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A hidden masterpiece. Online stardom. Diplomatic secrets.

When a member of her team grows uneasy about a familiar face behaving strangely on camera, Doctor Genevieve Lenard’s analysis of the footage reveals something far more troubling than exhaustion or stress. What starts as simple concern takes an unexpected turn when another team member spots a detail in the background that shouldn't be there at all — a painting that vanished from public record years ago.

The trail leads Genevieve and her team into the world of a business built on discretion, beauty, and control, run by people who have spent years earning the trust of the wealthy and influential. As the case deepens, they realise they aren’t just chasing a theft. They’re circling something with roots reaching into embassies and institutions across the globe, protected by relationships far more powerful than any of them expected.

Genevieve has faced ruthless enemies before. She has never faced one this patient, this composed, or this certain of victory. What she and her team are about to uncover will test every skill she has — and this time, walking away unscathed may not be an option.
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One hundred and eighteen minutes of improbable decisions had led to this moment. On the screen in our home theatre, the two main characters ran towards each other across a rain-drenched Parisian bridge while the evening traffic ignored them as thoroughly as they ignored it. The orchestral score swelled through the surround-sound speakers my best friend Francine had insisted on upgrading in spring.

“Kiss her!” Doctor Roxanne Ferreira, my male best friend Vinnie’s wife, sat forward in her recliner and clutched a cushion to her chest. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, man. You ran eight blocks. Kiss her!”

The male lead obliged. Rain streamed down both actors’ faces, into their eyes and most likely into their mouths, an experience I had always considered deeply unpleasant. The music reached its peak as the camera circled the couple twice and the screen faded into the first credits.

“That was so beautiful.” Nine-year-old Bianca sighed from her beanbag at the front of the room.

The wall sconces brightened, another of Francine’s automations, and warm light replaced the glow of the screen. It was six minutes past seven in the evening. From the floor above us came the muffled soundtrack of video games. My self-proclaimed daughter-sister-bestie Nikki’s eight-year-old son Eric had organised a tournament the moment he’d heard the words ‘romantic comedy’. Bianca’s twin brother Julian had joined with great enthusiasm. Nikki’s nineteen-month-old daughter Vivi was asleep on an oversized pillow next to Bianca.

The evening had been scheduled as a girls’ movie night. The designation had stopped meaning anything in this household years ago. Phillip Rousseau had claimed his usual seat before the opening credits. Not only was he the only true father figure I’d ever known, but he’d become the children’s honorary grandfather. Nikki’s husband Pink had settled next to her fifteen minutes into the film, and Vinnie had wandered in ten minutes after him, muttered something about checking whether we needed refills, and stayed for the remaining seventy-eight minutes. Both he and Pink had become genuine fans of the genre. Much to the amusement of the women.

“Now that is how you end a movie.” Doctor Yasmine Abidar, Jazzy to everyone, uttered a happy sigh. For a highly educated and internationally respected Europol agent, she surprised me with her love for very light films. “That kiss. Oh, my heart.”

“It really was perfect.” Francine stretched her arms above her head and rotated her hands, the light catching the bracelets on both arms. “The heroine’s footwear was a crime, though. Nobody runs eight blocks through Paris in stilettos, and I say this as a professional stiletto wearer.”

“He could have saved himself the sprint.” Pink reached over and took a handful of popcorn from Nikki’s bowl. “One text message three days earlier explaining that the woman at the restaurant was his sister would have prevented the airport chase, the bridge and the inevitable pneumonia.”

“And that is why nobody will ever make a movie about you, my love.” Nikki nudged his knee with her socked foot. “You keep things simple, easy and without drama. That’s why you’re my pinkest Pink in all the pink world.”

Everyone laughed. Years ago, I would have retreated from an evening containing this much noise. Now this specific kind of noise meant home.

“I thought the bridge was a fine choice.” Phillip set his empty teacup on the side table. “Sentimental, certainly, but the gesture suited the story. In my day we wrote letters, which offered considerably less cinematic appeal.”

“I liked the dog.” Bianca hugged her knees. “He knew they loved each other before they did.”

“I agree with you, Binks.” Vinnie’s smile was filled with affection. “The dog was the best.” He turned to Pink, faux disgust on his face. “And you have no soul. That was a grand gesture. Nobody texts a grand gesture. You run across Paris and make it as dramatic as possible.”

“The entire conflict would have been resolved in the twenty-third minute if she had asked him one clarifying question about the restaurant.” I placed my empty water glass next to Phillip’s teacup. “Instead, they chose eleven weeks of misunderstanding.”

“Genevieve, my sweetest, most wonderfully logical friend.” Roxy grinned at me. “If people asked clarifying questions, the entire romance genre would collapse overnight.”

“Admit it, bestie.” Francine turned in her seat and flicked her long brown hair over her shoulder. “Who wouldn’t want to be kissed in the rain on a bridge in Paris?”

“Me.” I leaned back into my chair. “I most definitely wouldn’t. Wet clothing against the skin is one of the most unpleasant tactile experiences that exist, and both parties would need hot showers and dry clothes before any—” I pressed my lips together when I registered Francine’s raised eyebrow and her quivering lips. “You were being rhetorical. And ridiculous.”

“And fabulous.” Francine turned to Roxy and Nikki. “Did you see the size of that man’s... apartment?”

The men grumbled, and the women laughed as they continued to discuss other parts of the film while keeping it child-friendly and including Bianca. I didn’t need to contribute to the conversation to feel part of it. Sharing this large property with these people, all of us in our own private spaces, had not only brought us closer, but it had taught me that being part of a family could look different for everyone. 

Vinnie left his seat and lowered himself onto the seat next to mine, the one my life-partner Colin usually occupied. The teasing had left his face, and his thumb ran along the edge of the tablet in his hands in a slow, repeating line.

I frowned when he didn’t speak and turned towards him. “You’re worried. Your expression changed the moment you picked up that tablet.”

“Yeah. Jen-girl, I need your eyes on something.” He unlocked the screen and opened a video app. “You know I follow cooking channels, right? The Slow Table is one of my favourites. The guy who runs it is called Miles, and he’s the real deal. No gimmicks, no dramatic cooking, no stupid speed challenges. He cooks proper food properly, and he explains it better than chefs with their precious stars.”

I waited. His enthusiasm for his cooking channels was well established in this house, but his lowered voice was new.

He frowned down at his tablet. “Five weeks ago, something changed. Miles lost his spark. At first, I thought the dude was tired or getting sick, but it’s been getting worse with every video. The one he posted yesterday properly freaked me out.” He turned the tablet towards me. “Will you look at him, Jen-girl? Tell me if I’m imagining things.”

I glanced at his tablet, then looked back at him. “You’re not asking me to evaluate his cooking. You want me to read him.”

He nodded. “And tell me what you see.”

“What are the two of you huddling about?” Francine walked up to us and looked down at Vinnie’s tablet. “Something juicy?”

“Miles from The Slow Table.” Vinnie held up the tablet. “Something’s up with the dude. I want Jen-girl to look at his videos.”

She glanced at Bianca chatting to Phillip. “Is there anything on that channel little eyes shouldn’t see?”

Vinnie snorted a laugh. “It’s a mushroom risotto.”

“Then hand it over. If Genevieve is analysing someone, we’re doing it properly.” Francine took the tablet, and three taps later the screen at the front of the room filled with the paused image of a man standing behind a kitchen counter.

“Ooh, are we working?” Roxy pulled her legs up under her and rubbed her palms, then she frowned. “Hey, that’s Miles.” She looked at Vinnie, then at me. “Vin is really worried about him.”

“Well, let’s watch.” Francine lifted Vinnie’s tablet.

Miles appeared to be in his mid-thirties. He had freckled warm brown skin, auburn curls cropped short at the sides and left longer on top, and a short beard trimmed neatly along his jaw. A canvas apron covered his white T-shirt, a striped cloth hung over his left shoulder, and when Francine pressed play, he greeted his viewers in a low, unhurried voice with a British accent. He addressed the camera directly, without performance and without haste.

His kitchen filled the frame around him. Pale stone counters ran beneath open shelves that held copper pans, stacked white bowls and labelled glass jars, and daylight from a window somewhere beyond the frame washed across a wooden board laid out with mushrooms, butter and a bundle of fresh thyme. The space was attractive without being sterile, arranged so that everything Miles needed sat within two steps of his hob, and it filmed beautifully.

“Today we’re making a mushroom and thyme risotto, and the most important ingredient isn’t on this board.” Miles tipped arborio rice into a wide pan of melted butter. “It’s patience. Risotto punishes anyone in a hurry.” He stirred the rice until the grains turned glossy, added a ladle of stock from the pot behind him and explained why the stock needed to stay warm. His hands moved without hesitation.

Vinnie had told me only that something was wrong, which had been the correct choice. Expectations contaminate observation. I needed to make my own observations and decisions about what was wrong. I let the video run and studied the man rather than the food.

Forty seconds into the video, Miles’s gaze snapped to a point beyond the left edge of the frame. He continued talking about the rice, but his shoulders had lifted and they stayed lifted. His gaze returned to the same point at the ninety-second mark, and eleven times in total during the first six minutes. In the middle of a sentence about searing the mushrooms separately, he stopped speaking for three seconds, swallowed, then picked the sentence up where he had left it. His knuckles whitened around the handle of the wooden spoon while he described stripping the thyme leaves. When he smiled into the camera, only his mouth moved. His orbicularis oculi muscles never engaged, which left the smile on his lips and absent from his eyes. It was a social smile, not a genuine one.

“He is frightened.” I turned from the screen to Vinnie. “He is not tired, and he is not ill. He is scared.”

“I knew it.” Vinnie shot off the chair, both hands going to the top of his shaved head. “I knew something was wrong. Motherf—”

Roxy cleared her throat and tipped her head towards Bianca.

“—of pearl,” Vinnie finished. “So I’m right. He’s really scared. Something is seriously wrong with my guy.”

“The footage confirms the emotion. The cause is not visible in this video.” I gestured at the screen, where Miles was plating his risotto. “How does he normally behave?”

“I lined them up for you.” Vinnie leaned over Francine’s shoulder and pointed at the tablet. “Play my first bookmark, Franny. That one is from three months ago.”

The difference required no training to see. In the older video, Miles moved through the same kitchen with loose, easy energy. He laughed when a splash of stock landed on his apron, held the stained fabric up to the camera and declared it the mark of an honest cook. He leaned his forearms on the counter while the pan simmered and talked about why patience mattered more than expensive equipment. When he tasted the finished dish, he closed his eyes, and his grin engaged his entire face.

“He is good.” Phillip leaned forward, his forearms resting on his knees. “I could easily continue watching this.”

“Right? The dude’s the best.” Vinnie pointed at the tablet again. “Now play the one from five weeks ago, Franny.”

For the first two minutes, nothing distinguished the second video from the older one. Then his gaze slid to the left of the camera and returned. A two-second pause interrupted a sentence where no pause belonged, and his overall communication carried less warmth than in the previous video. The changes were small enough that a casual viewer would have registered nothing more than an off day.

“And this one is from yesterday.” Vinnie’s jaw tightened as Francine switched to the third clip.

The deterioration was no longer subtle. A dull thud sounded somewhere beyond the camera and Miles flinched, his hand knocking the spoon against the rim of the pan. He braced both hands on the counter, lowered his head and said nothing for seven seconds. In a format built on continuous narration, seven seconds of silence was conspicuous. When he resumed, his gaze returned four times to the same off-camera point, and he ended the video without tasting the finished dish.

“It’s progressive.” I stood and moved closer to the screen. “The fear was already present five weeks ago, and it has intensified with the more recent recordings. This is not one bad day caught on camera. This appears to be deterioration.”

“That poor young man.” Phillip’s brows had drawn together. “He is clearly trying to carry on as though nothing is wrong.”

“And failing.” Roxy’s voice had shifted into the tone she used when she talked about extremely ill patients. “That looks like a man barely holding himself together.”

“He has been filming while terrified for five weeks and never said a word about it to his viewers.” Pink’s arm tightened around Nikki’s shoulders. “Maybe it’s something that he prefers to keep private. Maybe someone close to him is very sick.”

Bianca got up and walked up to the screen. She stopped less than a metre from it, her head tilted to one side, her focus on the upper right corner of the image.

“Look at that painting.” She pointed.

Partially cut off by the edge of the frame, a small painting hung on the wall behind Miles. Its gilded frame caught the kitchen light, and the visible section showed a dark, warm-toned background and part of a man’s face above a white collar. Even within a paused video frame, the painted surface held a soft gleam.

Bianca turned around. “What kind of painting is that, Auntie Nikki?”

I wasn’t surprised that Bianca had noticed a painting. In the last year, she had become increasingly interested in art, much to Colin’s delight. And Phillip’s. And Nikki’s. I’d lost count of the times I found her sitting with one of them, an art book open between them and both in deep discussion. 

Nikki slipped out from under Pink’s arm and crossed the room to stand next to Bianca. “Let’s have a proper look.” She studied the corner of the image, then glanced back. “Francine, can you pause on the clearest frame and zoom in on that painting?”

Francine’s fingers moved over the tablet. The corner of the image expanded until the painting filled a quarter of the screen, the resolution softening as it grew. The visible section now showed dark, shoulder-length hair, part of a pale face and the fine edge of a white collar against the warm-toned background.

Nikki leaned towards the screen. Her lips parted, and for four seconds she did not move. Then she stepped back, both hands rising to cover her mouth.

“Nix?” Francine looked up from the tablet. “What is it?”

“That’s not possible.” Nikki’s words came out muffled behind her hands. She lowered them and turned to me, her eyes wide. “Call Colin. Doc G, call Colin right now.”

My phone was already in my hand. Colin answered on the second ring. “Missing me already, love?”

“Nikki needs you in the home theatre immediately. She is looking at a painting in a video and her reaction is extreme.”

“I’m on my way.”

Thirteen seconds later, the door opened and Colin walked in, his book still in one hand. He registered the room in one sweep, and his attention settled on Nikki. “What’s wrong?”

“Tell me I’m wrong.” Nikki pointed at the screen with both hands. “Please, Colin. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“Hold on, let me see if I can get a better frame of it.” Francine tapped the tablet. “Aha. Here. The camera angle changes when he plates the dish, and for about half a second you get a much fuller view of that wall. See?”

The screen changed to a frame that showed roughly two-thirds of the painting.

Colin looked at it, and the ease he had carried through the door left his body. He set his book down on the nearest seat without checking where it landed and crossed the room until he stood next to Bianca. His eyes moved over the image in a fixed pattern, corner to corner and back. “Play it slowly, please.”

Francine obliged, moving the footage forward frame by frame.

“Stop.” The image froze. For nineteen seconds, nobody in the room spoke, and Colin did not blink. His face had lost colour, and the muscles along his jaw stood out.

“You’re not wrong.” Colin turned from the screen to Nikki, then to the rest of us. “It’s A Cavalier. Frans van Mieris the Elder’s A Cavalier.”

Nikki made a small sound and crossed her arms.

“You two are officially freaking me out.” Vinnie looked from Nikki to Colin and back. “Who is Frans van Something, and why do you both look like the risotto just exploded?”
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Colin’s gaze stayed on the frozen image for another four seconds before he turned to face the room. The wall sconces washed the theatre in warm light, but the colour had not returned to his face.

“Frans van Mieris the Elder.” He spoke the name with care. “He was a seventeenth-century Dutch painter, one of the Leiden fijnschilders.”

“Say that again in English, dude.” Vinnie frowned at him.

“Fijnschilders. It means fine painters.” Colin gestured at the screen. “They worked on a very small scale, and they produced the most detailed, most polished paintings of their era.”

“Van Mieris learned from the best of them.” Nikki still stood next to Bianca, her arms still wrapped around her middle. “He trained under Gerrit Dou, who trained under Rembrandt. Restorers still study how the fijnschilders achieved that finish. Their paint surfaces are so smooth and so layered that they almost look like enamel.”

“Okay, so the dude could seriously paint. That answers the who.” Vinnie pointed at Colin, then at Nikki. “Now give me the why. Why do you two still look like the risotto exploded?”

“Because of which painting this is.” Colin stepped closer to the screen. “A Cavalier is a self-portrait van Mieris painted between 1657 and 1659. It’s oil on an oak panel, and the panel is small. The painted area measures only about twenty by sixteen centimetres.”

“That’s smaller than my maths book.” Bianca held her hands a short distance apart and looked at Roxy, then at Nikki.

“It’s almost exactly the size of your maths book.” Nikki nodded at her.

“It is also one of the most famous stolen artworks in the world.” Phillip’s attention had not left the screen since Colin had named the painting. “In June 2007, it was stolen from the Art Gallery of New South Wales in Sydney. It was taken off the wall during opening hours, with visitors walking through the building, and it has never been recovered. Everyone in the art insurance world knows that case. It embarrassed a national institution, and after almost two decades that crime remains unsolved.”

“Hold on. Hold your horses, the phone. Hold everything.” Francine lowered the tablet and stared at Colin. “Are you telling me that a world-famous stolen masterpiece might be hanging in a YouTube kitchen between the copper pans and the spice jars?”

“Stranger things have ended up on camera.” Pink shrugged one shoulder. “People film their entire lives these days and forget what’s in the background.”

“I’m telling you only what I can see from here.” Colin nodded at Francine. “And what I can see looks like A Cavalier.”

“And my daughter found it during movie night, in a cooking video.” Roxy’s voice rose with each word.

“For the love of all the saints.” Manny walked into the theatre, his hands pushed into his trouser pockets as he glared up at the ceiling. “It sounds like a full-scale military assault up there.”

Vinnie chuckled. “Eric and Julian are having a tournament. Stop being such an old man and let the boys do their thing.”

A muffled cheer from the floor above underlined Vinnie’s point.

Manny grunted and headed towards the empty recliner next to Francine, then stopped halfway. His gaze moved from face to face and settled on the screen, and he narrowed his eyes. “What is going on here?”

“Something’s wrong with one of my cooking guys.” Vinnie tipped his head towards the screen. “Jen-girl watched his videos and confirmed that he’s scared out of his mind, and that it’s been getting worse for five weeks. Then Binks spotted that painting on the wall behind him.”

“It might be van Mieris’s A Cavalier, stolen in Sydney in 2007 and missing ever since.” Colin pointed at the small gilded frame in the corner of the image.

“And who the holy hell is van Mavis?” Manny lowered himself into the recliner and resumed his slouch. 

“Van Mieris, pronounced ‘van’ as in the vehicle, Mieris as in a long ‘me’ and a ‘riss’.” Colin raised one eyebrow at Manny. “No need to mangle it again. And for your edification, van Mieris nearly wasn’t a painter at all. His family were goldsmiths and diamond cutters, and he was apprenticed into the family trade when he was a boy. He was so talented at drawing that his father eventually gave up on trying to turn him into a goldsmith, and sent him to study art.”

“He became hugely successful,” Nikki added. “Wealthy collectors wanted his work while he was still a young man.”

“How hugely?” Bianca asked.

“Oh, very, very hugely. Grand Duke of Tuscany hugely.” Colin widened his eyes dramatically and threw his arms wide, which made Bianca giggle. “The Grand Duke commissioned five paintings from him, including self-portraits for his collection in Florence. Van Mieris never moved to a different country though.”

Nikki leaned closer to Bianca. “Apparently, he was also really terrible with money and made many bad life decisions. His wife eventually insisted that the payment for his work be given directly to her.”

“Smart woman,” Roxy said.

“Very,” Nikki agreed. “Brilliant painter. Questionable financial management.”

Manny cleared his throat. “And why, pray tell, do you lot think that painting over there is hanging in some internet cook’s kitchen? People hang prints of famous paintings in their homes every single day. My dentist has a Monet above his reception desk, and I can promise you the man did not pay millions for it.”

“You’re right to ask, and I want to be clear about this from the start.” Colin turned to face him fully. “I cannot authenticate a painting from a YouTube video. Nobody can. What I can do is tell you why I’m convinced it’s worth pursuing.”

“Then convince me, Frey.” Manny leaned back in the chair and laced his fingers over his stomach.

“First, I know this painting.” Colin’s speech slowed in the precise way he used when he talked about art. “A Cavalier is one of the most important unsolved art thefts in the world. I’ve read the gallery’s documentation and studied their condition photographs more times than I can count. I know that panel’s composition, its proportions and its visible details the way Vinnie knows his knives. I wasn’t trying to identify an unfamiliar seventeenth-century painting from a blurry video. I recognised a specific object that I have studied for years, and every detail visible in that frame matches.”

“Convinced is not proof.” Manny sniffed.

“Agreed, which is why I’ll show you two more things.” Colin pointed at the shelf beside the painting on the screen. “Francine, do you see that silver object next to the frame? Can you identify it?”

“Can I identify it, he asks.” Francine’s fingers were already moving over the tablet. “Give me a second, my lovelies.” A product page filled the corner of the screen. “Here it is. It’s an Alessi Juicy Salif, a citrus squeezer designed by Philippe Starck. It’s a design icon, it has been in production since 1990, and its dimensions are public. It stands exactly twenty-nine centimetres tall.”

“Can you use it to estimate the size of the painting?”

“Watch me work my magic.” She enlarged the frame until the squeezer and the painting filled the screen side by side. “The squeezer stands almost on the same plane as the painting, so I barely have to correct for perspective. If I use its height as my ruler, the painted area comes out at roughly twenty by sixteen centimetres, give or take a centimetre for what the frame hides.”

I did a quick calculation using the proportions on the screen and reached the same result. “Her method is sound.”

“Thank you, bestie.” Francine dipped her head in a small bow.

“Hmph.” Manny lifted his chin at Colin. “It still proves nothing.”

“Correct.” Colin held up one hand. “A good reproduction would be printed at the original size. The scale is supporting evidence, and nothing more.”

“Then what is the second thing?”

“The surface.” Colin turned to Vinnie. “Which other videos show that wall? You know this channel better than any of us.”

“The sourdough special, the Sunday roast and the dumpling one from last month all show that corner.” Vinnie leaned over Francine’s shoulder. “Franny, my bookmarks are all in the app.”

Francine cycled through the clips, and the same section of kitchen wall filled the screen again and again. The videos had been filmed on different days. Daylight washed across the kitchen in some of them, warmer artificial light filled others, and the camera angle shifted with every new setup.

“Watch the painted surface when the light changes.” Colin froze one frame, then another. “A soft gleam moves across the panel, and it changes shape and position with every different angle. Real oil glazing has depth. The fijnschilders built their paintings in thin, translucent layers, so light enters those layers and comes back differently from every direction. A flat print scatters light evenly and reads the same from everywhere. In every clip we’ve checked, filmed on different days under different lighting, that surface behaves like paint.” 

“He’s right.” Nikki tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I’ve removed enough old varnish in my career to know that glow. Prints don’t have it.”

“The art thief’s seal of approval and the restorer’s blessing.” Manny pinched the bridge of his nose. “Bloody marvellous.”

“So it’s real?” Roxy moved to the edge of her recliner.

“It means there is a serious possibility that it is the original.” Colin nodded. “The only way to know for certain is to stand in front of that panel and examine it properly. But I believe it could be A Cavalier, and I’d stake my reputation on it being worth finding out.”

“Binks.” Vinnie crossed the room and crouched in front of her. “Do you have any idea what you just did? Every adult in this room watched those videos, and we all stared at the food and at Miles. You looked at the part of the screen the rest of us ignored, and you might have found a really valuable painting the whole world has been searching for since before you were born.”

“That painting has been missing for nineteen years, and my daughter found it during movie night.” Roxy left her chair and pulled Bianca against her side. “I’m so proud of you.”

“You broke this case wide open, Binky-Binks.” Vinnie held up his fist, and Bianca bumped it with hers, a smile bundling up her cheeks.

“Really?” She looked from Vinnie to Roxy and back, then turned to me. “I broke it?”

I frowned. “You didn’t break anything.”

Everyone laughed.

“You very possibly broke the case, yes.” Colin also fist-bumped her. “Clever girl.”

Bianca’s cheeks flushed, and she straightened her shoulders. Her smile crinkled the corners of her eyes. “I just liked the frame. It looked like the ones in Uncle Colin’s books.”

“Then I shall find you more books tomorrow, young lady.” Phillip’s smile held deep affection.

“This is all very touching.” Manny pushed himself straighter in the recliner. “But somebody needs to answer the practical questions. Who exactly is this Milo person, and why does he have a stolen masterpiece hanging next to his frying pans?”

“Miles, old man. His name is Miles.” Vinnie rose to his full height. “And he doesn’t fry much. The dude braises.”

“I could not care less what he does to his food.” Manny pointed at the screen. “I want to know who that is.”

“Miles Bishop.” Vinnie glanced back at the screen. “The Slow Table is his channel, and it’s his whole career. He does it full-time, and he’s brilliant at it. He’s British and runs one of the best cooking channels I’ve found. I’ve followed him for three years, and he hasn’t missed a single weekly video in all that time. The guy is the real deal.”

Manny raised a sceptical eyebrow. “And where does this paragon of proper food do all this proper cooking?”

“He lives in Bucharest.”

Yasmine sat up straight. “Wait, what? Bucharest? Romania?” Her eyes were wide when she turned to Manny. Then she faced the rest of us. “We need to go there.”

Manny’s eyebrows lowered. “Explain.”

“Two days ago, Europol became aware of anomalies connected to diplomatic pouches in Romania.” Yasmine was considered an expert in organised crime and was frequently asked to assist in investigations around Europe. “The case landed on my desk only this morning, so I haven’t had time to organise the material yet, let alone analyse all of it properly. What I can tell you is that the anomalies are real, and that they are serious enough to warrant a full investigation.”

“What’s a diplomatic pouch, Auntie Jazzy?” Bianca was following our conversation with great interest.

“It’s any container a country uses to move official correspondence and items between its government and its embassies.” Yasmine thought for a moment. “Under the Vienna Convention—that is like a very strong international law—the host country may not open or detain a diplomatic pouch. It is the most protected way to send letters and packages in the whole world.” She grew serious and looked at us. “And that is exactly why anomalies around it are taken very seriously.”

“And your case gives us an official reason to be in Romania.” Colin lowered himself into the seat next to mine and took my hand, his fingers intertwining with mine.

“Exactly.” Yasmine took her phone from the coffee table next to her recliner. “If we go, we won’t be tourists poking around a stranger’s kitchen. We’ll be there with Europol standing behind us, and we can look into the painting at the same time.”

“Hmm.” Manny scratched his stubbled jaw. “It seems like Bucharest is a place of interest at the moment.”

“And?” Francine rolled her hand impatiently when he didn’t continue. Then she stopped, her eyebrows shooting up. “Is this about your meeting with the President?”

Manny nodded and looked at us. “Two days ago, the President contacted me about the French ambassador in Romania. There are worrying rumours around the man, but nothing concrete and nothing official enough for a formal accusation or an investigation. The President wants someone he trusts to take a quiet look at the situation, so I met with him two days ago to discuss how to handle it discreetly.”

“Then it seems to me the matter is settled.” Phillip leaned forward, his forearms resting on his knees. “You must investigate this painting. If that panel truly is A Cavalier, its recovery would be an extraordinary gift to the art world. It has been missing for almost twenty years, and
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