicz really good at disposing of redundant things, he is very gifted at entering places.” He looked at the gun and then at me. “I have something to give to you, but you must promise to behave. Else I will get Dukwicz to dismantle lover boy.”
 
   “I won’t move or scream.” I assumed that was what he had meant by behave. 
 
   “Good.” He put the gun in a holster on his belt and called Dukwicz again. “Bring me the stuff.”
 
   Only the knowledge that Kubanov would ruthlessly execute his threat kept me from placing my hand on Colin’s chest to feel the steadiness of his heartbeat. His touch always calmed me and I wondered if me touching him would have the same effect. That thought was immediately forgotten when Dukwicz walked into my bedroom and handed Kubanov a large bouquet of flowers. I felt sick to my stomach. I didn’t need any light to know the flowers in the crystal vase were red daffodils. 
 
   “I can’t say I was surprised that you didn’t accept my birthday gift. Having something delivered is terribly impersonal. That was why I brought these––to make sure you don’t feel that I’m neglecting you. I’ll put it over here.” He walked to the large wooden chest of drawers, moved a Peruvian statue out the way and carefully placed the flowers in the middle. He stepped back. “Ah, beautiful.”
 
   “Flowers are usually given for a reason. Either to celebrate, to commiserate, to apologise, to thank or to connect. I know my birthday isn’t the real reason. Why are you giving me those flowers?”
 
   “I would say it is a little of all those reasons. It is just a little token before the other gift.”
 
   “You have more gifts for me?” I was horrified.
 
   “Not here and not now, but soon. It will be my way of saying you’re special, but not nearly as clever as you think you are.”
 
   “Are you planning to hurt only me? What about your other enemies? Surely a man of your calibre has plenty of people who might be more an enemy to you than I am.”
 
   “But you’re not my enemy, Genevieve.” He took a step closer to the bed. “You are the closest I’ve ever had to an equal. Everyone else has always been too easy to outwit, outplan and oust.”
 
   “In your tone I hear genuine respect and in your body language I see no deception. If what you are saying is true, why target me?”
 
   He walked slowly to my side of the bed, his gait halted as if hiding great discomfort, pain. He stopped by my side and placed an object on the duvet covering my chest.
 
   “You can look at it when I’m gone.” He tilted his head to the side, his face completely in the shadows. “You are a worthy adversary, Genevieve. You asked me earlier what I want. The truth is that what I want is no longer available to me. Lacking that option, I’ve had the last few months to come up with alternatives. Outthinking, outplaying and outsmarting you seemed like a delightful challenge to go straight to the top of my list. Twice you have beaten me. There will not be a third time.”
 
   I only had his silhouette and the tone of his voice to use for understanding his words. It was the slight modulation in his tone that made me take special note and catalogue that for later analysis.
 
   “Before you go, please tell me what you gave Colin.” I needed to know what to tell the paramedics.
 
   “Only a little Diazepam. Really, Genevieve. Your fascination with him disappoints me. It makes me feel more justified in the actions I’ve taken and will take.” He turned and walked to the door. “Don’t bother phoning the police. We’ll be gone long before they even get here. Spend the time enjoying my gifts.”
 
   The weight of the object he had placed on my chest held me in place as if it weighed much more than it actually did. Kubanov walked through the doorway on unsteady legs. I watched him disappear into the next room and listened to his shuffling footsteps and a softer footfall going towards my front door. He and Dukwicz had the audacity to leave through my front door, closing it hard enough for me to hear. I didn’t know what to do. Were they truly gone? Was Kubanov waiting on the other side of my room until I got up to come back inside and shoot Colin?
 
   I didn’t know how long I lay frozen in my bed, fighting off the panic that relentlessly pulled at me. The first movement I allowed myself was to let my hand travel under the covers to touch Colin. Relief made me exhale sharply as my hand came in contact with the warm skin of his side. He wore only pyjama bottoms to bed, something for which I was irrationally happy. I placed my hand palm down on his chest and waited. The first heartbeat I felt under my hand calmed me much more than I had expected. Feeling my hand lift as he inhaled was an equal reassurance. 
 
   I pushed the weight off my chest and scrambled onto my knees next to Colin, not taking my hand off his chest. “Colin? Wake up. Please. Wake up.”
 
   It had been Kubanov’s dismissive tone that had made me believe him. He had not drugged Colin to prove a point, to make him suffer or to kill him. Colin was merely an inconvenience he had taken care of to reach his true target. Me. I sat looking down into Colin’s face until I felt bolstered enough to reach over him and turn on the bedside lamp.
 
   My eyes had grown accustomed to the dark and the soft light was so bright, I squinted for almost a minute. It didn’t stop me from looking Colin over for signs of blood or other indication that he might have been hurt more than just an injection. My eyes adjusted and the healthy colour in his face told me he was indeed in a drugged sleep. At least I hoped so. 
 
   I got out of bed and ran to Vinnie’s room, calling out to him all the way. His room was empty. Kubanov had been right. Vinnie had gone out. I ran to the dining room table, jerked my handbag from the chair it was hanging from and took out my smartphone. My hands were shaking, but I was much more in control than in Hawk’s house. It took three swipes, one tap and three rings to have Manny on the line.
 
   “What’s wrong, Doc?” Alert and professional. 
 
   “Kubanov was here. He drugged Colin. He was here. In my bedroom.”
 
   “Where’s Vinnie?” 
 
   “He’s not here. Colin is drugged.” My voice was unsteady and I couldn’t help repeating myself.
 
   “I’ll call the paramedics to meet me at your flat. I’ll be there in a jiffy, Doc.”
 
   “Does that mean soon?”
 
   “Very soon.” His voice had the quality of someone on the move. “Are you sure Kubanov is gone? Will he be back?”
 
   “No, they’re gone.”
 
   “They?” He lost the calm professionalism, raising his voice.
 
   “Dukwicz was here too, but they left. I don’t think they’ll come back.”
 
   “Where’s Frey?”
 
   “In my bed.”
 
   “Oh bloody hell.” It sounded like he was in his car. “Lock yourself in your bedroom with Frey and don’t open to anyone until you hear my voice.” 
 
   “I have a steel-reinforced door to my bedroom,” I said as I hurried back to my room. 
 
   “I know, Doc. Lock yourself in there. I’m on my way.” 
 
   The line went dead and I took the phone with me into the bedroom. I only breathed easily when I locked the heavy door separating my bedroom from the rest of my apartment. Ideally I would have preferred to move to my bathroom. It too had a steel-reinforced door. But I couldn’t leave Colin alone in bed. 
 
   I stood next to the bed looking at him sleeping peacefully. It was really hard to not give in to the strong compulsion to shake him until he woke up, then strip the bed and dispose of all the bedding. It didn’t matter that Kubanov had only sat on the duvet. Everything seemed contaminated. I got back onto my side of the bed, kneeling next to Colin. I placed both my palms on his chest as I called up Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 24 in C minor. 
 
   In my mind I flattened a sheet of music paper, appreciating the beauty of five lines equally spaced to form a musical staff. The staves filled the page to create linear beauty, pleasing to my eye. I carefully drew a line down the sides of two staves, combining them for the first line for the piano of the first movement of the concerto. Drawing the G-clef always made me smile. In one movement of the hand, curl upon curl, an artful symbol emerged. For a few minutes I gave myself over to the solace of writing note after note.
 
   Not much time could have passed when I opened my eyes. Manny wasn’t here yet. Within a few minutes my apartment was going to be filled with people, and I didn’t want to feel as vulnerable as I did. Already I felt more in control after mentally writing a few bars of Mozart. Getting dressed would add to that. 
 
   As fast as I could, I put on a comfortable pair of jeans and a top I felt confident in. Shoes inside my apartment would be inappropriate, but light socks added to my sense of shielding. Body language was not the only way we communicated nonverbally. Our clothes told volumes about us, our character, mood and intention. My intention was to create an impenetrable buffer around myself.
 
   My gaze constantly strayed to Colin. Despite Kubanov’s reassurances, and Colin’s steady breathing and good colour, I was still concerned. Deeply concerned. As I got back onto my side of the bed, fully dressed, my knee bumped into something hard. Kubanov’s second gift.
 
   At first, I pushed it out the way to put my hand again on Colin’s warm chest, simply to console myself. After feeling a few regular heartbeats under my palm, I looked down and picked up a statue that should have weighed much more than it did. My knowledge of artworks mostly extended to paintings, but I recognised this piece. It was a Costa Rican stone Sukia figure.
 
   I twisted it around and studied it with my untrained eye, to which it looked like an exact replica. I looked closer, because it was made of a material I could not identify, most definitely not marble or any other medium usually used for statues. It felt like plastic. 
 
   3D-printed plastic.
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   “Oh, for the love of Pete, missy.” Manny sighed for the eighth time since he had ordered me to sit at the dining room table and allow the crime scene unit to check my bedroom for evidence. “Frey will be fine. He’s a hardy thief.”
 
   I glanced at my bedroom door and saw a white-suited figure move to the other side of my bedroom. As much as I disliked this invasion, there was no malevolent intent. I could accept the presence of strangers in my home if it were to aid us putting an end to Kubanov’s taunting.
 
   “That’s it. I give up.” Manny pushed himself up with his hands on my dark wood dining room table. The marks his hands left behind didn’t bother me as much as usual. I was going to clean my entire apartment in any case. I looked up to see Manny glowering down at me. “Come on, Doc. You’re so worried about Frey, I can’t get a word out of you.”
 
   He was right. I hadn’t said much since I had allowed him, two paramedics and three crime scene unit members into my bedroom. That space was too small for all those bodies, and Manny had quickly escorted me out. But I wanted to be in my bedroom, making sure Colin was still breathing. The paramedics had assured me that his vital readings were normal, as if he was in a deep sleep. They had injected him with a mild stimulant and had taken another ten minutes reassuring me that he was going to wake up soon. I wanted to be there, so I followed Manny into my bedroom.
 
   “Are you guys going to be much longer?” Manny asked the figure kneeling next to the bed. 
 
   A woman got up, her eyes wide. “I don’t know what you want us to look for. This place is immaculate. There isn’t even a speck of dust. It’s really amazing. Clean. Even under the bed. I could eat dinner there.”
 
   On any other day, I might have thanked her for the compliment and dissuaded her from eating dinner under my bed. Not now. I walked straight to Colin and climbed on the bed again. I placed my hand on his chest and held my breath until I felt his heart beating under my palm. 
 
   “You should take the flowers,” I said without looking away from Colin. “Kubanov brought them in that vase. I don’t think it’s anything but flowers and water, but you should test it.”
 
   “He brought you flowers?” 
 
   “And Dukwicz took all my clocks.” I had walked through my apartment on Manny’s request while the paramedics had been looking at Colin. The three clocks I had bought at separate auctions were the only items missing from my apartment. None of them were significantly valuable, but they had been mine. When I had seen the first one missing, I had known Dukwicz had given in to his obsession with timepieces.
 
   “We’ll get them back for you, Doc.” Manny walked closer and glanced at Colin. “It just looks like he’s sleeping.”
 
   “He is in a drug-induced sleep. That’s not the same.”
 
   “I know, Doc. Tell me about the flowers.”
 
   “He brought me those flowers and this.” The statue was on the bed where I had left it. I handed it to Manny, but he didn’t touch it. The crime scene investigator took it into her gloved hands and showed it to Manny.
 
   “What the hell is this?”
 
   “A Costa Rican stone Sukia figure.”
 
   “What does it mean? Why did he give this to you?” Manny turned the investigator’s hand to look at the statue from different angles. He gave an impatient grunt. “I don’t know what I’m looking at. Take this with you to the lab.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Doc, did Kubanov touch anything else? Should these guys look for anything else?”
 
   “No. I told you it was a waste of time to have the crime scene unit here.”
 
   “They can take this and analyse it.” He looked at the investigator. “I don’t care what you have to do, but I want a complete analysis by noon. You have been sitting on the other statue as well. I need that ASAP.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” She put the statue in an evidence bag. “If there isn’t anything else?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes,” I said, gaining their attention. “Could you please take photos of the statue from as many angles as possible and email it to me?”
 
   “Send it to me. I’ll forward it to Doc. You guys can clear out since there isn’t much else to find here.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” She gave me a quick smile and left.
 
   “Let me see them out and then we’ll talk. You need to talk to me, Doc.” He lowered his head to emphasise his words.
 
   “I’ll tell you everything.”
 
   “Good.” He left and soon all the voices in my apartment moved towards the front door. I jumped from fright when the front door slammed open with a loud noise. There was a moment of shocked silence.
 
   “What the fuck is going on?” Vinnie was back. The aggression in his voice told me he was ready to attack. “Where is Jen-girl? Jen-girl! Colin!”
 
   “In here, Vinnie.” I heard a grunt and assumed he had pushed someone out of his way. No sooner had I answered than he rushed into the room, a gun in his hand. I didn’t like it. “Why do you have that?”
 
   He glanced at his hand and quickly holstered the gun under his t-shirt, at his back. “I thought I might need it. What happened? Are you okay? What’s up with Colin?”
 
   “Kubanov was here. He drugged Colin so he could talk to me.”
 
   Vinnie’s head jerked away from studying Colin to look at me. His eyes were wide, his mouth downturned. “What the fuck? Did he hurt you?”
 
   “No, he gave me gifts.”
 
   Manny came into the room carrying a dining room chair. He put it next to the bedside table at Colin’s side and fell into it. He glared at Vinnie. “Stop hovering like a mother hen and sit down.”
 
   Vinnie dismissed him with a quick frown and leaned closer to Colin. “Is he okay?”
 
   “The paramedics said he’ll wake up soon. He’s just sleeping.” I cleared my throat. “Vinnie?”
 
   He looked up quickly at my soft tone. “What do you need, Jen-girl?”
 
   “Would you please sit there?” I pointed at the exact spot Kubanov had been. If Vinnie sat there, he might replace the negative memories with his overpowering and caring presence. He sat down immediately. And he didn’t ask me why. It made me feel weak with gratitude.
 
   “Where the bleeding hell were you?” Manny leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.
 
   “Out.” The expression on Vinnie’s face as he turned his attention to me was pure contrition. “I should have been here. This shouldn’t have happened. I’m sorry, Jen-girl.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.” I shook my head. “Kubanov brought Dukwicz with him.”
 
   Manny sat up, rubbed both hands over his face. “Okay, Doc. Start from the beginning.”
 
   I told them everything that had happened. It took me less than ten minutes.
 
   “Okay, let me get this straight.” Manny was back to leaning his elbows on his knees. “You think Kubanov is sick, maybe terminally so.”
 
   “Yes. I think he has cancer. The little I saw, he moved with difficulty as if he was in pain. He’s also lost weight. Angelique was right. He was bald, but I think it might be from chemotherapy.”
 
   “Holy hell. This is not good at all.” 
 
   “Why not?” Vinnie asked. “Nature will take care of our problem for us.”
 
   “Maybe, but on a psychological level I agree with Manny. It is a worrisome situation.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because he has nothing to lose.” The thought made me feel cold inside. “That is the worst situation for him to be in. If he no longer cares about living to old age, he will become more careless in his action.”
 
   “So? We can catch him easier.”
 
   “Not necessarily. He might become careless, but he is still highly intelligent and systematic. The biggest problem is predicting his next steps. Our profiling didn’t account for that, which in hindsight explains the anomalies I had noticed.”
 
   “Yeah, I can see how this is not good.” Vinnie shook Colin’s leg. “Wake up, dude. Come on.”
 
   Colin didn’t react, but Vinnie persisted. He gave up after half a minute, concern contracting the orbicularis oculi muscles around his eyes.
 
   “Tell me more about what he said, Doc.”
 
   “I already told you everything word for word.”
 
   “You did.” He nodded once. “Now tell me what you read into that.”
 
   “Not much. I couldn’t see him very well.” The impatient look that flashed across Manny’s face made me talk faster. “But I heard changes in his voice as he spoke. Inflections not related to discomfort or pain, but rather emotion.”
 
   “You can hear those?”
 
   “I prefer to read expressions, but if I have no option other than speaking on a telephone, I need something else to understand hidden meanings. Our tone gives away the emotion motivating the words. To answer your question, yes.”
 
   “What did you hear?” Manny waved his hand in an impatient gesture for me to speak faster.
 
   “The first time I bested Kubanov, he lost a lucrative art forgery ring. He also lost face, his connections in Eurocorps—”
 
   “—and the Russian House,” Manny said. The Russian House was a mansion in Strasbourg where I had first met Kubanov. It had been emptied by the authorities and locked down a year ago. “Last I heard, it was sold to a local developer and was set to be demolished. They had asked the city permission to build a small apartment complex. But that’s not important now. Continue.”
 
   “Six months ago, we foiled his extremely well-strategized revenge plan. It was a lifelong dream of his to take a loved one from the president, just as he believed the president had taken from him.”
 
   “Do you have a point, Doc?”
 
   “I believe this time there will be no big far-reaching plot. In both the previous cases, the victims and intended victims had been numerous.”
 
   “What are you saying, Jen-girl? Is Kubanov targeting you?”
 
   “No. Yes. No.” I took a deep breath. “His voice carried very strong emotions when he talked about outthinking, outplaying and outsmarting me. Yes, I am his ultimate target. No, he will not kill me. He’s having too much fun giving me gifts and playing games with me. But I don’t know what or who his intended target is—who he’s going to use to get to me.”
 
   “Oh, bloody hell, Doc. Not even a non-speculating speculation?”
 
   “There is no such thing, but I understand your intention. No, I don’t know. Not yet. I do know that we are all in danger, but that was a safe conclusion from the beginning.”
 
   “We’ll all be more careful from here on out.” Manny looked at Colin for a few seconds. “And what is it with Kubanov giving you that statue? Does it have any personal meaning?”
 
   I took a moment to consider my answer. “Nothing I can think of. I’ll ask Colin when he wakes up. Maybe he has some personal connection or experience with the statue. Like the symbolic meaning of the statue from his safe house.”
 
   All attention turned to Colin as his breathing increased and he groaned. It took him ten minutes to wake up sufficiently to make sense of his surroundings. I insisted on moving to the living area. It no longer felt right having this many people in my bedroom. Colin was a bit unsteady on his feet, but made it to the sofa by himself, Vinnie hovering nearby and Manny frowning in irritation. It took another ten minutes to update Colin on everything that had taken place.
 
   “And you are sure it was the Costa Rican Sukia?” he asked. His voice was becoming clearer the longer we spoke. The initial slowness of his speech was gone. 
 
   “Yes, but the material it was made of was strange.”
 
   “Here.” Manny shoved his smartphone into Colin’s hand. “I took photos of it. The crime lab will send us better shots, but this will give you an idea.”
 
   I was yet again impressed by Manny’s thinking. Often he portrayed the image of someone not paying attention and definitely not thinking ahead. That was not true. He had known Colin would want to see the statue.
 
   “Yes, this is the Sukia figure.” Colin tossed the phone to Manny, who caught it with an annoyed grunt. “The statue he gave me had significance. What is the association with this statue?”
 
   “You don’t have any connection to it?” I asked.
 
   “Nope. I’ve never even been close to the original. This is an amazing piece of pre-Columbian art, but not very valuable. Tell me more about the feel of the statue.” 
 
   “I wasn’t paying a lot of attention to the statue.” I had been too worried about him, and about the fact that Kubanov had been in my bedroom. “But it wasn’t heavy like a marble or bronze statue of that size would be.”
 
   “Maybe plaster?”
 
   “No, it felt more like plastic, but I didn’t get the sense it was hollow.” I looked at Manny. “You should tell the crime lab those statues might have been printed.”
 
   “What is it with all this 3D-printed crap?” Manny asked. “Aren’t these printers supposed to be quite temperamental?”
 
   “Very,” Vinnie said. “It is technology with great potential, but often an object being printed goes belly up… um… terribly wrong. The result is a big mess of plastic strings. One guy calls it plastic pasta. Depending on the design, the printed objects can be very fragile while in production. Sometimes the print head might touch an already printed part while readjusting and knock it out of place. That means hours of printing lost. And a lot of plastic.”
 
   “How long does it take to print, say, that Suk-something statue?” Manny asked.
 
   “Anything up to twelve hours.” Vinnie had kept his word about finding out more about 3D printing. “It’s printed by putting layer upon layer. The design is of utmost importance. If the blueprint is off by a millimetre, it is a disaster.”
 
   “Blueprints!” My heart was racing when that one word clicked a few elements into place. “Vinnie, you said that photo of the blueprint I emailed myself was for a gun. Could that be a blueprint for the 3D guns? The guns that were used to kill all these people?”
 
   My outburst brought a shocked silence. Manny spoke first. “Holy hell.”
 
   “The question now is where you saw that blueprint to photograph it,” Colin said. “It had to be in England since that was where you had access to the phone.”
 
   “It could’ve been anywhere. In Dukwicz’s car or anywhere else they might have taken us.” I sighed. I wanted to get to my viewing room to have access to my computers and all the information on it. It would be easier to show them the conclusions I had reached. Without my computer, I had to order my thoughts so I could give a clear explanation. “On Hawk’s computer we found that shipment of five 3D printers to Tall Freddy. Can it be that Hawk also sent Tall Freddy blueprints of guns? As we already suspected, he could then have used that to print and sell the guns used by the killers, who said they had bought their guns from the Printer who had an Italian accent.”
 
   “Oh, mother of all that is holy.” Even Manny’s lips had lost colour. “We should’ve looked into this much earlier.”
 
   “We’ve been overwhelmed with incoming information,” I said. “There is never a guarantee that the clue one pursues would be the one yielding key results.”
 
   Colin sat up. “What about that large shipment of unnamed electronic devices that Hawk received two months ago? Did your guys find it in the warehouse, Millard?”
 
   Manny shook his head. “How would they know what that shipment was?”
 
   “I think we can safely presume it was 3D printers.” Colin sounded confident. I thought it to be speculation.
 
   “They didn’t list any 3D printers on the report I got from them. I actually looked for it when it was first mentioned.”
 
   “Let’s work with my presumption.” Colin smiled at me. I frowned. “Do we know how big that shipment was, Jenny?”
 
   “Whatever he had ordered, there were a thousand five hundred units of it.” I was not willing to commit myself to Colin’s theory, but taken into the context of the last week, it did make sense.
 
   “If each unit can print a gun a day, the European market will see more than ten thousand untraceable guns a week, most of which are single-use.”
 
   Manny and Vinnie spent three minutes swearing in the vilest of manners about how grim this situation was. I agreed with them and quietly waited for them to calm down. Manny was the first to take a deep breath. “Okay, Doc. First things first. We need to find that shipment. Dear mother of all that is pure, I hope it is still in storage somewhere.”
 
   Colin tensed. “Nobody needs to look into anything right now. It’s half past two in the morning. We should be sleeping.” 
 
   “Colin is right,” I said. “We need to find that shipment, but we also need to sleep.”
 
   Colin leaned back a little and stared at me, his eyebrows raised, his eyes wide. I had surprised him. My concern was for him. I knew he would not let me work alone and would join me. His body needed time to recover from being drugged. Again. And this was more important.
 
   I couldn’t really blame him for assuming I would immediately want to start working. My obsessive behaviour had formed a distinct pattern. It gave me unexpected pleasure to be unpredictable. This one time.
 
   “And that is me being told I’ve overstayed my welcome.” Manny got up and walked to the front door. “Be in the team room eight sharp. I know it’s Sunday, but we’re working against the clock here. And Doc, get that super brain of yours ready to make other connections. We need to put this monster to bed.”
 
   I also got up and followed him to the door as he opened it. “Manny.”
 
   He turned and waited.
 
   “I wasn’t asking you to leave. You know I would say it if I didn’t want you here.”
 
   He relaxed a little. “I know, Doc. We are all tired. I am tired.”
 
   “I… uh…” I pulled at my sleeves and immediately stopped when I realised what I was doing. “Thank you for always picking up the phone and coming every time I need you.”
 
   A softness that Manny seldom showed settled around his eyes. He leaned towards me. “For you, Doc? Anytime.”
 
   I thought he was going to kiss me on my forehead, but he pulled back when Vinnie asked mockingly if Manny would come if he phoned. Manny sighed, looked at me, sighed again and left.
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   “Okay, so which one of you mastermind criminals is going to tell me everything I need to know about 3D-printed guns?” Manny looked around the table in the team room. Everyone was seated at the round table, coffee and croissants in the centre, surrounded by papers, laptops and tablets. 
 
   Manny had been in the office before any of us, working on his computer. The speed with which he typed using only his index fingers never ceased to amuse Francine. Her teasing had chased away his tired look. The alertness in his eyes did not show any signs of his lack of sleep, rushing to my aid in the small hours of the morning. “Anyone? I need to know more than I do.”
 
   “The most common gun printed at the moment was the one some idiot uploaded the blueprints for on the internet,” Francine said. “Anyone and his psychotic brother could’ve downloaded it. And most likely did. By the time the big shots got it removed from the internet, over sixty thousand blueprints had already been downloaded. That gun is printed with ABS plastic and has sixteen parts, fifteen plastic and the firing pin.” 
 
   “How is it that you know all this, supermodel?”
 
   Francine tapped him on the nose with a manicured finger. Her nails were dark brown today. “Always on a witch-hunt. Don’t you get tired of it sometimes, super-cop?”
 
   Vinnie snorted a laugh and even Phillip smiled. I had to admit that Manny’s longsuffering expression was entertaining.
 
   “Stop farting around, supermodel, and tell me what else you know.”
 
   “That funny-looking handgun is not the only weapon that can be printed. Any gun, even a semi-automatic, can be printed, but at a great risk. Without any reinforcement and only made of plastic, the printed gun cannot handle much stress. It is quite flimsy. If the printer head moves a tiny little bit while printing the layers, it won’t handle the pressure of a bullet travelling through the barrel at crazy speeds. As we already know, quite a few have exploded in the shooter’s hand.”
 
   Vinnie nodded his agreement. “That is why not many hardcore criminals want to take the risk of printing guns, even though it is totally untraceable. Today anyone can buy a 3D printer. Even though those blueprints were taken offline pretty quickly, they are still available if you know where to look. You can even choose the colour plastic you want to print your gun with. Anything printed by a 3D printer would have to be pressure-washed to remove a waxy coating and then it must be doused in alcohol.”
 
   “Which again coincides with the ballistic reports.” Most of what they had said was new to me. My knowledge had been as limited as Manny’s. I had never considered 3D printers or 3D-printed guns to be a threat worth watching out for. I had been naïve. 
 
   Francine straightened in her chair. “My lip-reading guy got back to me.”
 
   “Is this for the video clips of Genevieve and Colin being kidnapped?” Phillip asked.
 
   “Yes, it is.” She tapped on her tablet and the large screen against the wall sprang to life. My association with this video was not that I was being abducted, but rather that it was evidence of my meltdown. Francine started the video, but stopped it after the first two seconds. “Oh yes, the whole conversation was in Russian. My guy so happens to have a Russian roommate who translated this stuff for him.”
 
   “Christ, supermodel. Are these people trustworthy? You’re just handing out sensitive stuff all over the place.”
 
   Francine laughed. It was a laugh not communicating mirth or amusement, but rather anticipation. “Let them just try to double-cross me. They know their balls are on the line here.”
 
   I had learned in the last year of our friendship that Francine frequently threatened men’s genitals. It got her good results. Not that it surprised me. There was never a trace of deception in her threats. Rather worrying.
 
   “Also, some of the conversation was said with their heads turned, so obviously we didn’t catch that, but here goes.” She tapped the tablet again and the figures on the large screen began moving. I watched myself trying to get out of Dukwicz’s grip. It was a relief when Francine started talking, focussing my attention on the men’s mouths rather than the image of my squirming body. “There he says that this bitch needs to calm down. Sorry, Genevieve.”
 
   “You didn’t say that. You don’t need to apologise.”
 
   She smiled, quickly looking back to the action. “Ooh, there the other guy is saying that with Dukwicz being such a big hotshot and all, he doesn’t understand why they still have to do this dirty work. That should mean they can get others to do this. He asks again why they have to do this.”
 
   At that exact moment Dukwicz slapped me in the face. My breath caught and Colin’s hand closed over mine.
 
   “Dukwicz says that he’s doing it because he enjoys it. Doing that butler was especially pleasurable. He always wanted to do one of those rich servants. But he also liked doing the VIP’s. Like the professor and this one.” Strain had entered Francine’s tone. We watched Dukwicz punch me in the stomach. “Here he’s saying that you are important to the plan, and that he didn’t want to give someone else this pleasure. He is the best there is.”
 
   This was the point in the video where Dukwicz pushed me into the car and turned to the other man, still holding Colin. “This is a really bad part where my guy couldn’t get a clear shot of their mouths no matter what he did with the video. All he got here was that Dukwicz said he wanted it big. We don’t know what ‘it’ is. Then the other guy responds by saying that of course the Printer has to something, something. Sorry. We missed a few words there when he turned.”
 
   We watched a little while longer, but the men were either not talking or their mouths were obscured.
 
   “Was that all you got?” I asked.
 
   “Unfortunately, yes.” 
 
   “It is not quite so unfortunate,” Vinnie said. “We have him on video admitting to murdering the butler and Susan Kadlec.”
 
   “He admitted to ‘doing’ a butler.” It wasn’t easy for me to be so realistic. I want this video to exonerate Colin from any suspicion. “He didn’t say he killed Susan or Kathleen McCarthy’s butler.”
 
   “She’s right.” Manny sank deeper into his chair. “I’ll find a way to nail this guy, don’t you worry.”
 
   Francine changed windows and brought up a document that looked like an order form.
 
   “What are we looking at now?” Manny asked.
 
   “You remember that large shipment of unnamed electronics that were delivered two months ago? Well I know what it is.” There was triumph in her voice. “These days you can’t be a successful criminal unless you can outdo the best hackers, or if you go old school. If criminals communicated and did business without any electronic trail, it would be much harder to catch them. That’s why the Russians are back to using old typewriters. The moment something is entered into a computer system, you’re screwed. And I will find you.”
 
   “Well, congratulations on being the best hacker out there.” Sarcasm. It gave me immeasurable pleasure to recognise it from Manny’s tone and expression. “Could you now please tell us what you found, supermodel?”
 
   “It took some time, but I traced the order to its origins.” She pointed at the monitor. “This document tells me that one thousand five hundred 3D printers were delivered to Hawk’s warehouse.”
 
   Manny squinted at the monitor. “I don’t see anything saying it’s printers. Where do you see that?”
 
   “It’s in the number given in the product description. I traced that number to the stock this supplier had and those are Halo 3D printers.”
 
   “One thousand five hundred.” This number had been bothering me since last night. Data my mind had registered somewhere along the line were coming to the fore. This number had significance, but I couldn’t place it. 
 
   “A lot of printers, right?” Francine said. “Why would he need this many printers?”
 
   “Shit. Frey, you were right.”
 
   Colin laughed. “Did that hurt, Millard?”
 
   Manny ignored Colin. “Supermodel, we need to find those printers.”
 
   “What makes you think Hawk or Kubanov or whichever shithead hasn’t already handed them out like candy?” Vinnie asked.
 
   “The number of murders with ballistic evidence pointing to 3D-printed guns,” I said. 
 
   “Doc is right. If other scumbags had printed guns, we would be looking at hundreds of cases, not tens.” 
 
   “Halo.” I pressed my palm hard against my sternum the moment this connection clicked in my mind. “That was one of the words I emailed to myself.”
 
   “Halo as in the Austrian producer of electronics,” Francine said. “Then these 3D printers are definitely connected to this craziness.” 
 
   The number one thousand five hundred was still an itch in the back of my mind. Absorbed by what I thought might be the clue I had been waiting for, I got up and walked to my viewing room. A few minutes later, I had the necessary document open and stared at it, waiting for that moment where everything became clear. I didn’t close my eyes to mentally write Mozart, but continued to stare at the columns in front of me. The moment of clarity came when I finished doing a few calculations. This was it.
 
   “What is it, Jenny?” 
 
   “Where’s Francine?”
 
   A slight frown told me Colin had not expected me to ask for someone else. 
 
   “What do you need, girlfriend?” Francine was standing in the open door to the team room, Manny next to her and Phillip behind them. I was sure Vinnie was lingering behind the wall, listening in. It appeared they had been waiting in suspense for me.
 
   “Did you check this document?” I nodded at the monitor.
 
   “I did. All those names belong to organised crime leaders, gang leaders and other more prominent criminals around Europe.”
 
   Manny walked closer. “That list of who’s who in the criminal world in Europe. What did you find, Doc?” 
 
   “I was wondering what the purpose was for Hawk to have this list.”
 
   “I thought he had this list to keep track of his competition, his enemies or his potential clients. Whatever you prefer to call them,” Francine said.
 
   “Possibly, but look at the column next to their names.”
 
   “It has a number.” Manny leaned closer. “Each number is different.”
 
   “There are three hundred and fifteen names. When I added the numbers next to each name, it came to one thousand four hundred and eighty-nine. Almost one thousand five hundred.”
 
   “Holy freaking hell.” Manny stepped away from the monitors. “Okay, let me get this clear, Doc. You are telling me we have proof that Kubanov or Hawk or Tall Freddy ordered fifteen hundred printers to send a bunch to each of these violent criminals?”
 
   “I’m not telling you that. I’m telling you that I’m suspecting that.” There was a big difference even though Manny’s expression didn’t agree with me. “If each of those violent criminal received their allocated number of printers they can distribute, it will arm a lot of people across Europe.”
 
   “What about plastic cartridges to print this crap?”
 
   I pointed to another monitor, showing a document also opened from Hawk’s computer. It was a spreadsheet with four columns only showing numbers. “The first column is the date delivered. He ordered a lot of cartridges. The second column’s numbers correspond with the number next to the names on the printer delivery form. The third column is a number I’m not sure of. If Francine can check, it might be the number of guns that can be produced with all this plastic.”
 
   “Why would Kubanov do this? Or Hawk? Or Tall Freddy?” Francine asked.
 
   “Kubanov would do this despite what Hawk or Tall Freddy wanted,” I said. “If he is as ill as I think he is, he would do this simply to leave Europe in chaos. Sending complimentary equipment to produce guns to all these violent criminals would be a disaster for law enforcement. The idea of this would be greatly pleasing to Kubanov.”
 
   Silence fell in my viewing room for a few seconds. Manny was the first to break it. “I have a shitload of phone calls to make. This is… this is… I don’t know what this is.”
 
   “I’ll leave you to it, as well.” Phillip pulled at his cuffs. “I still have a few concerned clients to calm down. I tried, but couldn’t keep the thefts quiet. Now I have people with one little painting phoning me in panic.”
 
   I watched them leave, followed by Francine and Vinnie. My mind was consumed with all the unclear elements. “Why did I send myself that email about the frame of reference? I really believe it has a bigger meaning than you being framed for the butler’s murder.”
 
   “The murder could just be a distraction. Something to send us looking in the wrong direction.”
 
   “Possibly.” I grunted and slumped in my chair. “What are you going to do now?”
 
   “If you don’t need me, I’m going to look at all the puzzle pieces we have. An analogy,” he said quickly when I frowned. “We have all these bits and pieces, so it’s like a puzzle that needs to be built.”
 
   “Using your analogy, we’ve built quite a bit of this puzzle already. But you are right. It will be good to look at it again from the beginning. Let me know if you find something.” I turned back to stare at the monitors, wondering where next to look. It might be a good idea to also look at the evidence we had accumulated in chronological order instead of in discovery order. It took me an hour to run through the information we had, to no avail.
 
   I got up and left through the door leading to the hall. Walking through the team room would attract attention and possible questions. Sometimes their interest was difficult to process and categorise as such when it felt so intrusive. I stood in the hall for a few seconds, deciding where to go. It didn’t take long for me to realise where I needed to be and I walked to the conference room.
 
   The sunken ceiling lights were switched on and I decided it provided adequate light. It was a reprieve from the strong artificial glare everywhere else in the office. I closed the door and immediately enjoyed the sense of isolation. The spacious room felt like a reprieve from the continuous accompaniment of the last few days. I allowed myself a deep sigh and walked slowly along the wall, looking at the printouts of the underpaintings. It was interesting how every painting extended onto the back of the frames. I stopped in front of a particularly beautiful work and wondered about the significance of painting on the frames.
 
   “What are these?” The young voice behind me made me jump and grab at my chest. For a micro-second I had thought Kubanov had found me, but it had not been his voice. I calmed myself enough to turn around. There was no one behind me. I frowned and looked deeper into the room. In the far corner of the room was a huddled figure on the floor.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Nikki.” Her eyes were wide in what looked like uncertainty, her dark hair tied up in a messy ponytail. She stared at me. “Who are you?” 
 
   I walked a bit closer. “Doctor Genevieve Lenard.”
 
   “Like a medical doctor or a clever doctor?”
 
   “Often medical doctors are clever, but I’m not a medical doctor. I am, however, very intelligent.” I pulled out two chairs. “Please sit down.”
 
   “I like it here.” Her jaw jutted, her arms folding tighter around her. 
 
   “How old are you?” Her small frame and huddled posture made it difficult to ascertain her age. She could be anything between fourteen and nineteen. I rested my posterior on the edge of the table, trying to adopt a more approachable posture.
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “I turned thirty-five two days ago.” I didn’t know if I was communicating correctly. How did one speak to a young adult? I had not spoken to a young person like her in the last fifteen years.
 
   “That’s old.”
 
   “Not really. With today’s medical technology, my lifestyle and genes, I am likely to live to eighty, even ninety. That means I haven’t yet passed the halfway mark of the average lifespan. I have reached the top of my field internationally, but I aim to improve my skills all the time.”
 
   “You’re weird.” Her body language shifted from defiance to interest.
 
   “You mean that as a compliment. Thank you.”
 
   We sat in silence for a few minutes. She seemed comfortable with it. I was.
 
   “Why were you looking at those printed paintings? And why do they look like that?”
 
   I glanced behind me. “They are called underpaintings. An artist paints a basis for his final work and paints over it. In this case, the underpaintings are the final product.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s a message.”
 
   “For who?”
 
   “Whom. For whom is the correct form of the question.” I sighed at my digression. “The message is for me.”
 
   “So what does it say?” She got up and took a few steps to the painting closest to me.
 
   “I don’t know yet.”
 
   “I thought you said you were clever.” She turned to me, the frown on her face. Despite her current expression, she had all the markers of becoming a beautiful woman. Now she was underweight, had dark circles under her eyes, and her body language communicated a prolonged period of stress. It was the slight tilt of her head and her cheekbones that brought recognition. I had seen that before on a photo. There she had been younger and happier.
 
   “You’re Monique, Hawk’s daughter.”
 
   Her head whipped up and she took a step towards me. “You know my dad? Do you know what happened to him?”
 
   I didn’t know what to do. All indicators warned me this young woman was on the brink of a breakdown. I wanted to run out the room and call Phillip. He would know how to deal with this young person. I barely managed to communicate with adults. How was I going to walk through this maze of talking to a girl whose father had died while my hands were covered in his blood?
 
   “Doctor G? What happened to him?” She was standing right in front of me now. Unbearable pain was etched around her eyes and mouth. “Mister Manny wouldn’t tell me anything except that there was an accident. He thinks I’m stupid. I’m not. I know my dad was a criminal. I know he did bad things. But he loved me. He wanted a better life for me. That was why he sent me away. Do you also think I’m stupid or will you tell me what happened?”
 
   I studied her dispassionately as if she was on one of the monitors in my viewing room. She studied me back. I didn’t know what she saw, but what I saw was an intelligent young woman asking for answers adults wouldn’t give her. It resonated within me. I had been where she was.
 
   “I was with him when he died. I had been drugged and left lying next to him, but he was alive when I woke up.” My voice softened as I watched silent tears ran down her face. “He had lost a lot of blood when I woke up. He knew he was dying and he spent his last energy talking about you.”
 
   “What did he say?” Her mentalis muscle caused her chin to tremble.
 
   “He said you are a good person. That you are better than him.” And he made me promise to look after you. It was hard to not say this to her, but I didn’t know if it would do more harm than good. As it was, I watched her demeanour crumble. 
 
   She looked at me and I saw myself in her. A youth misunderstood by society, buckling under the expectations of her family and those associated with her family. I wondered how my life, how I, would have been different had there been someone to reach out to me. I could not allow myself to let her feel the isolation I saw on her face, the isolation I had experienced at her age. With uncommon determination, I set aside my dislikes and typical behaviours. I opened my arms. 
 
   She fell against my chest with a loud sob, clutching me around my back. I swallowed hard at the desire to scrub clean the wet tears running down my neck. Nobody had been willing to sacrifice for me as a child. I had grown, trained and developed enough to do it for this young person. Having read about the power of human touch, and having experienced the calming power of it from Colin, I closed my arms around her. I rubbed slow circles on her back, not saying anything. Instead I wrote Mozart’s Symphony No. 36 in C Major to keep from pushing her away.
 
   That was how they found us. 
 
   The door opened and I heard a loud gasp. Then I heard my mother’s voice.
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   “What have you done to that child?” My mother’s voice carried the same disapproving tone I had heard when I had last seen her four years ago. It was the same tone I had heard throughout my childhood. Nikki stiffened in my arms, clutching me even tighter. I took a deep breath and called back Mozart’s symphony to play softly in my mind. I would need all the calming I could get.
 
   “Do something.” The depressor anguli oris muscle brought the familiar look of disdain around my mother’s mouth as she spoke to my father. “Don’t just stand there. Get the poor child away from her.”
 
   My parents took a few steps into the conference room. I was grateful for its spaciousness, leaving my parents at a safe distance. Nikki’s sobs had quieted. I felt her muscles tense under my hands as she fought to regain her composure.
 
   “Don’t come any closer.” The strength in my voice stopped my father from taking another step. My mother moved slightly behind him. It was almost amusing to watch my father’s expression. That flash of fear was of me, not for the young girl in my embrace. I thought of Colin and the rest of the team, my friends. None of them had ever had that specific expression in relation to me. 
 
   I had left my parents’ home and financial care as soon as I had been able to. Even in my much more emotionally unstable teenage years, I had known I was more than my parents’ opinion of me. Hawk’s daughter knew her father had loved her. I didn’t have that luxury. On the other hand, I didn’t have the legacy of a father who was a violent criminal, possibly leaving a lot of people behind seeking revenge for different reasons. It made me concerned for Nikki’s safety.
 
   She took a trembling breath and sniffed loudly against my shoulder. My stomach roiled in reaction to the sound. I was going to put this outfit through a double washing cycle tonight when I got home. My parents were watching us closely. They looked ready to leap and defend Nikki physically if the need were to arise. My attention shifted to Nikki as she leaned away slightly. I dropped my arms, but she didn’t step away from me. 
 
   She sniffed again and glanced at my parents. “Who are they?”
 
   I pushed away from the table and stood straight. Nikki stayed so close to my side we brushed against each other with the slightest movement. I turned up the volume of my mental Mozart Symphony. “Monique—”
 
   “Nikki.” She pushed against my side. “My name is Nikki.”
 
   I nodded. If that was her preference I would respect that. My parents had insisted on pronouncing my name in the French manner, which I to this day found offensive and unsuited to me. “Nikki, these are my parents, Gerard Lenard and Charlotte Lenard.”
 
   “Well, isn’t this total awesome-sauce? Meeting the family is cool.” Vinnie walked into the conference room, followed closely by Francine. She wasn’t as successful as Vinnie at masking his concern as insincere familiarity. He walked to them, his hand outstretched. “Howdy, folks. I’m Vinnie, Jen-girl’s best friend.”
 
   “Vin, I’m her best friend.” Francine pushed him out the way to reach my parents first. “I’m Francine.”
 
   Francine had not succeeded in catching their attention. They were looking at Vinnie in horror, their eyes focussed on the large scar running down his face. Fear warred with contempt for dominance in their expressions.
 
   “Ah, they’re shy.” Vinnie turned away from my parents and walked to me. Nikki moved closer to me, tucking herself half behind me. Francine had my mother’s attention now, introducing herself, keeping them from following Vinnie’s progression to us. He stopped in front of me and looked at me as if to make sure I was well. He must have seen my parents’ presence wasn’t causing me distress. “Colin is coming. He ran out for some food, but I phoned him as soon as I heard your folks were here.”
 
   “How did you know they’re here?”
 
   “Francine has this whole place under surveillance, remember?” He looked down to my side, addressing me. “Who’s the little punk?”
 
   Nikki inhaled sharply and took a small step to my side, still touching me. “The little punk is Nikki, you big punk. Who are you?”
 
   Vinnie laughed. “I like you, punk. I’m Vinnie.”
 
   “Genevieve?” My mother’s voice froze Vinnie’s laughter and made me feel like sighing. “Who are all these people? I thought this was a reputable establishment. I should’ve known this was too good to be true.”
 
   “Listen, lady.” Vinnie stepped forward, placing himself in front of me and Nikki. Our protector.
 
   I took one step to be at Vinnie’s side. Immediately Nikki’s body pressed against mine. I focussed on the situation rather than the overwhelming desire to lock myself in my viewing room. Alone. “Vinnie, don’t. No matter how rational or factual your argument, they won’t hear it.”
 
   “Hmm, they’re those kind of people,” Francine said softly as she moved to stand behind us.
 
   My parents were standing in the same place, a few feet away from the door. The long conference table separated us, but there was a much larger psychological space between us. My mother’s one foot was pointed towards the door, her weight resting on that leg. Our bodies lead where our minds want to go. My father’s body language was more aggressive, his feet planted apart, his hands on his hips, thumbs pointed to the back. Argumentative. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I had only once told them where I worked, but had not expected them to ever show any interest. “It’s Sunday. Why did you come to my office on a Sunday?”
 
   “You invited us here, Genevieve.” My father frowned at Vinnie. “Else we wouldn’t be where we clearly don’t belong.”
 
   As if conjured by my wish for his presence, Phillip came into the conference room. I had to concentrate to not allow my body to sag in relief. Especially when Colin followed Phillip into the room, ignoring my parents and walking straight to me.
 
   Phillip introduced himself to my parents, his charm uncanny in its effectiveness. Daily he worked with people like my parents. Entitled, pretentious, self-important. Visibly, my parents relaxed, their social smiles back in place.
 
   “Are you all right?” Colin asked as he stopped in front of me. 
 
   I nodded. Feeling crowded in the dimly lit room lost importance compared to what my father had revealed. Colin stared into my eyes for another second before he looked to my side. “I’m Colin, who are you?”
 
   “Nikki. What’s going on here?”
 
   “I think this is another gift,” I said. “It’s part of his message.”
 
   “Like from the paintings?” Nikki asked. Her voice was stronger, clearer. She was losing her reserve.
 
   “You seem to know more than I do, young lady.” Phillip walked towards us, his hand outstretched. There were too many people around me. I knew I couldn’t ask Nikki to leave. Not when she was starting to relax. I looked at Colin while Phillip introduced himself to Nikki.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked in a low whisper before I could say anything.
 
   “Too many people.” No sooner had I said this than Vinnie and Francine walked to the other side of the table. Vinnie made sure I saw his reassuring expression. Francine just looked concerned. Colin took a step away from me, leaving me with only Nikki against my side. 
 
   “Is she okay?” he asked, again in a low whisper.
 
   “I think so.” But I didn’t want to push her away from me. Maybe I could explain to her later how strongly I disliked physical closeness. Later. Now there was another much more pressing issue. Phillip was asking Nikki if she would like something to eat. I didn’t wait for her to answer him. “Did you invite my parents?”
 
   Phillip straightened and frowned at me. “No. Why would I? Did someone invite them?”
 
   “You did.” My mother’s eyes supported her accusing tone. “You sent us that embossed invitation with those horrid red daffodils.”
 
   Adrenaline rushed through my body, instantly making my hands cold. I turned away from my parents, my focus on Colin. My mouth felt dry and I cleared my throat. “Kubanov.”
 
   He nodded. Vinnie and Francine moved closer to the table to be part of our conversation. 
 
   “Why would he want my parents here?”
 
   “I thought you wanted to show us where you worked,” my father said. I glanced at him. My mother had lost interest and was looking at the underpaintings. “The invitation was for five o’clock this afternoon, but we decided to come this morning. We’re meeting with old friends for an early dinner before a concert this evening. We didn’t want to cancel our plans to merely see your workplace. Now I’m glad we didn’t.”
 
   I looked at them, not seeing the people who were biologically connected to me. I was processing everything my father just told me, trying to make sense of this. “Did you tell anyone you were going for dinner and a concert?”
 
   “No, why would I?”
 
   “I put it on my Facebook page.” My mother looked away from the underpainting she was studying. “I even got fifteen likes when I last checked. It seems everyone liked the fact that we had won those concert tickets.”
 
   Even though I had heard my mother scoff at social media as being plebeian, I wasn’t surprised that she couldn’t resist the temptation of being a mini-celebrity. It would be the perfect platform for her to build an image of much higher social standing and activity than was real.
 
   “I know this place.” My mother pointed at the second underpainting from the left. “It’s our street in Marseille. It was your elementary school years. That was when we started homeschooling you. This is quite a good cubist rendition of it.”
 
   This I had not expected. I took a moment to school my thoughts and tone. “Do you recognise any of the other places?” 
 
   “Why, yes I do. Come look here, Gerard.” She waited for my dad to join her. “This is Toulouse. We had that big country house where you were homeschooled before you matriculated.”
 
   I watched them as they walked along the wall with the underpaintings. My mother didn’t identify any of the other paintings. A deep dread was sending more shots of adrenaline through my system, making my stomach feel heavy. I didn’t like where my thoughts were taking me. “How did you win the concert tickets? I don’t remember you ever approving of competitions.”
 
   The orbicularis oris muscle around my mother’s mouth pursed her lips. “It was a giveaway at a recent gala event we attended, if you have to know. I was just lucky that my number was chosen. It even paid for the trip here and our accommodation. Five-star, thank goodness.”
 
   “Maybe now you could tell us who all these people are to you, Genevieve.” My father looked at Colin, who had taken my hand in his. I hadn’t noticed.
 
   “I’m her employer,” Phillip said. “This is a specialised team she works with in her art crime investigation cases.”
 
   “They are also my friends.” I wasn’t going to hide behind Phillip’s diplomacy. “Francine and Vinnie are my best friends. And Colin is—”
 
   I didn’t know how to finish the sentence. What was he to me?
 
   “—your boyfriend?” Nikki elbowed me in my side. Vinnie snorted a laugh and Colin lifted both eyebrows.
 
   This was far beyond my purview of social interaction. I stood frozen, not knowing how to address the expectation in Colin’s eyes. My mind raced, reaching for a path out of this quagmire.
 
   “You need to leave here now.” Desperate to escape the current topic, I allowed my tone to become a bit too harsh.
 
   “Well, you don’t need to be rude.” My mother put her hand on my father’s arm. “She hasn’t changed a bit.”
 
   “No, really.” I stepped forward, my suspicions becoming stronger by the second. “You need to leave. Now.”
 
   Phillip looked at me for a moment before he escorted my parents from the conference room.
 
   “What’s up, Jen-girl?” Vinnie walked around the table, but stayed close to the door, not invading my space.
 
   “Kubanov would only invite them here for a reason. He doesn’t do things without a purpose. My question is what is that reason? And what does he have planned for five o’clock?”
 
   “What makes you think he has something planned for five o’clock?”
 
   “He’s been investigating us. He knew things about Colin that no one else knew. Undoubtedly he investigated me and must have found out about the lack of any relationship between me and my parents. My mother didn’t win those tickets. Somehow Kubanov set it up for her to win that trip here. He also knew she would be at the concert at five.”
 
   “How did he know they would come earlier?” Francine asked. “And how did he know we—you—would be in the office today?”
 
   “That I don’t know. Maybe he’s been watching them and came to the conclusion that based on prior behaviour there is a large probability they would come earlier. The same with us working today.”
 
   “Five o’clock?” Colin asked.
 
   “He easily could’ve predicted I would challenge my parents’ presence and find out about the invitation. That would give me the time.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   My shoulders dropped a bit. “I don’t know. It’s here, but I don’t know what I’m looking at.”
 
   “You said his illness could’ve changed Kubanov. Maybe he just did this to fuck with your mind.”
 
   Francine slapped Vinnie hard on his arm. “Language. There’s an impressionable person in the room.”
 
   I was startled that I had completely forgotten about the young body pressed against mine. Nikki’s presence, her proximity was non-intrusive. Until she snorted. It was very unladylike and unsuitable for a person her age. “That is not the worst word I’ve ever heard.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter, young lady.” Francine gave Nikki a stern look. “Around here we talk like ladies.”
 
   Vinnie and Colin laughed, relieving some of the anxiety in the room.
 
   “We have less than six hours until five o’clock,” I said when the laughter had died down, and before Francine could argue with Vinnie about her ladylike behaviour. “I need to figure out what Kubanov has planned.”
 
   “Got it.” Francine grabbed Vinnie’s arm. “Come on, big guy. Let’s leave Genevieve to do her thing.”
 
   Vinnie allowed her to pull him to the door, but he turned back, a serious look on his face. “Those people aren’t your family, Jen-girl. We are.”
 
   “She’s going to say something about blood and genetics and biology.” Francine pointed a shiny brown nail at me. “Don’t you dare say that. Blood isn’t thicker than water. We are your family. Capiche?”
 
   “The density of blood really is thicker than water, Francine. You should know… Is this an expression?”
 
   “You bet your ass it is.” Vinnie winced when Francine slapped him again. “Sorry, punk. Jen-girl, you’re ours. Deal with it.”
 
   Francine blew me a kiss and winked at Nikki, then pulled Vinnie out the conference room. 
 
   “They’re right, you know?” Nikki eased away from me, enough to still feel her body heat, but no longer in full contact. The tension in my muscles decreased significantly.
 
   “About what?” I asked, distracted by the unidentified underpaintings.
 
   “The old guy, the big punk and the model treat you like family. Your parents don’t. I think the big punk is right.” She lifted one slender shoulder.
 
   “How do you know how families treat each other?” I asked.
 
   Colin stiffened next to me. “Jenny, um, maybe—”
 
   “I spent a lot of time with my friends in America.” Nikki didn’t look uncomfortable with the question, despite Colin’s concern. “I’m an only child and my father is—was—a big-time criminal, so I had to watch them to know what a family is like. They’re like you guys. Except you’re weird and they’re not.”
 
   Colin chuckled. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Mister Manny told me to wait here.”
 
   Things had been happening so fast, I hadn’t had time to consider all the questions around Nikki’s presence. “How long had you been waiting in here before I came in?”
 
   “Only a few minutes. Some police-type people fetched me yesterday and put me on a plane to come here. No one told me anything.” Any trace of light-heartedness disappeared, sadness taking its place. “Until you did. Thank you.”
 
   Colin looked at me. “Jenny, is this—”
 
   “—Monique, Hawk’s daughter.” 
 
   “Jesus.” He shook his head. I didn’t know if it was to erase his swearing, express his disbelief or to show his understanding of the complexity of this new development.
 
   “Do you want me to leave now?” Nikki’s question was soft and hesitant, as if not wanting an answer. Her eyes were on Colin and she moved back to be in full contact with me again. “I promise I’ll be quiet. You won’t even know I’m here. I won’t even move.”
 
   “That’s not possible.” I saw her expression and it took me less than a second to understand her disappointment. “I mean it is not possible to not move. You’ll move, but it’s okay. If you sit quietly somewhere and don’t disturb me while I think, I don’t mind.”
 
   “You sure, Jenny?”
 
   I nodded, already walking towards the paintings. In the background I heard Colin offer Nikki food, her voice eager when she accepted. At some point I heard Phillip’s deep voice, but I was too focussed on the underpaintings and what they could mean. These places had significance. Kubanov had researched not only me and Colin, but also my parents. He knew where I had been born and where I had been schooled. Then he had commissioned an artist to paint scenes from those places. Were the remaining paintings someone else’s residential history? If so, was it Colin’s? Someone else’s? I needed to check my suspicions.
 
   “Can I go with you?” Nikki’s voice stopped me at the door. I had forgotten about her.
 
   “Yes.” I walked to my office and heard her hurried footsteps following me. I swiped my key card to open the door to my viewing room.
 
   “Wow. This is supercool.” Nikki walked past me and turned in a circle, taking in the detail of my room. “You work here?”
 
   “This is my viewing room.” I sat down at the computer and opened an internet search engine. 
 
   “Can I sit here?” 
 
   I turned and saw Nikki at Colin’s desk. Her eyes kept wandering to a large sketchpad.
 
   “It’s Colin’s desk. You have to ask him.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I was wasting time answering her questions. “Oh, just come and sit here next to me.”
 
   From a drawer under my desk, I took a notepad and a pack of newly sharpened pencils and gave it to her as she settled in the office chair next to me. She looked small in the large chair. Her eyes widened when she took the notepad and pencils. “Awesome. Thanks.”
 
   About ten minutes later, I had confirmed my suspicion only fifty percent. That wasn’t confirmation. The glass door to the team room opened and Colin walked in. He stopped and looked in surprise at Nikki quietly drawing. His eyes narrowed when he focussed on the notepad and he walked closer.
 
   “This is really good.”
 
   “Oh, thanks.” Nikki gave him a quick smile and returned to the notepad.
 
   “I need Francine.” I got up and walked to the team room, Colin following me. “Actually, I need everyone.”
 
   “What have you got?”
 
   “I think I know the message behind the underpaintings.” 
 
   Francine stopped typing on her keyboard. “What is it?”
 
   “I don’t have enough data to support my suspicion, but I think Kubanov is targeting all of us.”
 
   “Where is she?” Manny walked into the team room and looked around. “Is Monique here?”
 
   “Nikki, and she is in my viewing room.”
 
   His posture relaxed a bit. “Oh, good. I was worried she ran away.”
 
   “Why would she do that?” I hadn’t observed any such intentional cues.
 
   “Why? Because she threatened to do it all the way from the airport. The officers who brought her here considered putting cuffs on her.”
 
   “They were total ass-wipes.” Nikki stood in the open door to my viewing room. She looked tense, her eyes shifting to me constantly.
 
   “Watch your language, young lady.” Francine looked at Nikki from under her brow, negating her severe look with a wink. “Come stand here and watch me work magic on the computer. What do you need, Genevieve?”
 
   “I need all of you to come with me to the conference room.” I walked to the door, not waiting for their responses. I knew they would follow me.
 
   “Do you need Phillip as well?” Francine asked as I stepped into the conference room.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’ll get him,” Manny said. “Don’t start without us.”
 
   While I was waiting for Manny and Phillip to join us, I studied each underpainting with my newfound suspicions. I felt cold when I recognised another painting. 
 
   “Okay, what did I miss?” Manny was standing at the far end of the conference table, next to Phillip. I quickly told him about my parents’ visit.
 
   “And you now think something is going to happen at five o’clock today?” Manny’s question came out forceful in its displeasure.
 
   “Yes. I also have a suspicion that these underpaintings are our history.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Vinnie asked, glaring at the paintings.
 
   “Three of these paintings show my life history.” I pointed at the first underpainting my mother identified. “This one is where I spent my elementary school years. That one is my high school years and that one is where I lived when I studied in Oxford. It is a cubist view of the street my apartment was in.”
 
   “Oh shit.” Francine walked along the wall. “What about the other fourteen paintings?”
 
   “There are five of you. I think each person has two or three underpaintings showing parts of your life.” I walked to a painting that I particularly liked. “From Manny’s biography on Interpol, I know he was born in Birmingham. In this painting you can see the Joseph Chamberlain Memorial Clock Tower.”
 
   “Holy hell.” Manny walked closer in long, angry strides. “That was my university.”
 
   “I know. I need you to look for buildings or landscapes that were part of your childhood or life in these paintings. I think there are two for each of you.” I was still speaking when everyone starting walked around the room, stopping at the paintings. None of the body language I observed was relaxed. I pulled out a chair and as soon as I sat down, Nikki was sitting next to me.
 
   “You won’t know I’m here.”
 
   “I know now you’re here. Your reasoning is flawed.”
 
   She leaned a bit closer to me. “You’re like totally weird, you know. But in like a really cool way.”
 
   “High praise coming from a teenager.” Colin sat down. He tried to disguise it, but I saw concern unlike any I’d observed before. “There are three paintings with places from my life. How did he get this, Jenny?”
 
   “That fucker is dead.” Vinnie sat down, but stood up again to pace along the length of the room. “He’s got my Aunt Theresa’s street there. I lived with her for some time when I was a kid. How the fuck did he know this?”
 
   Francine wasn’t correcting Vinnie’s use of swear words. She was pale as she stood in front of a painting. “This is my dad’s church.”
 
   One by one, everyone identified paintings depicting parts of their lives. Manny and Phillip had two paintings each, the rest of us had three. I didn’t know if that had meaning.
 
   “Okay, so now we know this sicko is after us. But we’ve known this all along.” Vinnie eventually calmed enough to sit down. He was still shifting a lot in his chair. “We also know something is going to happen at five. What would that be?”
 
   “I don’t know yet.” I felt powerless. The people in this room needed to be protected and I didn’t know from what. A ringtone sounded loudly in the room. 
 
   Manny took his smartphone from his jacket pocket. “It’s the results from the two statues. They were both printed. The lab says they could actually see the layers once they knew what to look for.”
 
   “Two statues?” Phillip asked. “I thought there was only the one from Colin’s safe house.”
 
   “Kubanov gave Jenny a Costa Rican Sukia figure.”
 
   Phillip drew a sharp breath. “Can I see it?” 
 
   “Here.” Manny handed him his phone after finding the photos he took in my apartment. 
 
   Phillip’s brows lifted high on his forehead. “This is the statue I bought for my parents the week before they died. I buried it with them. And I might have mentioned it to Angelique once.”
 
   “That bitch,” Francine muttered, scowling. “That was how Kubanov knew about this.”
 
   “When was that?” I asked softly. The pain on Phillip’s face was hurting me.
 
   “Twenty-three years ago. They died in a freak yachting accident.”
 
   Francine put her hand on Phillip’s arm and smiled sadly when he looked at her. “I’m sorry for your loss, Phillip.”
 
   Nothing else was said for a long time. I could clearly see everyone was overwhelmed by the knowledge that Kubanov knew so much about us. 
 
   “Back to work.” Manny slapped both hands on the table. “We will not let this arsehole scare us. We’re going to find out where that shipment is, Doc is going to Mozart her way into finding out Kubanov’s endgame and we’re going to put him away for life.”
 
   He stood up and waited until everyone was standing before he nodded and walked out the room.
 
   “Mozart is not a verb,” I said as I followed Colin out the conference room. “I wish people would stop using it as such.”
 
   “What do you guys do here? Are you like art cops?” Nikki asked from behind me. I looked around and saw her carrying her notepad. Had she been drawing even in the bad light of the conference room?
 
   “Something like that.” Colin nodded at her notepad. “I suggest you pretend that you don’t hear anything we say here.”
 
   I watched the expressions on her face. Young people seldom had well-developed skills at deception and masking their emotions. On Nikki’s face I saw understanding of the situation. I wondered how many times Hawk had told her to pretend to not hear anything. How many times she had overheard crimes being planned. She nodded once as we entered my viewing room. I watched her sit down on the floor between two of my cabinets. She pulled a pencil from her ponytail and started drawing. 
 
   “Something about the woodwork doesn’t make sense.” I turned to Colin sitting next to me. “Why would Hawk have a workshop in his warehouse?”
 
   “My dad hated woodwork.” Nikki lifted her shoulders up to her ears in a classic tortoise posture, trying to disappear when we turned around to look at her. “Sorry, sorry. I’m not here. I don’t hear anything.”
 
   “No, wait. Have you been to your dad’s warehouse?” I asked.
 
   “Many times. There was never a workshop there.”
 
   “When is the last time you were there?”
 
   “The last time I was in the country. Nine months ago.”
 
   I looked at Colin. “It is possible that he had that installed more recently. To what end?”
 
   We turned back to face the monitors and discussed a few ideas, but none of them were viable. Either they were too farfetched to be considered as options or they didn’t fit Kubanov’s previous behaviour. 
 
   Nikki had said something that brought even more confusion to the case. If Hawk didn’t enjoy woodwork and he didn’t sell any wood products, what was all that equipment doing in his warehouse? We sorely lacked information on Tall Freddy and Dukwicz, and Francine couldn’t find a trace of the thousand five hundred printers. Added to that was the list of unconnected things bought with Colin’s credit card. Five o’clock was coming closer and I was running out of time to make sense of these disconnected pieces of information.
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   Three hours later I had gone over the case in my mind three times and still wasn’t any closer to answers. Nikki was still drawing quietly between the two cabinets. Colin was in the team room working with Vinnie and Francine, trying to locate the 3D printers. I didn’t like that I had started to doubt my conclusion that something was going to take place at five o’clock.
 
   There was something in those paintings I had not yet seen. I had no reason to be so convinced of it, and refused to call it a gut feeling. I needed the focus Mozart brought to my mind. It took me a few seconds to find the right track on my computer and another second for Mozart’s Symphony No. 40 in G minor to fill the viewing room with its dark beginning. 
 
   Five bars into the symphony, I remembered Phillip had sent me an email. I opened it to a five-line email informing me that Phillip’s museum contact had brought the handheld x-ray machine. It was in the conference room and had a simple instruction leaflet next to it. The museum contact hadn’t been interested in sacrificing another minute of his weekend to show Phillip how to operate it. Phillip, on the other hand, was too busy with clients to concern himself with it. 
 
   Without second thought, I got up and walked to the conference room. Again I switched on only the sunken ceiling lights, reasoning that one did not need a darkened room to see x-ray images. 
 
   On the table was a device that looked like a strange video camera. It had a screen that swivelled away from the body of the device just like a video camera. I picked up the leaflet, sat down and started reading. Operating it was surprisingly simple. I touched the machine and thought how far we had come in technology. The leaflet also claimed the benefits of using it in warzones, on site at car accidents and many more places. It even listed statistics on the safety of the radiation exposure. I felt safe.
 
   Following the instructions, I turned the x-ray machine on, changed the settings and aimed it at my hand. I couldn’t help the smile when I saw the bones joining my thumb to the rest of my hand. This technology was amazing. I moved it up to capture my wrist, but stopped there. There wasn’t time to play. I walked to the nearest painting, curious what I would discover.
 
   I aimed the x-ray device at the painting, but was too close. I took a step back and tried again, capturing a section of the bottom left hand corner. This time I saw an x-ray image of the painting on the screen, but that was not what caught my attention. It was the frame. I took another three images of the frame in different places.
 
   I didn’t want to believe what my eyes were seeing. My mouth lost all its moisture and my hands turned cold. I called up the Mozart symphony I had earlier listened to in my viewing room. It was imperative for me to not shut down.
 
   To confirm what I saw, I walked stiffly to the next painting. The strange purchases with the fake credit cards in Colin’s alias name made sense. My incoherent email about a frame of reference made sense. The wood glue, wires, duct tape and seventeen pagers made sense. The underpaintings going to the edges of the frames and preventing us from removing the frames made sense. As did the workshop with all the woodwork equipment in Hawk’s warehouse. 
 
   An involuntary whimper escaped when the next painting showed me the same as the previous one. Even to my untrained eye, it was shockingly obvious what I was looking at. With every new image, my muscles became more frozen, my mouth drying. Blackness pushed in from my peripheral view, but stayed there as I focussed harder on the first movement of Mozart’s symphony. With this work Mozart had set a new precedent, first using the accompaniment before introducing the theme. Later it was to become a favourite amongst Romantic composers.
 
   As if from a far distance, I heard Nikki call me, asking me if I was okay. I hadn’t known she was in the conference room with me. I couldn’t answer. It would take me away from Mozart and push me into the black void calling me. I heard her leave the conference room shouting for help. She sounded scared. I wanted to tell her to listen to Mozart. It would make her feel safe.
 
   “Jenny?” Colin’s hand on my arm was warm. I aimed all my attention on that warmth, forced my eyes away from the little screen I was staring at to look at his strong hand on my forearm. His grip was firm, his thumb rubbing gently. “Jenny, are you with me?”
 
   I nodded my head, but my stiff muscles turned it into a jerky movement. “Bombs. They are all bombs.”
 
   “What are all bombs?”
 
   I took a deep breath, looking only at Colin. I knew Vinnie and Francine were also in the conference room, but I couldn’t deal with them right now. The safe familiarity of Colin’s face was a good combination with Mozart. Even if he used a name as a verb. I pointed the x-ray device at a painting and swivelled the screen towards him.
 
   “The woodwork equipment was used to make specialised frames. Those frames are filled with what I suspect to be C4, maybe another explosive. No, it would have to be C4, because of the traces found in the warehouse by the woodwork equipment. Look at the wires and the small electronic device at the bottom of each frame. To me it looks like a pager. I don’t know how it will be set off, but I’m sure they are bombs.”
 
   “Are you saying all the paintings here are bombs?” Francine’s tone did not hold its usual sultry, relaxed quality.
 
   I nodded to confirm her repetition of what I had said.
 
   “Motherfucker.” Vinnie ran out of the room after a quick apology to Nikki.
 
   “We have to leave.” Colin got up. “Come on, Jenny. We’re leaving this place right now. Francine, take Nikki and get out of here. We’ll meet you at the cars.”
 
   “Someone has to tell Edward.” I allowed Colin to push me towards the door, thinking that Manny would have the bomb technician’s contact details. 
 
   “I’m not leaving without Doc G.” Nikki’s voice was soft, but stubborn.
 
   “Not now, Nikki.” Colin lowered himself a little to be closer to her height. “I’m getting Jenny out of here. You go with Francine. We will not leave you alone. We stick together. Got it?”
 
   Nikki looked at me, fear in her eyes.
 
   “Go with Francine. I’ll be out soon.” Why was this girl connecting with me? On top of everything else, I couldn’t carry that responsibility as well. I was relieved when she nodded once and left with Francine, who was talking on her phone, her tablet tucked under her arm.
 
   “What are you doing?” Colin held his hand out to me. “Let’s go.”
 
   I was walking towards the offices where I knew a few employees were working today. “We need to evacuate the whole building. Maybe even the street. I don’t know the projections of the damage if all those explosives were to be detonated.”
 
   “Vinnie’s gone to tell Phillip. They will take care of the office. Edward will take care of the rest. Come on, Jenny.” The urgency in his voice sent another blast of adrenaline through my body, this time fuelling my muscles. It took us three minutes to take the stairs down and meet Francine and Nikki on the other side of the street, next to Colin’s SUV. We joined them on the far side of the vehicle and Nikki immediately moved to my side, not quite touching me, but very close. 
 
   I took a deep, calming breath. “Where’s Vinnie?”
 
   “There.” Colin pointed at the front door of the building. Vinnie was walking towards us with long strides, holding a smartphone ahead of him as if it was leading him. He had a laptop in his other hand.
 
   “Take this.” He shoved the phone in my hands. “The old man wants to talk to you.”
 
   “Put it on speakerphone,” Colin said as Francine moved closer. She took the laptop from Vinnie with a nod. There were too many people surrounding me. I put up my hand holding the phone.
 
   “Please give me some space.”
 
   Nikki moved behind me, her logic amusing. If I couldn’t see her, I wouldn’t feel crowded. I still felt her body heat against my back, but didn’t say anything. Francine and Vinnie took a step back and the tightness around my throat and chest eased. I pressed the speakerphone button on the touchscreen.
 
   “Manny, we’re all here and you’re on speakerphone.”
 
   “What the bloody hell is going on, Doc? Phillip tells me there is a frigging bomb in the office?”
 
   “Make that seventeen bombs, Millard.” Colin leaned a bit closer to the smartphone in my hand. “Hawk used that woodwork equipment to make frames that he filled with C4 and pagers. All the forged paintings in the conference room have them. Jenny saw it on the x-ray images.”
 
   “Holy fucking hell.” 
 
   “Nikki is here, Manny.” Francine was overly concerned about the use of strong language in front of Nikki. I would have to ask her about this.
 
   “Where are you?” I asked Manny instead. This was more important.
 
   “On my way back to you. I was in a meeting with the bigwigs. Doc, are you sure about what you saw?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I also saw it, Millard. Those are bombs.”
 
   “Hellfire.” He cleared his throat. “Okay, Edward is on his way. He should be there soon. Doc, I want you get in your car and drive to the bottom of the street.”
 
   “Only me?”
 
   He grunted loudly. “No, take all the criminals with you. And keep this bloody phone close to you in case I need to speak to you again.”
 
   The phone went quiet and I looked up. Colin had the back door open and was gesturing at Nikki to get in. Only when I opened the passenger door and got in did she get into the back. Vinnie got in on one side of her, Francine on the other. They had scarcely closed the doors when Colin drove down the street.
 
   He double-parked next to a white sedan, the SUV still running. 
 
   “This doesn’t make sense.” I pulled at the seatbelt across my chest. 
 
   “What doesn’t make sense?” Colin shifted in his seat to look at me.
 
   “The bombs explain all those things bought with your credit cards. It’s another way of setting you up. It also explains the workshop in Hawk’s warehouse.”
 
   “But?” Colin asked when I stopped speaking. I needed to think. There was a thread through all this and I needed to find it.
 
   “Those bombs had no guarantee to kill all of us. Manny went to a meeting. What if Colin had gone out again for food, or Vinnie had gone to meet one of his contacts? What if none of us were in the office? That plan is flawed.”
 
   No one spoke. They were giving me the silence I needed to reach into my mind for that elusive piece of information. I closed my eyes and allowed Mozart’s energetic fifth symphony to blast through my mental barriers at full volume. 
 
   “The numbers!” I bounced in my seat, pushed my sleeve up my arm and showed it to Colin. “He told me that there was more to the tattoo. That there were layers to uncover.”
 
   “It gave us that website, rousseaus.hin.org.”
 
   I had made the mistake of stopping at that revelation, not looking for another layer of information. Mozart’s symphony had brought it to my consciousness. “If you take the .org away and scramble the letters, it gives us two words: Russian House.”
 
   “No fucking way.” 
 
   “Vinnie!” Francine’s reprimand went with a loud slap.
 
   “Sorry, punk.” He didn’t sound contrite.
 
   Colin pulled into the street as the sound of sirens came closer. “Are you saying he is organising all this in the place where it started? Rather poetic.”
 
   “I don’t see poetry in that.” Only psychology. “That was the first place he was faced with me, with us. If still true to his profile, he would have seen that as an unacceptable humiliation and it is the place he would want to right the balance.”
 
   “You should be telling Manny this,” Francine said from the back. She was right. I phoned Manny and put him on speakerphone.
 
   “What’s up, Doc?” Manny answered after the first ring. I didn’t know why Vinnie and Nikki snickered at his greeting.
 
   I told him my discovery. “Do you know who the developer is who bought the Russian House?”
 
   Manny gave a name amidst a lot of swearing.
 
   “This developer was registered two years ago by another company which is one of Hawk’s lesser-known companies,” Francine said. I twisted around and saw her working on her laptop, while Nikki was holding the tablet at an angle for Francine to see. 
 
   The tablet trembled in Nikki’s hand. I looked up and saw her face drained of colour. Someone was going to have to give this child guidance through the unorthodox double world her father had lived in. His role as a father had been significantly more benign than any other role he had taken on. 
 
   Colin was driving increasingly faster. I turned back to face the front, wanting to be under the full protection of my safety belt and the airbag.
 
   “We’ll be there in about three minutes,” Colin said as he took a corner skilfully, but very fast. I gripped the side of my seat with my free hand.
 
   “I’m five minutes out,” Manny said. “Wait for me. And for the love of Pete, don’t do anything stupid.” 
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   I stared at the stately mansion in front of us. The Russian House. The walls were a brilliant white against the afternoon summer sun, the once carefully landscaped gardens neglected and overgrown with weeds. The windows were dark and empty. An abandoned atmosphere clung to the house. I huffed inwardly at my irrational thoughts. I was imprinting my knowledge on what I was seeing. Just because I was told the house had been empty didn’t mean it was. 
 
   Being here brought back a flood of frightening memories from a year ago. It had been three hundred and forty-seven days since the night I entered this house to catch a man working for Kubanov, killing students all over Europe. My mouth was dry and my throat tight.
 
   We were standing outside the car at the entrance gate, waiting for Manny. The sound of a racing car engine announced his arrival. As soon as he stopped and turned off the car, he jumped out. “Move back, people.”
 
   It took a few threats before we were all stationed on the other side of the street, the vehicles a barrier between us and the house. Manny was still berating us for being so close to a possible bomb site when GIPN arrived in three black vehicles. They were an emergency response unit, the equivalent of a SWAT team. Officers dressed in black uniforms exited the vehicles with military efficiency. I recognised the team leader, Daniel, from our last case and nodded when he greeted me. I didn’t want to be here.
 
   GIPN went into immediate action, trained to almost choreographed perfection. They set up surveillance, analysed heat signatures from inside the house and sent in two teams when they determined no one was inside. All the while, I was trying to understand this new development unfolding in front of me. I had the added challenge of Nikki staying close to my side at all times. Fortunately, she didn’t speak.
 
   “The house is clear, guys.” Daniel walked across the street an hour later, unfastening his helmet strap. “We’ve checked every nook and cranny of that house. There’s no one there. We’ve also checked for explosives. Our dogs picked up nothing.”
 
   “Is there something inside the house? Furniture? Paintings?” Maybe Kubanov had left a message for me.
 
   “There is one painting in the ballroom, but that’s it. Nothing else. It’s a ghost house.”
 
   “Can we go inside?” I needed to see that painting.
 
   “Sure.” Daniel waved two of his team members over. “We’ll accompany you.” 
 
   “Have you checked the painting for explosives and wires?” I was thinking not only of the bombs in the office, but also when Kubanov had fitted bombs to paintings six months ago, once nearly killing me and another time injuring Manny. 
 
   “Checked and cleared, Doctor Lenard.” 
 
   “Genevieve,” I said absently. When I took my first step to follow Daniel, I became aware of Nikki right next to me. I stopped and looked at her.
 
   “I don’t want to stay here alone,” she said. I continued to look at her, but she didn’t waver. She stared back. “Don’t leave me.”
 
   “I’m not leaving you. I want you safe. There are a lot of police here to protect you. If you go inside, I will be distracted and I might miss something important. Please wait here for me. I will come back.”
 
   “Promise me.”
 
   There wasn’t time to argue with her, and there was definitely no time to ask her why she had chosen me to become attached to. I nodded stiffly. “I promise. Now please wait inside the car.”
 
   Relief relaxed all the muscles in her face when I gave her my word. She believed me, and I knew she would wait in the car. Without checking to see if she went to the SUV, I turned and walked with Colin to the front door. The thirty metres it took us to get there I used preparing myself. I didn’t want to spend time and energy analysing the expressions I had seen on Colin’s face observing Nikki and me interacting.
 
   Daniel and the others had already entered through the front door. I hesitated. Dread of what I might find inside settled in my chest like a growing rock. Colin’s hand closed around my elbow and immediately I felt grounded, no longer as terrified. His hand moved down to cover my fist. He waited until I opened my hand and intertwined his fingers with mine. He was with me.
 
   We walked through the door, the view spectacular with a winding staircase leading to a landing overlooking the foyer. Dust dulled the previously shiny surfaces and I spotted a few spider webs. I looked away from the accumulated dirt with a shudder and followed the sound of voices towards the back of the house.
 
   As I remembered, there were seven large rooms downstairs. This house was perfect for entertaining, but was now an empty husk. Our footsteps echoed through the house, Manny’s voice bouncing off the walls as he spoke to Daniel about the search. From Daniel’s response, they had systematically gone through the house. There was no faulting their technique and I felt comfortable he was telling the truth.
 
   If Kubanov wasn’t here, why the five o’clock message? Why the clue leading us to the Russian House? 
 
   We entered the largest room on the ground floor, the ballroom. Objectively speaking, it would be a pity for a house of such beauty to be demolished. It was spacious, elegant and reminded me of a black and white movie Vinnie had watched on my large-screen television. Yet the irrational emotions in me insisted demolishing this house sounded like a good idea.
 
   “What do you make of this, Doc?” Manny was standing in front of a painting. He moved to the side and presented the painting with an extravagant hand gesture. “Another bloody Braque painting.”
 
   On the wall was another reproduction, another forgery, of Braque’s Harbour of Normandy. I never wanted to see that painting again for as long as I lived. I stepped closer, pulling Colin with me. “Is it a forgery by the same artist who forged the paintings in your safe house and my apartment?”
 
   Colin leaned in and nodded. “Yup, looks like the same work.”
 
   “Can we remove it from the wall?” I asked.
 
   “Sure. I’ll do it.” Daniel carefully lifted the painting away from the wall and checked the back. “Nothing here.”
 
   Colin held out his hand and took the painting, turning it around. “It has brown paper at the back. No canvas, no painting. Vin, could you go get my camera from the SUV?”
 
   “Done. I’ll check on the little punk as well.”
 
   I had forgotten about Nikki and was glad Vinnie hadn’t. I returned my attention to the painting in Colin’s hands. “Do you think there is an underpainting on the painting itself?”
 
   “I have no idea. We’ll check.”
 
   Daniel’s radio crackled and he left the room. Colin tore the brown paper from the back, revealing nothing strange. He hung the painting back on the wall with an annoyed sigh. I took a step back from the painting, tilted my head and looked for anything out of the ordinary. 
 
   “Do you see something strange?” Francine asked. “Because I really don’t.”
 
   “It’s an exact replica. Not a brilliant one, but exact.” Colin folded his arms. Before he could say anything else, Daniel stepped back into the room.
 
   “We have a hostage situation downtown. Do you guys still need us here?”
 
   “I’ve got it from here,” Manny said. “You go ahead and do your job.”
 
   “I’ll leave two uniforms to keep watch from the gate until you are ready to leave. The other team is on standby if you need anything.” Daniel was already walking out the room. “Call and they’ll be where you need them.”
 
   “Thanks, Daniel.”
 
   I didn’t think Daniel heard Manny. His face told me he was already analysing the hostage situation. I looked at the painting again. “There has to be something here.”
 
   “Here’s the light, dude.” Vinnie walked into the room, holding out the digital camera. “I brought the little punk with me. Hope it’s okay with you, Jen-girl.”
 
   “I know you know I’m here, but I’ll be so quiet, you’ll forget.” Nikki walked to the window and leaned against the low windowsill. I looked at her for a few seconds. When I could see no fear or indicators of distress, I nodded and turned back to the painting. Outside GIPN’s vehicles started up and raced away.
 
   “There’s too much light in this room to take a good photo.” Colin tilted the camera in his hand. At half past six in summer the sun was still high enough to provide a lot of natural light. In this case it was not welcomed.
 
   “We can close the shutters.” Nikki raised her shoulders towards her ears when we looked at her. “Sorry. I’m not here.”
 
   “She’s right. The shutters are operated from here.” Francine pointed at the switches by the door frame. I had assumed they were all for the lights. “Let’s check if it will work.”
 
   A whirring sound brought a smile to Francine’s face when she flipped one of the switches. The shutters closed slowly, gradually casting the room into shadow, adding an eerie atmosphere to the empty space. Colin waited until the shutters were completely closed, the room in semi-darkness before aiming the camera at the painting to take a photo. Confusion was on his face when he looked at the display screen.
 
   “Nothing. Huh.” He took the painting from the wall, turned it around and took another photo. “Again, nothing.”
 
   “Then why are we here and why is the painting here?” Francine flipped the switches to open the shutters. Late afternoon light streamed back into the room, showing the dirt on the floor and dead insects on the windowsills. Except for Nikki pretending to not be here, everyone turned to the painting. Studied and tense silence filled the room.
 
   “Isn’t it nice to have you all gathered here,” a familiar raspy voice said from the door to the hallway. Adrenaline flushed my system, making my hands and feet cold, drying my mouth and bringing black panic into my peripheral view. Kubanov was here. He chuckled. “Just as I hoped.”
 
   As one, Manny and Vinnie reached for their weapons. At the same moment Colin pushed me behind him, placing himself between me and Kubanov. 
 
   “Ah, ah, ah.” Kubanov’s warning reminded me of when he was in my bedroom. I looked around Colin to see what Kubanov was doing. He had a handgun in each hand, waving them for emphasis. He pointed one gun at Manny and one at Vinnie. “Drop those guns and kick them towards me.”
 
   Manny and Vinnie hesitated. They were a few steps away from me, closer to Kubanov. I was looking at their backs and had no idea what was going on in their minds.
 
   “Now!” Kubanov’s order echoed through the empty house. Nikki whimpered. She was standing frozen by the window. Alone. Kubanov stepped into the room. “Do it now or he gets it.”
 
   He delivered his threat with a backwards nod, and Dukwicz walked into the room, pushing Phillip ahead of him. Dukwicz held a handgun in one hand, a semi-automatic machine gun slung over his shoulder. Phillip looked terrible. His bespoke suit jacket was missing a sleeve, his cheek was cut and his white shirt bloody from the wound still oozing a thin stream of blood down his jaw and neck. Oddly, his silk tie was still perfectly positioned. I had given that tie to Phillip on my first Christmas working for him.
 
   Two loud clangs on the floor jerked my attention away from the tie. Manny and Vinnie kicked their guns towards Kubanov. He walked closer and kicked the guns to the far side of the room. “Okay, now you will all play nice with me. I want your phones. All mobile devices. On the floor and kick them towards me.”
 
   My smartphone was still in my handbag in my viewing room, but all the others had brought theirs. One after the other smartphones fell to the floor and slid across the room towards Kubanov. 
 
   The shaking started in my hands. Then it moved up my arms, down my legs, through my torso. I had to bite down hard on my jaw to prevent my teeth from chattering.
 
   Kubanov tilted his head to one side. “Genevieve?”
 
   I hated the way he pronounced my name.
 
   “She didn’t bring her phone,” Colin said.
 
   “Did I ask you?” Kubanov asked, then turned around and hit Phillip across the face with the butt of the gun. A gash opened up on Phillip’s other cheek, blood running down his face. He grunted, but stood stiffly upright. Kubanov turned back to us, his guns trained on Manny and Colin. “No one speaks unless I ask them to. No one moves unless I instruct them to. Tell them what will happen, Dukwicz.”
 
   “I will strangle this nice old man with his fancy tie.” Dukwicz’s risorius muscles stretched his lips into a cruel sneer. It lifted the already raised skin of his scar, filling his expression with malice. “I will do it slowly so you can watch every expression, Doctor Lenard. You like watching expressions, don’t you?”
 
   Darkness closed in on me. I couldn’t afford to close my eyes, finding calm in Mozart. Phillip needed me. He looked at me, his expressions unguarded. He let me see his anger, his determination and his pride. That was enough for me to fight back the darkness to the very edges of my vision. I didn’t know what to do, but I would not let him down.
 
   Kubanov had threatened Phillip’s life if anyone talked, but I needed Kubanov to talk. I needed to study his expressions. The little that I noticed through my haze of panic didn’t make sense. I also needed him to communicate so I could find a way to talk him out of executing whatever plan he had made.
 
   “Stop thinking so hard, Genevieve. The two cops outside are sleeping nicely on the front lawn, so screaming for help is pointless. All the bushes, trees and large garden? The neighbours won’t hear you either. And GIPN is nicely occupied with their hostage situation. There is also a second situation—a bank robbery.” His smile didn’t look right. “Oh, don’t worry. It is a real hostage situation and a real bank robbery. I think one hostage has already been killed. You see, I’ve been planning this carefully. I didn’t want any interruptions.”
 
   Again Kubanov waved his guns. “Let’s get this started. Everyone except Genevieve and the little girl turn around and slowly walk backwards towards me. If you try anything, Dukwicz will shoot Phillip and strangle Genevieve with his blood-soaked tie.” 
 
   I had a view of everyone’s backs. The stiffening of their muscles told me no one agreed with this option. I couldn’t see any way around it. It was clear that Kubanov was applying a battle tactic—divide and conquer. He wanted me separated from everyone else. I didn’t want Phillip to be killed because my friends were trying to protect me.
 
   “Genevieve.” Kubanov waited until I was completely focussed on him. “You know I will do it. And I will enjoy it. Tell your friends to do as they are told.”
 
   “Do it.” My voice came out as a whisper so soft, I had to clear my throat. “Do what he says. Please.”
 
   “Jenny.” Colin spoke softly through his teeth, but the sound travelled through the empty room. Kubanov immediately responded by elbowing Phillip in the stomach. I whimpered. 
 
   “This is the very last warning.” Kubanov’s calm demeanour as he faced us was more frightening than the cruelty evident on Dukwicz’s face.
 
   “Please do what he says,” I whispered. Phillip was gasping for air as he pulled himself up. I couldn’t bear making him suffer any more than this. 
 
   Slowly, the four people in front of me, my friends, turned around to face me and walked backwards. The dominant expression on their faces was rage. I didn’t think they were only angry with Kubanov. Being powerless would make these strong personalities go on immediate offense. The problem was they couldn’t do anything, not without knowing what was happening behind them. 
 
   “That’s enough.” Kubanov said when they were about a metre and a half from him. “Now get onto your knees. On your knees! Now!”
 
   My mind was simultaneously bombarded with information and distracted by intense emotional distress. I couldn’t believe I had just asked my friends to go towards their own execution. The emotions crossing their faces were too many to process. In total contrast, Kubanov’s face rendered very little information. He was moving with difficulty, yet I saw no indicators of pain.
 
   I watched my friends slowly lower themselves onto their knees. Despite their positions, there was not one nonverbal cue of surrender or submission to be seen. Not even on Francine’s pale features. On Kubanov’s face there was no glee, no anger, no disgust, no rage, nothing. It didn’t make sense.
 
   “Join them.” Kubanov waved one of his guns at Phillip, pointing to the others. “On your knees next to them. Dukwicz, you know what to do.”
 
   Until a year ago, I had only studied white-collar criminals. My exposure to malice, murderous intent and psychosis had been purely academic. In a textbook of abnormal criminal psychology, I had once seen a smile as vicious as the one on Dukwicz’s face. He pushed Phillip hard enough to make him stumble forward and fall onto his knees next to Manny. Phillip straightened slowly with as much dignity as he could. He was in pain.
 
   “You.” Kubanov pointed his gun at Nikki, who gasped. “Go join Genevieve.”
 
   Nikki didn’t need a second invitation. She ran to my side and plastered herself against me. The physical contact was distracting, but it also grounded me in a peculiar manner. I moved slightly to put myself in front of her.
 
   “Now isn’t this cosy.” Kubanov moved to the side, giving Dukwicz space. The scarred man was holding the semi-automatic machine gun in his other hand. My five friends had four guns, one of which could shoot dozens of bullets per minute, aimed at their heads. As loud and powerful as I could, I mentally started playing Mozart’s Flute Concerto No. 2 in D Major. I needed as much calming and clarity as I could muster. This concerto gave me both.
 
   “It’s me you want. Let them go.” My voice was stronger than I felt.
 
   “No, my dear Genevieve.” He pointed the gun at Vinnie’s head. I noticed the different-looking surface of a common SIG Sauer. “What I want is not to let you die. I want you to watch your friends die. Then you can live the rest of your life with that image in your mind. You can spend hours listening to your beloved Mozart, wondering how you did not see that I was setting this up for you to come to me. How you did not figure out that I was going to fuck with your genius little head by erasing the only people in your life you care about. How you will be the reason they are all dead.”
 
   “Why do you want me to suffer?”
 
   “Why not?” He laughed and unsurprisingly started coughing. His throat sounded raw. I wished for Manny’s experience, Phillip’s wisdom and Colin’s charm. I had none of that. All I had was my skills and those were failing me. I couldn’t read Kubanov’s expressions. He smiled, but the muscle movement was not right. He caught his breath and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I had myself a little treat this morning. Want to know how I spoiled myself?”
 
   The change in his voice told me that there was more to the word ‘spoiled’ than a luxury activity. He was waiting for my answer.
 
   “How did you spoil yourself?”
 
   “I went for a rather expensive cosmetic treatment. The woman was quite confused why I wanted Botox injected all over my face.” He tilted his head and gave another strange smile. I couldn’t interpret it. “I spoiled myself for you. You can’t read me. You see how well I know you? I also know that you don’t have a relationship with your parents, so doing something wicked to them wasn’t going to touch you. But these… these people? Well, them you like. Maybe you even love them. I don’t know why you would, but I’ve seen the way you look at them. They are your weakness. These people and your mind.”
 
   I felt paralysed. Not from my inability to read him, but from fear for my friends. Kubanov moved away from Vinnie, but both the guns in his hands were still pointed at the kneeling people facing me. Their expressions I could easily read, but I didn’t want to. I had seen the trust on all of their faces and it was too much responsibility to carry. Narrowing my focus on Kubanov alone made the situation marginally more bearable.
 
   “Yes,” he continued, glee in his voice, but not on his face. “I knew taking away your only weapon would turn you into a non-equal. You can’t read my face and that is making you suffer. You don’t know what to do, do you?”
 
   “No, I don’t. You’re right. I have nothing without my skills. At this moment, I only understand your words.” When my lie came out weak and believable, I almost cried. 
 
   People think they only communicate with facial expressions and hand gestures. They forget about the rest of their bodies. A lot of people learn to control the typical folding of arms or putting of hands on hips, but no one can control innate gestures. Tiny cues that were telling me Kubanov was really planning on killing my friends. Changing my focus from his face to the rest of his body empowered me. It gave me irrational hope that I could turn this situation around.
 
   “Your body is dying, and you would like to blame someone else for this. I am an easy, convenient target.” I ignored Manny’s soft, but sharp intake of air. “What cancer do you have?” 
 
   “Esophageal cancer, stage four. It has spread.”
 
   “Prognosis?”
 
   “I have a few months at most.” His laugh was wheezy, painful. “I knew I wouldn’t live forever, but I expected to die at the hand of someone else. Some young upstart killing me to take over from me. Not my body turning against me.”
 
   “I am—”
 
   “No. Enough psychobabble from you. Your intellect makes you fun to talk to, but you distract me from my true purpose.” He pushed the gun in his right hand against the back of Colin’s head. “Who cares what little bits of information you want from me? I’m not going to confess all my sins to you, Genevieve. No. I’m going to kill your friends one by one and you are going to tell me which one to start with.”
 
   I didn’t know if the trembling I felt was from Nikki moving further behind me or from my own body bowing under the mental stress. Kubanov had found the perfect plan to not only torment me, but very possibly break my fragile mind. I could never make a decision such as he expected and live with that. No amount of rationalisation would ever heal the wounds inflicted. Darkness beckoned me to its safe comfort. 
 
   “Genevieve!” Kubanov was pointing his gun at Francine’s head now. I had not seen him move. Whether strength or fear, I didn’t know, but I managed to push away the panic, pull back my shoulders and look at Kubanov. He stroked Francine’s hair with the gun barrel. “This one first? She’s a good hacker, but apart from that she’s pretty useless. Did you know she changed her last will and testament to include you?”
 
   He waited until I shook my head. I dared a look at Francine’s face. Once she had told me that she was not scared of dying. I didn’t see fear. I saw anger, determination and trust. I didn’t want her to die. 
 
   “Or shall we start with Phillip?” He slowly walked past my friends. “Vinnie? Maybe Manfred Millard would be a good start. I understand he’s always shouting at you. Hmm. No. I think we should maybe start with your lover. I’m still deeply disappointed that you coupled up with him. It would be a great joy for me to kill him first. I will finish the work I wasn’t able to when he visited me. But I will leave the choice up to you, Genevieve. Who shall I kill first?”
 
   My breathing was shallow and staggered. Gone was my ability to observe situations objectively, process the information, analyse it and make clearheaded decisions. All I could think of was how these people kneeling and looking at me with trust had changed my life. They had given me acceptance. They had given me friendship. They had given me a birthday party.  
 
   “Genevieve?” He pointed the guns from one to the next head. “Tell me who I should kill first. Choose.”
 
   I shook my head. I wanted this to end so we could all go to my apartment. Vinnie would cook and argue with Francine about spices. Manny would insult Colin and discuss politics with Phillip, and I would fret about fingerprints on my pristine surfaces. I wanted to go home and tell Colin how much I trusted him, how much I needed him. That I loved him.
 
   It was that knowledge, that desire to tell Colin that brought clarity to my thinking. In Kubanov’s sad desperation, he was attempting to take back control of his life. Cancer had taken his future from him, also his power. By forcing me to decide which friend was to die first, he was regaining a form of power. I didn’t want to give him that. I didn’t want him to know exactly how terrified I was at this moment. If I denied him that pleasure, the only power he had left was his guns. 
 
   “Choose!” Kubanov pushed the gun hard against Colin’s skull, moving his head forward. 
 
   “No.” The word came out barely audible. I didn’t know if I could act on my assessment. I might deny him the psychological power he wanted over me, but he still had a gun—a gun that could kill my friends. My breath stuttered. I swallowed. “I won’t… I will not choose. I refuse.”
 
   “You refuse?” His hands were shaking from the effort of aiming the two weapons for an extended period. He was the one who was weak—physically, but especially psychologically. He took two steps back, his guns aimed at Colin and Phillip. Dukwicz stepped to the side and back, placing him in the doorway. His body was communicating cues that he was planning to leave. I didn’t have time to think about that. Kubanov took another step back. “Hmm. This is a good distance, I think. Now I won’t get any brain matter on my shoes.”
 
   There was no warning contraction of the orbicularis oculi muscles under his eyes, no facial indicators, no other nonverbal cues. He just readjusted and pulled both triggers.
 
   An inhuman scream tore from my throat as darkness rushed in at me. I fought it back so I could protect my other friends. I wouldn’t let Kubanov kill more people. Not the ones I cared for. It took me only a heartbeat or two to regain control. When I was able to refocus, the scene in front of me was confusing. 
 
   No one was on their knees anymore. Vinnie and Colin were on top of Kubanov, who was lying on the floor screaming. Francine had dropped and rolled to the side, and Phillip was sitting on his heels, cradling his arm. Dukwicz was gone, Manny too. 
 
   They were all alive. How that happened, I didn’t know. All I knew was that I had failed them. My analysis, my actions had nearly got them killed. The guilt combined with the relief of seeing everyone still alive took all the power from my legs. I sank to the floor, my entire body shaking. I could feel the blackness, the rocking and keening looming, but I didn’t want to take my eyes off my friends. My alive friends. A millisecond before the blackness won, I irrationally wished for one of Vinnie’s breakfasts. 
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   “Jenny. Love, we’re safe.” 
 
   It was a scene that had played out many times before. Colin was rubbing my arms, calling me out of the warm, comforting darkness. I opened my eyes to movement and chaos around me. My breath caught and my heart sped up.
 
   “Hey. Don’t worry about them. Just focus on me.” 
 
   I tore my eyes away from all the black-uniformed figures moving in and out the ballroom. Colin was sitting against the wall of the room. I was on his lap, cradled against his chest. My throat was hurting as if I had been keening loudly for an extended period. I sat up and wrapped my arms around my torso in a full self-hug. I cleared my throat. “How long?”
 
   “You’ve been out for two hours.”
 
   “You’re alive.” I looked him over, but couldn’t see any injuries apart from the bruising he had acquired fighting with Vinnie. “How is that possible?”
 
   “Kubanov had two printed guns.” Colin’s smile was genuine. And malicious. “The piece of shit printed guns for himself, one of which exploded in his hand. He lost most of his fingers on that hand.”
 
   “And the bullets? Where did they go?” I was feeling awkward trying to see Colin’s face while sitting on his lap. “Um, can we stand?”
 
   “If you feel up to it.”
 
   I nodded and got up. Only if I was in a shutdown would I sit on a floor this dirty. Even though my legs felt unsteady, I preferred to stand. “The bullets?”
 
   “The one aimed at me hit the wall over there.” He stood up with ease and pointed at a wall between two tall windows. “He shot at me first. That was the gun that exploded in his hand. The shock made him pull the other trigger in reflex, or so Vinnie and Millard think. The gun was aimed at Phillip, but the shot went wide and nicked his arm. It’s only a superficial scratch. The paramedics already got him sorted out.”
 
   The fortuitous turnout of that event was hard to comprehend. “Where is Kubanov?”
 
   “Under heavy guard in hospital. Manny vowed to make sure he gets out of hospital and into a solitary confinement cell as soon as possible.” He took both my hands in his and pressed them against his heart. “I’m sorry you had to go through this, love. Are you okay?”
 
   I didn’t know. Watching two of the most important people in my life being shot, thinking they were going to die, was not something I had thought to ever deal with. How did one process such an experience?
 
   “Are you sure Kubanov is under guard?”
 
   “There’s no way in bloody hell he’s getting away, Doc,” Manny said from behind me. I turned. On his face was not only concern, but his usual expression lines were more pronounced. 
 
   “If Kubanov is locked up, I will be okay.” I hoped. The movement around us was distracting. Something about the body language of the people in the room caught my attention. “What or who are they looking for? Oh wait, where is Dukwicz?”
 
   The lines around Manny’s mouth deepened. “The bastard is gone. And he took a bunch of printers with him.”
 
   “When Kubanov’s gun exploded, Dukwicz ran out,” Colin explained. “Millard followed him into a hidden passageway—” 
 
   “—which GIPN obviously didn’t find.” Manny grunted. “It was a door behind a door going to a tunnel parallel to the basement. To top it off, the tunnel is lined with a layer of glass that makes it impossible to catch their heat signatures while they are there. Bloody Russians and their secret tunnels.”
 
   “Why didn’t you catch him or shoot him?” It was hard to believe I was asking questions containing such violent action.
 
   “My little revolver was like a fart against his submachine gun thunder.” He nodded when I smiled at his analogy. It was amusing in a dark way. “He got away from me, jumped in a van packed with boxes and raced away. I phoned Daniel, who got GIPN back here. Dukwicz disappeared. There is a continent-wide alert out on him, but if they couldn’t find a trace of him with all the cameras in this city, then I’m not holding out much hope.” 
 
   “What was in the boxes? Did you see?”
 
   “Oh yes, I saw, Doc.” His lowered brow and flaring nostrils indicated anger. “Bloody 3D printers. The tunnel leads to the house across the street. In the basement are the printers we’ve been looking for. The problem is there are only a thousand two hundred and something printers. Dukwicz can’t have fitted more than one hundred printers in that van, so we don’t know where the other two hundred-odd printers are.”
 
   “This is not good.”
 
   “No, Doc, it isn’t. A killer-for-hire possibly now has the tools to print at least one hundred single-use guns a day. That is not good at all.”
 
   “Can we go now?” a soft voice asked from behind Colin. I looked past him and down. Not far from where we had been, Nikki hugged her knees to her chest, a small figure on the floor.
 
   “Why is she still here?” As soon as I asked this, Nikki’s expression told me that my tone had been too harsh. I inhaled deeply. “I’m wondering why no one took you to a safer, more comfortable place.”
 
   “She refused to leave.” Colin moved to stand next to me, holding one of my hands in a tight grip. He was smiling at Nikki. It was genuine, warm. “Not even Vinnie could convince her to go help him cook. She kept me company. We had a really nice chat.”
 
   I looked at Nikki, not sure what to think. Even though there was a wealth of growth in the pre-frontal cortex of the teenage brain, it was hugely underdeveloped. Adolescents were not astute in weighing outcomes, forming judgements and controlling impulses and emotions. Yet from the little I had observed in Nikki, I didn’t think she was a typical teenager. That was partly what confounded me. The other part was the trust written in her nonverbal cues when she looked at me.
 
   “Yeah, but now I’m really hungry.” She stood up. “And I would like to leave this place. It’s creepy and it bites, like big time.”
 
   I didn’t understand all of her wording, but the meaning was clear. “Vinnie is cooking?”
 
   “And Francine has gone to help him,” Colin said with a smile. “Phillip went home to change, but he’ll meet us for dinner. Vinnie and Francine didn’t appreciate being in such close proximity to dozens of law enforcement officers. They left as soon as they felt everything was under control.”
 
   Manny grunted and mumbled something under his breath. “Well then, let’s go. Nikki is not the only one who’s hungry. That criminal had better have made enough food.”
 
   They didn’t give me time for any more questions, or to greet and thank Daniel. Manny stalked ahead of us out the house to his car. Colin had an unbreakable grip on my hand, leading me out of the mansion and waiting impatiently for me to get into his SUV. Nikki followed us silently and was in the backseat before I got in the vehicle.
 
   On the way home, Colin told me how quickly GIPN and the paramedics had arrived. I smiled when he told me Francine had insisted that the paramedics leave Kubanov to bleed to death. Apparently she had cursed a lot without once apologising to Nikki. That elicited a derisive snort from the backseat.  
 
   It was a feeling of great relief that settled over me when we stopped in front of my apartment building. Manny parked behind us and we went up to my apartment together. It was a novel experience to have Manny and Colin this close and not exchanging insults. 
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Manny said as we walked into my apartment. He scowled at the food Vinnie was putting on my dining room table. “It’s bloody half past nine at night.” 
 
   “If you want to eat something else, go somewhere else, old man.” Vinnie put a serving plate with cheeses on the table. I didn’t know how he had known, but Vinnie was busy cooking breakfast. He smiled at me. “Good to see you, Jen-girl.”
 
   “Hey girlfriend,” Francine called from the kitchen. “I’m making tea. I don’t think we need coffee or any more stimulation.”
 
   Phillip was seated at the table. With the exception of his injuries, not a hair was out of place. I walked to him, studying his face. “Are you well?”
 
   “I might have a few more grey hairs, but I’m fine.” His smile turned into a wince when his muscle movement jolted the cuts on his cheeks. Small butterfly plasters covered both wounds, bruises already starting to show. He lowered his head. “I’m really fine, Genevieve. Are you?”
 
   I sat down in the chair opposite his and dropped my face into my hands. Not only did I want to hide my expressions from their concerned looks, but I didn’t want to cry in front of them. They seemed so strong, so normal. Having everyone in my apartment brought home how dire the situation had been. How different the outcome could have been. How my actions had almost caused their deaths. I seldom indulged in hypothesizing possible and probable outcomes, but this moment was too overwhelming.
 
   A chair was moved closer to mine and familiar arms pulled me closer. I buried my face in Colin’s chest, my whole body shaking with silent sobs. It took a few minutes and a whole page of Mozart’s Flute Concerto in D Major to feel ready to face everyone. After a few shaky breaths, I straightened.
 
   “What do you need from us?” Colin asked quietly, wiping a stray tear from my cheek.
 
   “Normality.” I needed my routines. I needed to know these people were safe, no matter how annoying their behaviour was at times. I looked at Colin. “I need you.”
 
   “You have all of us, Jenny.” A soft smile smoothed out the tense lines around his eyes and mouth. He leaned closer. “And you have me. Always. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “Oh hell. Just kiss her and get it over with, Frey.” The discomfort in Manny’s voice chased away the last of my tears. I shifted in my chair, moving away from Colin. Manny shook his head. “No? Well then, let’s eat.”
 
   The normality of sharing a meal in my apartment with them settled my turbulent emotions. I knew it would take some time for me to work through the impact of the last year, this week, and especially this day’s events.
 
   “So Doc, what do you think?” Manny looked at me and I saw he knew I had not been listening. He was going to have to repeat his question. “Putting those bombs in the frames was smart, but having those underpaintings wasn’t. What if we had looked at the underpaintings with x-rays from the very beginning? We would have caught on to his plan much sooner.”
 
   “There are a lot of what-ifs, Manny.” Phillip only spoke that slowly when he was warning me to think before I spoke. This time his warning was directed at Manny. “There is no sense in blaming anyone.”
 
   “I’m not blaming anyone. I’m asking Doc why Kubanov would have done something so stupid.”
 
   I considered my answer before I spoke. “Either he did it in the hope that we would find it. He would’ve gotten pleasure from our fear alone. It also would’ve served as another clue in the game he was playing with us.”
 
   “Or?” 
 
   “Or he became careless. Over the course of this case, there were a few instances when I thought him to have been surprisingly negligent. But even that could’ve been strategic.”
 
   Manny pushed out his bottom lip, nodding slowly. He put a croissant on his plate with jerky movements. “To make us think he was changing or losing his mind when he wasn’t. Not that I care anymore. He’s going to be alone until his cancer kills him. I will make sure he has no access to media. He will not be able to enjoy any coverage his case is going to get.” 
 
   “Good.” Dying in obscurity would be true punishment for Kubanov. I also reached for a croissant, and wondered where Vinnie found fresh croissants at this time of the night. He came from the kitchen with another basket of croissants and a jar of juice. He sat down next to Nikki, and winked at her. Surrounded by this many alpha personalities, she was quiet and watchful.
 
   “Doc?” Manny looked annoyed. “I’m not a face-reader like you, but are you feeling guilty?”
 
   I couldn’t control the shiver that went down my spine.
 
   “You are!” Manny leaned forward and shook a knife at me. “For someone so smart, you can be really daft sometimes.”
 
   “Manny.” Phillip’s voice was low.
 
   “No, she needs to listen carefully to me. I’ve been in this a lot longer than you. I’m the expert here. And I know that Kubanov would’ve pulled those triggers no matter what you said. You also know this. It is not your fault, Doc. None of us are to blame. He is just a sick fucker that is now going to die alone.”
 
   It was quiet in my flat. I considered Manny’s words and knew them to be true. Yet I knew that I was going to analyse this whole case to see if I could have done anything differently. I had to agree that the only person to blame was Kubanov. I stopped rubbing my upper arms as if I was cold and looked at Manny. “Thank you for saying that.”
 
   “He’s right, Jenny.”
 
   “I know. I just wish your lives were never in danger.” I didn’t know if I would ever get the image of my friends on their knees out of my mind.
 
   “I spoke to the president tonight.” Manny’s change of topic stopped my train of thought. “He personally wanted to thank me—thank us—for catching Kubanov, and so eliminating a threat to him and his wife personally.”
 
   “And his son,” I said.
 
   “Yes, his whole family. Well, the president was so impressed with our work that he called in the head of Interpol. They agreed that we should remain a team.” All eyes were on Manny as he took a bite of toast and egg. He chewed a few times and swallowed the food down with some orange juice. Someone should tell him about the dangers of not chewing one’s food properly.
 
   “Goodie for them.” Francine leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. “They may agree all they want. It doesn’t mean we agree.”
 
   “Back down, supermodel.” Manny sighed. “We will still be working like we did before, looking into art crimes. The difference is we will be at the president’s disposal whenever he needs us. Previously, he had thought this arrangement only to last until we got Kubanov, but he wants us to continue. It will be a joint operation with GIPN, Interpol and the president’s office. Our next assignment will be to find Dukwicz.”
 
   “I will not be party to some grand scheme to violate citizens’ rights, collecting all kinds of data on them.” Francine shifted her folded arms as emphasis.
 
   “You hack into people’s computers and collect all kinds of data every day,” I said. “How is that different from what you just said? Oh, it doesn’t matter. It’s off topic.”
 
   More arguments exploded around the table. Francine hated the idea of anything more than a tentative working relationship with any government. Vinnie refused to be under anyone’s authority. Colin scoffed at the notion of being subordinate to Manny. Things escalated until Francine slapped both hands on the table. “Would you please watch your language, people. We have a young person here.”
 
   “I’m not that young, you know.” It was the first time Nikki spoke since we had entered my apartment. “My dad was a criminal. The people I grew up with used words much worse than that.”
 
   “But these are adult words.” Francine’s concern was interesting.
 
   “In four months I will be an adult.” She looked at Manny. “That also means if you think of putting me in some kind of system, I will disappear for the next four months.”
 
   “You are still a minor, Nikki.” Manny tempered his tone, but residual anger in his voice from his argument with Francine and Vinnie caused Nikki to tuck her elbows into her body and lean deeper into her chair.
 
   “You can’t make me do something I don’t want to.” Her answer communicated more than the words. Had she been a willing participant in her life and education in the United States? Or had all decisions pertaining to her life been made regardless of her desires?
 
   “What do you want to do?” I asked.
 
   She blinked a few times, her micro-expressions telling me she had not expected to be asked for her opinion. “I want to stay with you.”
 
   My masseter muscles responded to my shock, lowering my jaw to an open-mouthed expression.
 
   “Um, Nikki and I chatted a lot.” Colin winked at her. He liked her. All his nonverbal cues told me that. “She wants to move back to France, but doesn’t want to go into the system.”
 
   “What are you saying?” There was too much communication in his expression.
 
   “I won’t mind if Nikki stays with us until she goes to university.”
 
   “With us?”
 
   “I promise I won’t touch anything.” Nikki’s eyes were wide with expectation.
 
   “That would be impossible.” I saw the devastation on her face. Again I had not phrased my thoughts correctly. “I mean it would be physically impossible to not touch anything.”
 
   “I don’t think anyone has to make any decisions tonight.” Phillip’s calm voice penetrated the building panic in me. Colin put his hand over both my hands gripping my left knee, and squeezed.
 
   “If it’s okay with Jenny, you can stay here tonight. Once we’ve all slept enough and are able to take a step away from our emotions, we’ll talk about this again. Okay?” 
 
   Nikki looked at me until I nodded stiffly. Her torso collapsed slightly as she exhaled deeply. She smiled and started eating again. 
 
   I worried about having another guest in my home. Vinnie and Francine started arguing again about being in a team with Manny. That led to insults being thrown around, Phillip watching with amused interest. A year ago I would never have entertained the thought of being comfortable with a house full of arguing people. Now it caused a warm feeling. Was this what people felt when they talked about home with a wealth of emotion in their voices?
 
   I watched Francine flirt with Manny until he was red in his face from annoyance and embarrassment, Nikki telling Phillip about her university plans, and Vinnie adding to Manny’s annoyance. Colin was leaning back in his chair, his arm draped over the back of mine. I was too tired to see any significance in this domestic scene other than a growing concern about the arguments after a day of such emotional intensity.
 
   I turned my hands around and interlaced my fingers with Colin’s. His other hand cupped my shoulder and squeezed lightly. Without giving logic time to interfere with what I knew needed to be said, I looked at Colin. “If you still want to, we can break through the wall.”
 
   His eyes widened and his mouth went slack as he blinked a few times. It had gone quiet around the table, but I didn’t want to look away from Colin’s expression. I needed to know that his reaction was true.
 
   “Well.” He cleared his throat.
 
   I resisted the desire to fold into myself. “Should I not have said this?”
 
   “You should absolutely have said this.” He pulled me closer and lowered his face until we were almost nose to nose. “I love you too.”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “You did.” 
 
   “You are reading nuances into my words.” I leaned a bit back to look at his expression. As always he waited for me to look my fill. He truly believed that with my agreement to joining our apartments, I had declared my love for him. My mouth was dry, my voice hoarse. “You’re right. I love you.”
 
   “Maybe we should continue this discussion later.” He didn’t show discomfort for being overheard. I saw desire.
 
   “He wants you to be alone, so he ca—”
 
   “Nikki.” Francine voice was heavy with warning. 
 
   I still didn’t look at anyone but Colin. “I’m sorry. I will say this later.”
 
   “Bloody hell.” Manny threw his napkin on the table. “Do you want us to leave?”
 
   Colin rested his forehead against mine and chuckled before he turned back to the table. “No, Millard. Finish your food.”
 
   “Well, I kind of lost my appetite.”
 
   “Ooh, more for me.” Francine leaned over to take a piece of toast from Manny’s plate, but he tapped her hand with his fork. She teased him about sharing a lazy breakfast with him some day in the future, his cheeks coloured and again teasing, arguments and insults were exchanged. 
 
   I sat back, comforted by Colin’s touch. I liked that we were going to remain a team. Despite the incessant arguing, we worked well together. At least, as far as I understood team dynamics. I decided to invest in a few books on this topic for further research. This thought gave way to another type of research awaiting us if we were to find Dukwicz. We didn’t even know his first name. I also fretted about the missing 3D printers, about Nikki and my promise to Hawk. 
 
   In the last year I had lived on the edges of panic more often than before. The immediate future didn’t seem to offer a reprieve. Not only had I publicly declared my emotional vulnerability towards Colin, but I had agreed to join our apartments. Add to that the possibility of Nikki moving in and my breathing became shallow, my heart racing. Convinced that the next few months were going to be challenging, I mentally flattened an empty music sheet. A notable difference was the lack of emotional and social isolation I felt as I started writing Mozart’s Clarinet Concerto in A Major.
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