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Winge Connection


Masterful forgeries. Vikings. Revenge.

When a bloodstained note reveals a series of art forgeries, Doctor Genevieve Lenard and her team are thrust into a case that’s anything but straightforward.

What starts as an investigation into priceless paintings being replaced by flawless copies soon spirals into a complex conspiracy. The deeper they dig, the more perilous the case becomes—until Genevieve realises that the stakes are far higher than stolen art.

Dozens of innocent lives are in danger and they are running out of time. With too many questions and not enough answers, Genevieve is pushed to her limit to break through the labyrinth of secrets and clues before it’s too late.
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Chapter ONE
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“Speak to Frey.” Colonel Manfred Millard shoved his smartphone in front of Colin, my life partner. “He’ll know who this bloody Wings person is.”

Colin didn’t immediately take the phone from Manny. Instead, he pivoted in his chair with deliberate slowness, turning away from his desk in my viewing room until his eyes met Manny’s imposing stance. He raised one eyebrow at the man towering over him. The length of Colin’s pause seemed to test Manny’s patience. With a grunt, Manny gave the phone an insistent waggle, shaking it until the screen quivered inches from Colin’s hand.

When Colin’s gaze finally dropped to the glowing display, his expression changed in an instant. He accepted the device, a warm smile crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Bree, what a lovely surprise.”

“Hi, Colin.” Gabriella Reuben’s smooth, confident voice flowed through the speaker. Gabriella—Bree to those of us in her closest circle—was a highly respected investigative journalist, based in Düsseldorf. “How are you?”

Colin pushed himself upright with unhurried elegance and crossed to my desk. I occupied one of the two chairs angled towards the bank of twelve top-of-the-range monitors—the focus of my viewing room. Three of the four walls enclosing the space were acoustic glass: transparent barriers designed to preserve silence, sealing us into a cocoon of focus when the door clicked shut. 

Beyond those walls stretched the open expanse of our shared operations floor, taking up most of the top storey of our headquarters in the centre of Strasbourg. Our team had been investigating cases for the last thirteen years, untangling webs of art theft, forgery, trafficking, and all manner of crime tied to cultural heritage.

Manny remained the only official law enforcement officer among us—our conduit to Interpol and, on more delicate occasions, to the Élysée itself.

Colin, our resident art expert, settled in the chair nearest mine. “I’m well, thanks. Even better now that I see your gorgeous face.” He angled the phone towards me, leaning just close enough that I could see the screen clearly. “And you, David.”

“Colin.” David crowded his face against Bree’s, his light Scandinavian features contrasted by Bree’s warm brown skin and long, curly black hair. “Hi, Genevieve.”

“Good afternoon.”

“Ooh, yay!” Bree’s eyes widened as she shifted the phone, framing them both better within the camera’s view. “I’m so happy you’re also there. It’ll make this so much easier.”

“And what is the ‘this’?” Colin lifted an enquiring brow, then cast a sidelong glance at my best male friend, Vinnie, when he leaned against the viewing room’s doorframe. “Is this something the whole team should hear?”

David dipped his chin. “Probably.”

“Okay.” Colin tapped the phone screen. “I’m putting you on Genevieve’s monitors so you can see all of us.”

One of the central monitors flickered to black, then resolved to Bree and David, their faces now magnified.

“Hi, Vinnie!” Bree’s smile widened as she waved.

“What’s up, girlie?” Vinnie grinned and straightened to let Francine slip into the room.

My best female friend stopped next to Manny and smiled at the monitor. “Hey, sexy. What’s news?”

Bree wiggled her eyebrows theatrically. “We have a case that might interest you.”

“I gathered that.” Colin leaned back in his seat before tipping his chin towards Manny. “Millard mangled another name. Who’s the artist?”

“Mårten Eskil Winge.” David’s smile broadened when Colin’s eyebrows shot up. “So you know about him.”

“I do.” Colin straightened. “He profoundly influenced nineteenth-century art by popularising Norse mythology through his sweeping, dramatic paintings.” 

David nodded. “The Swedish nation is very proud to call Winge ours. He helped shape the visual identity of national romanticism across Scandinavia.”

“And he definitely inspired lasting cultural imagery of Viking legends and heritage through his art.” Colin straightened. “Why are we talking about him?”

“A friend of mine is a detective in Trelleborg—”

“Trelleborg? Huh.” Vinnie scratched the side of his head. “Isn’t that a small city in southern Sweden? With the reconstructed Viking fortress?”

David chuckled. “Yes, it is. But I would say Trelleborg might be more known for being a major port city. It’s a key gateway for goods moving between Scandinavia and continental Europe.”

Vinnie shrugged. “I like the Vikings more.”

“For the love of the saints.” Manny shoved his hands into his trouser pockets. “Tell them about the bloody note.”

“Nils, my detective friend, contacted me an hour ago.” David paused and I narrowed my eyes at his expression. I paid closer attention as he continued. “He’s one of the best detectives I’ve ever met, so when he said that he has a gut feeling about this case, I believe him.”

“Tell them about the note.” Bree elbowed David.

He smiled at her, then looked back at the camera. “So, Nils received a torn page with the names of five Winge paintings scrawled on it. Like I said, he had a gut feeling and followed up on those paintings. All five are... or I should say, were in the Stockholm National Museum. When Nils phoned the museum and insisted that they check the paintings, they came back to him with the shocking news that all five are forged.”

I held up my hand and counted off my fingers. “When did he receive this note? Who gave him the note? Was it the same person who wrote the note? When did the museum check the paintings?”

David’s smile softened. “I’ll start with the last question first. Nils contacted the museum yesterday afternoon and they told him about the forgeries this morning. That’s when he phoned me. He remembered that Bree worked with a team that specialised in art crimes and since he’s not confident in his art knowledge, he thought he’d reach out.”

I tilted my head. “Your expression indicates he has little to no art knowledge.” 

“You read my expression correctly.” He chuckled. “Nils might not know much about art, but if he has a gut feeling, he’s always right.”

“My other questions?” I wished neurotypicals would stay on point.

“The note. Yes.” David took a moment before he answered. “A nurse from the local hospital knows Nils and gave him the note they found on an unconscious woman. The nurse was worried that the police weren’t interested in the woman and that the note would be tossed out.”

I could no longer ignore my observations. I sighed. “Stop censoring yourself. I can see you are trying hard to withhold information. Just tell us what we need to know.”

“I told you she would see.” Bree elbowed him again. “Now you shush. I will tell Genevieve.” She looked into the camera. “This woman was beaten to an inch of her life. Scheiße, Genevieve. They really did a number on her...Uh, I mean, they really beat her up badly. Apparently, she’s still in a coma, so she can’t give any more insight into who wrote the names of those paintings or why. The nurse told Nils that she was clutching this note in her fist and it was covered in her blood.” She held up one finger. “Another thing that might or might not be important is that the note was written on a page torn from a manga book.”

“What the hell is a mango book?” Manny asked.

“Manga.” Bree laughed. “It’s a style of Japanese comic books and graphic novels.”

“Hmph.” Manny glared at Bree’s face on the monitor. “Tell me more about the woman.”

“Not much to tell,” David answered. “They haven’t been able to identify her. This is at the top of the list of things to do. Nils is also waiting to receive security footage from the museum. They have no idea when the original Winge paintings were replaced with the forgeries. They’ve taken down the forgeries and are also looking at those.”

“I would like to have a look at them,” Colin said.

“Does this mean you’ll take the case?” David asked.

I raised my hand before anyone said anything else. “Not before you tell us what you are trying to hide about your friend.”

“Oh, bloody hellfire.” Manny’s shoulders slumped. “David, I’m not in the mood for working with idiots. If your friend is a troublemaker, then I’m not interested.”

David started shaking his head even before Manny finished. “Nothing like that. Nils Holmgren is honourable, ethical and a brilliant detective. Two years ago, he was demoted and transferred from a prestigious branch in Malmö to the small department in Trelleborg. He was downgraded because he refused to buckle under pressure to protect a crooked politician. Before he could do or say anything, they accused him of misconduct and thus silenced him by discrediting him. Now his word has no power against the so-called honourable word of a well-known and powerful politician.”

“You can see for yourself when you meet him.” Bree leaned forward. “Really, Genevieve. I was also on the video call when he told David about this case. I saw his sincerity. I trust him.”

David smiled gently at Bree before turning back to face the camera. “The powers-that-be thought they were punishing Nils by sending him to Trelleborg, but he found himself in a department with an amazing team and an even better station chief. She’s keen on accepting help with this case. Nils is confident that you will have more than their full cooperation when you arrive.” He paused. “They don’t often see this kind of violence. It’s a small city, unlike Stockholm or Malmö, where there are more people and therefore more crime.”

“Hmph.” Manny scratched his stubbled chin, then looked at the back of Colin’s head. “Frey, what do you know of this Wings artist? And for the love of Pete, keep it short.”

“Winge.” Colin glanced over his shoulder and shook his head. “Mårten Eskil Winge died at the age of seventy-one in 1896. As I said before, he was famous for his focus on national romanticism and his art was marked by dramatic and heroic scenes, which reflected the values of the nineteenth-century Gothic and Romantic movements.” 

“Are his paintings worth anything?” Manny shrugged when Colin turned to glare at him. “Don’t look at me like that, Frey. Why would someone steal the originals from a museum and replace them with forgeries that were good enough to fool the locals?”

“Huh.” Colin nodded slowly and started tapping on his phone’s screen. “That’s actually a very good question. “Winge is not an internationally famous artist to the likes of Van Gogh, Rembrandt, Picasso and so on.” He paused as he read something on his phone. “Aha. So, we don’t know the exact number of paintings Winge painted, but the guestimate is between twenty-six and thirty.”

“That’s not very prolific,” Francine said.

“True.” Colin swiped his phone screen. “Most of his key works, such as Thor’s Fight with the Giants are in museums and national galleries. Only a small number of his paintings have been auctioned and are in private hands.” He blinked at his phone and smiled as he looked up. “The most paid at auction for one of his paintings was a bit less than twelve hundred dollars.”

“One thousand two hundred?” Bree’s mouth was slightly agape. “Dollars? US dollars?”

“Yes.” Colin’s smile widened. “And before you ask, a forgery that would fool museums and galleries would cost much more than that. We’re talking about anything from five thousand euros to thirty thousand and even more.”

“How does that make sense?” David’s frown pulled his brows together. “Why steal something that is worth considerably less than the amount you’re spending on the forgery?”

“Good question.” Colin’s face became even more animated. “Another question is why on earth would anyone consider stealing paintings that are almost four metres tall and three metres wide?”

“Dude!” Vinnie moved away from the door. “For reals?”

“Oh yes.” Colin nodded slowly. “Winge’s true legacy is in the dramatic and larger-than-life works that brought Viking legends to vivid life. These massive paintings influenced generations of artists and established his position as the premier interpreter of Nordic mythology in the nineteenth century. His works are invaluable.”

“Holy hellfire.” Manny sighed, then looked at Bree and David. “Tell your friend we’re on our way.”
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Chapter TWO
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The morning sun broke over the horizon as we crossed the Øresund Bridge. This bridge was a remarkable feat of modern engineering—a combined railway and motorway that stretched nearly eight kilometres over the Øresund Strait, connecting Denmark and Sweden.

I glanced at the cluster of wind turbines in the blue water as I drove towards Malmö, leaving Denmark behind us. Colin, Vinnie and I had rotated shifts on this twelve-hour drive from Strasbourg. Manny and Francine had also taken turns in their vehicle and Vinnie had sometimes joined them for a shift, much to Manny’s annoyance. When I’d suggested that we drive rather than fly, Vinnie had been excited to share his knowledge of Viking lore and trivia along the way. Manny didn’t enjoy hearing about conquests, beards and solving problems with axes. 

The GPS indicated we were twenty-nine minutes from our destination. I’d been extremely relieved when everyone agreed to forego flying. For Francine, the arrangement meant extra electronic equipment—no frantic calculations about weight limits, no delicate juggling of hand luggage. For me, it meant avoiding the sensory nightmare of airports: the overwhelming press of fragrance, the stickiness of recycled air, and above all, the hygienic challenges presented by thousands of strangers in too-close proximity.

“Are we there yet?” Vinnie’s voice was gruff from sleeping. “Huh?”

“Twenty-seven minutes.” I pointed at the GPS display without looking away from the road, then nodded towards the tapering end of the bridge. “Malmö is ahead, but we’ll be driving past it.”

“Dude.” Vinnie reached over to nudge Colin’s shoulder. “Wake up. The Vikings are upon us.”

Colin huffed a laugh, but didn’t open his eyes. “I’m awake and there are no Vikings.”

Vinnie shuffled closer to put his head between the two front seats. “Then tell me why the Vikings always carried pencils?”

Finally, Colin opened his eyes, sighed and raised one eyebrow. “Pray, do tell.”

“In case they had to draw their swords.” Vinnie chuckled and flopped back against the seat. “I have loads of these.”

“Save them for Millard.” Colin straightened and rolled his neck. “He will love it.”

“No, he won’t.” I didn’t know why Colin would think that. I frowned. “And pencils as we know them today did not exist until 1795. The Viking era was roughly from the late eighth to the early eleventh centuries.”

“Uh...” Vinnie chuckled. “Oh, Jen-girl. Sorry. I forget that you’re driving and not looking at my face, so you’re not reading me to see I’m being funny.”

“That was funny?”

Both men laughed.

“In the most juvenile way, yes.” Colin gently squeezed my forearm before settling back in his seat. “That’s why Millard is so irritated by these jokes. They’re funny, but he doesn’t want to admit that they are.”

I thought about this for three seconds. “I don’t understand most neurotypical humour.”

“Then I’ll entertain you with more facts about Vikings.” Vinnie perked up, clearing his throat. “People think Vikings wore horns on their helmets, but that’s not true.”

I nodded as I slowed down, the Øresundsbron toll station ahead. “That misconception became widespread when the costume designer for Wagner’s opera Der Ring des Nibelungen created elaborate horned helmets for the premiere in 1876.”

“And then we have artists from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, like Gustav Malmström, who portrayed Vikings with horned headgear in his illustrations.” Colin took out his credit card and passport.

“Dude!” Vinnie huffed and slumped against the backseat. “Jen-girl. You guys are spoiling all my Viking fact reveals.”

Colin and Vinnie continued bickering as we passed through the toll gate and the border control. We continued on the highway, open farmlands with a few buildings flanking the road.

“Well, did you know where the only real Viking helmet was found?” Vinnie poked Colin’s shoulder. “Huh?”

“Let me guess...” Colin made a show of pretending to think, tapping his chin. “Norway?”

“Dude.” Vinnie sighed. “That was too easy in any case. Yes, it was in Norway and that helmet didn’t have horns.”

Colin turned in his seat to look at Vinnie. “You really have a thing about the horned helmets. Why?”

“I don’t know.” Vinnie was quiet for a few seconds. “I suppose it’s because of how Vikings have been portrayed—as savages. They were pretty advanced for their time. They built ships better than anyone else. They bravely explored the world.”

For the next fifteen minutes, I listened to Vinnie talk about the Vikings’ impressive skills in shipbuilding, navigation and warfare. It was a beautiful morning, with a few white clouds accentuating the deep blue sky. The greenery around us brought a certain calm as we neared Trelleborg.

The town itself appeared almost exactly as I had anticipated: a working port city, clean, neat, understated. The streets were lined in symmetry with neatly-clipped hedges and above the low skyline rose the occasional church tower or industrial crane. The old water tower, fifty-eight metres tall, stood apart, topped with a weathered copper spire that glimmered faintly. The motorway narrowed into a two-lane street that guided us into the centre. On our right, the ferry port loomed, busy with cranes and ships sliding across the waterfront.

The pedestrian-friendly streets were lined with cafés and shops and large street signs directed traffic towards either the centrum or the ferry terminals. At the GPS’s instruction, I continued towards the city centre, weaving into a quieter neighbourhood. Squat, practical office blocks stood shouldered against the odd apartment building, all in a pragmatic mid-century style. 

“That’s it.” Colin leaned slightly forward, pointing towards a modest brick building. Its clean lines held none of the grandeur of Western European façades. Rectangular windows were positioned in neat rows along its side. Above the simple entrance, white capital letters spelt out Polisen, leaving no doubt we had reached the Trelleborg Police Headquarters.

I eased our SUV into a space directly opposite and Manny pulled up alongside us. I watched as Francine lifted her lipstick to her mouth, carefully touching up her already red lips. She saw me watching her and fluttered her fingers in a wave. My best friend looked fresh and rested, not like someone who’d spent the last twelve hours in a vehicle. It hadn’t been a stressful drive, but it was a long time to be travelling, so I was relieved to get out of the car and stretch my legs. 

Francine opened her door and got out. “What a quaint place, right? It’s so very different from the European cities we usually go to.” 

“The architecture is a definite difference.” Colin walked around our SUV and rolled his shoulders before slipping the strap of his faux-leather messenger bag over his shoulder. “Very different from Western European ornate and historical styles. We are used to the grand facades, baroque ornamentation and layers of classical influence. Scandinavian design is much more restrained and functional. There’s a distinct absence of flourish here.”

“Scandinavian minimalism.” Francine looked around. “Lovely to look at, but I like flourishing fabulousness, thank you very much.”

“I’m getting too bloody old for this.” Manny twisted to the side and grunted. “Next time, I’m flying. You lot can drive to bloody Australia for all I care.”

“Oh, pah!” Francine flicked her hair over her shoulder. “You loved it.” She looked at me. “He prepared a full playlist for our road trip and gave running commentary on the changing landscape.”

Manny glared at her, then turned to the building across the street. “We have work to do, people. Focus.”

“Someone is grumpy.” Vinnie’s lips twitched as he turned to Manny. “Do you know what the Viking named his dog?”

“Oh, bloody hell.” Manny pushed his fists into his trouser pockets. “Not again.”

“Nope. He definitely didn’t name his dog, Bloody Hell Not Again.” Vinnie pressed his lips together to contain his mirth. “Huh? Huh?”

Francine laughed. “Fjord?”

“Nope.” Vinnie leaned forward. “Bjark.”

Francine laughed even harder when Manny hunched his shoulders and grumbled. I understood the wordplay, but simply didn’t find this humorous. 

I took my handbag and ensured that my phone was in its designated place, as was everything else, before I joined Manny.

“I spoke to Holmgren this morning.” Manny didn’t look at me as he spoke. “He sounds solid.”

“What does that mean?” I turned to fully look at Manny, hoping that his nonverbal cues might give me more information about the detective who had brought us here.

He glanced at me and shrugged. “I’ll let you decide for yourself.”

“I will.” My opinion was seldom influenced by others, yet David’s confidence in Detective Nils Holmgren and the micro-expression of respect I’d just observed on Manny’s face already counted in this stranger’s favour.

The others joined us and we crossed the street. Manny opened the glass door and walked in. Colin shook his head at Manny’s back, then held the door for the rest of us to enter. The interior smelled clean, as if the light grey tile floors had just been washed. It was a light floral scent that was not overwhelming like many industrial cleaning products. 

Manny was already speaking to a male officer behind a wooden counter. I took a moment to look around and exhaled in pleasure. The simplicity that the Scandinavians embraced was soothing to my mind. The light grey tiled floor, the warm cream-coloured walls, the long benches along the wall—all were clean, well-maintained and didn’t send any ripple of unease through my system.

“This way.” Manny snapped his fingers and pointed at another glass door, leading deeper into the building.

Colin took my hand and we followed Manny. No sooner had we entered the long hallway than a door opened and a woman stepped into Manny’s path. A man followed her and smiled when he noticed Manny. “Colonel Millard.”

“Detective Holmgren.” Manny turned to the woman. “Station Chief Blomqvist?”

There was no mistaking the authoritative presence of this woman. She appeared to be in her early fifties, average height, with silver-streaked blonde hair pulled back in a practical bun. Her minimal make-up highlighted her blue eyes and high cheekbones. The fine lines around her eyes and next to her mouth were evidence of a full life lived. The micro-expressions contracting the small muscles around her eyes told me she was both relieved and sceptical of our presence.

She shook Manny’s hand, her handshake firm. “Welcome to Trelleborg. Thank you for coming.”

“Our pleasure.” Colin let go of my hand, stepped forward and shook the station chief’s hand. “I’m Colin Frey, this is Doctor Genevieve Lenard.”

“I’m Francine.” My best friend’s smile had its usual effect. The station chief blinked at her, seemingly unprepared for Francine’s blend of polish and sophistication. Her gaze drifted down to Francine’s refined clothes—camel-coloured block heels, cream wide-leg trousers, a light blue silk blouse and a khaki jacket with rolled sleeves. Francine’s smile widened knowingly as she extended her hand. “It’s such a pleasure to be here, Station Chief.”

The older woman shook her head with a soft laugh. “Okay, we’ve all established our titles. Now, I would prefer if you called me Ingrid. As a culture, we don’t usually refer to each other by title or even surname. We’re on a first-name basis here.”

“Then you can call me Vinnie.” My best male friend shook Ingrid’s hand and turned to the man. “And you are?”

“Nils Holmgren.” He extended his hand with steady confidence. He was a tall man in his mid-forties with broad shoulders. His overly long blonde hair had already begun to silver at the temples, the length creating an unkempt impression. The curious intellect in his light-blue eyes caught my attention, as did the weariness pulling on his muscles. His smile was genuine as he shook Vinnie’s hand. “The reason you are here.”

Ingrid gestured at the glass door behind her that led to a staircase. “Let’s go to our conference room on the first floor. Then you can meet the rest of our team and we can go over what we have so far.”

We followed her to the first floor and down the hallway to the very end of the building. She gestured at a door and spoke as she walked in. “We’re in here.”

The large conference room we entered was unoccupied, the interior finishings the same as throughout the building. A table that could easily seat sixteen people stretched along the length of the room. Five closed laptops were at intervals on one side of the table, water bottles and glasses on both sides. Against the wall on the one end were four large monitors, and an oversized whiteboard against the opposite wall. Colin immediately walked to the long wall facing the windows to look at the framed photos.

I moved deeper into the room, to the windows that overlooked the street where we’d parked our cars. An elderly woman was walking her Rottweiler and stopped next to one of the many linden trees lining the street while the dog took his time sniffing the base of the tree. Finally, she tugged lightly on his leash and they slowly continued.

“They’re here.” The friendliness and warmth infused in the greeting made me turn around. A woman in her mid-thirties walked into the room, a genuine smile lifting her cheeks. Her sky-blue hijab matched perfectly with her tailored cobalt blue trousers and long-sleeved buttery-yellow blouse to create a cheerful yet professional image. “I’m Fatima Rahimi, the Community Liaison Office and I’m so happy to meet you.”

Francine was the first to walk up to her. She put her hand on her chest and smiled. “As-salamu alaykum.” 

Fatima’s eyes widened in joyful surprise as she also placed her hand on her chest. “Wa alaykum as-salam. Oh, my goodness, you just made my day with that greeting.”

Francine’s smile widened. “One of my best friends in high school was Muslim and I learned a lot from her. Oh, man. I used to make so many cultural mistakes.”

“Oh, boy.” Vinnie waved at Fatima. “I’m Vinnie and I might make those mistakes. Please warn me before I do or say something really offensive.” He snorted a laugh. “Uh, you wouldn’t know to warn me until I do or say something terrible. I apologise in advance for putting both my feet in it.”

Fatima grinned at him. “This is one of the reasons I love my job. I love the diversity of cultures here in Sweden. Being a liberal and open-minded Muslim, I see it as part of my life’s mission to introduce and encourage respect and understanding for all cultures and religions. I believe that compassion and dialogue are key to building inclusive communities and now I’m going to stop chatting,”—She turned with an apologetic smile to Ingrid—“before I get carried away like I always do.”

I walked a bit closer just as two men entered the room. With ten of us in the room now, it still didn’t feel crowded, yet I stopped where I was—three metres from the Swedish team. Colin joined me, as did Vinnie. 

The youngest newcomer looked to be around thirty and stereotypical Swedish-looking: tall, blonde, blue eyes and broad shoulders that filled out his uniform. He nodded at us. “Good morning, everyone. I’m Lars. Patrol Constable Lars Nyström.”

Ingrid smiled at him. “Lars handles our frontline policing duties. He’s often first on scene and his role requires versatility since he handles a wide range of incidents. Fatima already explained her role.” She turned to the second man who had joined us. “Deputy Officer Jonas Ek is my second-in-command. If you can’t reach me, he’s your next call.”

The medium-built man stepped next to Ingrid and shook Manny’s hand. “Pleased to meet all of you. I’m available to you twenty-four-seven.”

Ingrid nodded at him. “Jonas handles the day-to-day operational coordination of the station, while my focus is on strategic planning and community relations. That usually keeps me busy, but while we’re investigating this case, I’m going to delegate. There is something about these paintings that...” She frowned. “I don’t know. I have no desire to micro-manage, but I want to be completely involved in this investigation. Lars and Fatima will assist you in every way they can, but Nils will take the lead on our side.” She looked at Manny. “However, we will follow your lead. Of all of us, Nils has the most experience in investigating serious criminal cases, but none of us has dealt with a crime related to art.”

“I appreciate that.” Manny’s micro-expressions conveyed his respect for the woman in front of him. “It will make our cooperation smoother and we can get answers faster.” He turned to Nils. “Let’s start with the woman who was attacked. What do you know about her?”
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Chapter THREE
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“Not much.” Nils pushed his fingers through his already dishevelled hair, leaving it looking even more unkempt. His gaze flicked from Manny to face the rest of us, his eyes steady but tired. “We haven’t yet been able to establish her identity. When she was brought into the hospital, she was wearing jewellery and from that I’m pretty sure she’s from Central Asia.”

“What kind of jewellery?” Francine leaned slightly forward as her fingertips brushed against the silver bracelets on her right wrist.

Nils raised one eyebrow and huffed a soft laugh. “I’ve learned more about jewellery in the last two days than I ever thought I would. The thin silver bracelet she wore had intricate filigree. Yes, that’s a word. Filigree. It describes those delicate lace-like spirals and twists of silver wire. The bracelet had a single polished turquoise bead at its centre. She also wore a silver chain with a filigree pendant and”—He smiled at Francine—“shibirma earrings.”

“Look at you, speaking the language of jewellery.” Francine narrowed her eyes at him, a mischievous smile lifting her cheeks. “You enjoyed that research, didn’t you? Looking at those pretty earrings with all the dangling beads and silver is fun, right?”

Nils chuckled, the warmth fleeting before his features sobered again. “It was certainly less grotesque than some research I’ve had to do.” His eyes slid towards me briefly before he continued. “I asked the wife of a friend, who is a jeweller. She explained that the earrings were simplified shibirma—small silver studs with a tiny turquoise stone in the centre, etched with a subtle petal pattern.” He shook his head once, smiling. “A lot of new vocabulary for me. At least... jewellery vocabulary.”

“I’m very proud of you.” Francine gave him a single nod as if approval had been expected from her. Her amusement faded and she narrowed her eyes. “On their own, these pieces might be worn just because they’re pretty, but together? Yeah, it’s likely that the bracelet, necklace and earrings might point to Central Asia. Uzbekistan maybe?”
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