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  Chapter 1

  
  




Hannah Cross stepped out of the Rijksmuseum gift shop clutching a paper bag that contained three postcards of Van Gogh’s The Potato Eaters and a pencil sharpener shaped like a windmill. Tourist junk, but her niece collected pencil sharpeners and Hannah collected points with her sister for being the thoughtful aunt who remembered details.

The October air bit through her wool coat. She pulled her phone from her pocket to check the time—three-fifteen. The next tour group wouldn’t form until four, which gave her forty-five minutes to grab coffee and review her notes on Post-Impressionist brushwork techniques.

Three men in white painter’s coveralls walked past her toward the museum’s main entrance. One carried a large rectangular package wrapped in brown paper and twine. Another balanced a smaller square bundle against his hip. The third man looked over his shoulder twice in the space of ten steps.

Hannah paused at the edge of the museum steps. Restoration work happened inside museums, not outside them. And restorers didn’t carry paintings wrapped like packages from a shipping company.

The men reached the glass doors. A security guard inside glanced up from his newspaper, saw the coveralls, and buzzed them through without a second look.

“Wait,” Hannah said, but her voice didn’t carry over the traffic noise from Stadhouderskade.

She climbed the steps two at a time and pushed through the entrance doors. The men had already disappeared into the maze of galleries. The security guard—young, maybe twenty-two, with the kind of mustache that suggested he took himself seriously—looked up from his sports section.

“Those men who just came in,” Hannah said. “Where did they go?”

“Maintenance crew. Gallery three, I think.” He turned a page. “You need a ticket for the galleries, miss.”

“I have a museum pass.” Hannah pulled the plastic card from her wallet. “But those men—”

“Dr. Cross?”

She turned. Martin Dewitt, the museum’s chief curator, walked toward her with his hand extended and a smile that looked genuine enough. Hannah had corresponded with him for two years about her research into Van Gogh’s color mixing techniques, but they’d never met face to face.

“Mr. Dewitt. Perfect timing. I was just—”

A shout echoed from somewhere inside the museum. Then another. The security guard dropped his newspaper and reached for his radio.

“Code seven, gallery three,” a voice crackled through the static. “Code seven, gallery three, we have a—”

The radio cut to static.

The young guard looked at Dewitt, then at Hannah, then at his radio like it might explain what a code seven meant.

“That’s theft in progress,” Dewitt said. His face had gone pale. “Gallery three houses the Van Gogh collection.”

Hannah ran.

Behind her, she heard Dewitt calling her name and the security guard speaking rapid Dutch into his radio, but she was already through the turnstile and into the main gallery corridor. Her sneakers squeaked against the polished floor as she followed the signs toward gallery three.

She rounded a corner and saw them.

The three men in coveralls stood beside the far wall where Van Gogh’s The Bedroom normally hung. One man held the empty frame. Another had unwrapped his package to reveal a painting identical to the one that belonged on the wall. The third man worked at cutting the original canvas from its stretcher with a razor blade.

“Hey!” Hannah shouted.

All three men looked up. The one with the razor blade said something in what sounded like Russian. The man holding the fake painting dropped it. The canvas hit the floor and bounced once.

Hannah grabbed a velvet rope from a nearby display and yanked it free from its brass stanchions. “Security! They’re stealing the Van Gogh!”

The man with the razor blade abandoned his work and ran toward the gallery’s side exit. The other two followed, leaving behind the original painting half-cut from its frame and the fake lying face-down on the museum floor.

Hannah chased them.

The exit led to a service corridor lined with maintenance equipment and cardboard boxes marked “Fragile” in four languages. Her footsteps echoed off concrete walls. Ahead of her, the three men pushed through a door marked “Authorized Personnel Only” in Dutch and English.

Hannah pushed through the same door and found herself in the museum’s loading dock. A white van sat beside the concrete platform with its rear doors open and engine running. The three men climbed into the back of the van.

“Stop!” Hannah ran toward the van, still carrying the velvet rope like some kind of inadequate lasso. “You can’t just—”

The van pulled away from the loading dock with its rear doors flapping open. Hannah got close enough to read the license plate—she memorized the first four characters before the van turned onto Hobbemastraat and disappeared into Amsterdam traffic.

She stood on the loading dock breathing hard and feeling ridiculous. Her wool coat hung open and her hair had escaped from its clip. The velvet rope dangled from her hand like evidence of temporary insanity.

Footsteps echoed from the service corridor behind her. Hannah turned to see Martin Dewitt emerge from the door she’d come through, followed by the young security guard and two older men in identical blue uniforms.

“Dr. Cross,” Dewitt said. “Are you injured?”

“I’m fine.” Hannah pushed her hair back from her face. “But they got away. White van, license plate started with J-7-4-something. They were cutting your Van Gogh out of its frame.”

One of the older security guards spoke into his radio. The other took a notepad from his pocket and approached Hannah.

“You witnessed the theft?”

“I saw them inside the gallery, yes. They had a fake painting to replace the original. Professional operation.” Hannah realized she was still holding the velvet rope and let it drop to the concrete. “Have you called the police?”

“They’re on their way,” Dewitt said. “Dr. Cross, I need to ask you not to leave until—”

“I wasn’t planning to leave.” Hannah straightened her coat and tried to look like someone who belonged in charge of crime scenes instead of someone who’d just chased art thieves through a museum loading dock with decorative rope. “I want to examine what they left behind.”

The security guard with the notepad looked skeptical. “Miss, this is a police matter now.”

“Dr. Cross is one of the world’s leading experts on Van Gogh authentication,” Dewitt said. “If anyone can tell us what we’re dealing with, it’s her.”

Hannah nodded. “I’ll need good lighting and a magnifying glass. And someone should photograph everything before it gets moved.”

Sirens wailed in the distance, growing louder.

“The police will want to interview you,” the security guard said.

“I assumed they would.” Hannah looked toward the street where the sirens were getting closer. “I hope they’re better at catching criminals than I am.”

The sirens stopped. Car doors slammed. Voices carried across the loading dock—men speaking Dutch and what sounded like Italian with American-accented English mixed in.

Hannah brushed dust from her coat and prepared to explain to Dutch police why an American art historian had chased international art thieves through their national museum. She had a feeling this conversation would require more diplomacy than she’d needed since graduate school.

But first, she wanted another look at that fake Van Gogh. Because something about the way those men had operated suggested they knew exactly what they were stealing—and exactly what they were leaving behind.
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The sirens cut off mid-wail outside the museum’s loading dock. Hannah heard car doors slam, then voices speaking rapid Dutch punctuated by what sounded like Italian cursing. She straightened her coat and tried to look like someone who belonged at crime scenes instead of someone who’d just chased international art thieves through a national museum with decorative rope.

“Dr. Cross.” Martin Dewitt appeared at her elbow. “The police will want to speak with you first, since you witnessed the actual theft.”

“I understand.” Hannah pushed her hair back from her face. “I got a partial license plate. J-7-4-something on a white van.”

“That’s excellent. Detective Santelli will—”

“Detective who?”

“Interpol sent someone. Art crime specialist.” Dewitt gestured toward the loading dock entrance where three uniformed Dutch officers had appeared, followed by a man in a dark overcoat who moved like he owned whatever space he occupied.

The man’s hair was black with silver at the temples, and he needed a shave. He looked around the loading dock the way Hannah looked at paintings—taking in every detail, cataloging information, making judgments. When his eyes reached her, they stopped.

“Dr. Cross?” His English carried an Italian accent that made her name sound like something worth saying twice. “Detective Inspector Marco Santelli, Interpol Art Crime Team.”

Hannah stepped forward and extended her hand. “Detective Santelli.”

His handshake lasted exactly long enough to be professional and not one second longer. His fingers were warm and calloused, like someone who worked with his hands when he wasn’t chasing criminals through European capitals.

“Mr. Dewitt tells me you witnessed the theft.”

“I saw three men cutting a Van Gogh from its frame. When I interrupted them, they ran.” Hannah glanced at the velvet rope she’d dropped on the concrete. “I followed them out here, but they escaped in a white van.”

“You chased art thieves.” Santelli’s tone suggested this was either the bravest or stupidest thing he’d heard all week. “Into the street.”

“Someone had to do something.”

“That someone should have been museum security. Or police.” He pulled a notepad from his coat pocket. “Not American tourists.”

“I’m not a tourist. I’m an art historian specializing in Post-Impressionist authentication and provenance research.” Hannah lifted her chin. “I know a Van Gogh when I see one being stolen.”

“Dr. Cross is one of the world’s leading experts on Van Gogh,” Dewitt said. “Her authentication work has—”

“I can speak for myself, thank you.” Hannah turned back to Santelli. “The thieves had a replacement painting ready. This was a planned operation, not a random theft.”

Santelli wrote something in his notepad. “You examined the replacement?”

“Briefly. It was a forgery, but a sophisticated one. The kind that requires months of preparation and significant financial backing.”

“How can you tell?”

Hannah looked at him like he’d asked how she could tell the difference between Tuesday and Wednesday. “Brush stroke analysis, color composition, aging patterns, canvas preparation. The replacement was painted within the last six months using synthetic materials that didn’t exist in Van Gogh’s time.”

Santelli stopped writing and looked at her directly for the first time since introductions. His eyes were dark brown, the color of espresso, and they held the kind of intelligence that made her wonder what he was thinking about besides her statement.

“You determined all this from a brief examination during a theft in progress?”

“I’ve been studying Van Gogh for fifteen years. I can spot a fake from across a gallery.” Hannah crossed her arms. “The question is whether you can catch the thieves who made it.”

One of the Dutch officers called something to Santelli in what sounded like a mixture of Dutch and Italian. Santelli responded in fluent Dutch, then turned back to Hannah.

“They want to examine the crime scene. I need your full statement first.”

“Fine.”

“Not here. Too many people.” He gestured toward the museum entrance where a small crowd had gathered. “There’s a café across the street.”

“I’m not going anywhere until I see what they left behind in the gallery.”

Santelli’s jaw tightened. “Miss—”

“Doctor.”

“Dr. Cross. This is now a police investigation. The crime scene is restricted.”

“The crime scene contains evidence that could help identify the thieves. I’m the only person here qualified to analyze that evidence.” Hannah started walking toward the museum entrance. “You can interview me while I examine the forgery.”

“That’s not how this works.”

Hannah stopped and turned around. “How does it work, Detective? Do you plan to catch international art thieves without consulting art experts?”

“I plan to catch them by following proper investigative procedures.”

“Which include consulting experts on the stolen artwork.”

Santelli looked at her for a long moment, then at Dewitt, then back at her. “Twenty minutes. You examine the evidence, I take your statement. Then you leave the investigation to law enforcement.”

“Agreed.”

They walked back through the museum’s service corridor in silence. Hannah noticed Santelli moved quietly for a man his size, and he kept himself positioned between her and the exits like someone accustomed to protecting civilians in dangerous situations. Or like someone who didn’t trust civilians not to interfere with police work.

Gallery three had been transformed into a crime scene. Photographer’s lights illuminated the empty frame where The Bedroom had hung. The dropped forgery lay face-up on the floor, surrounded by evidence markers and measuring tape.

“Don’t touch anything,” Santelli said.

Hannah knelt beside the forgery without touching the canvas. “Hand me that magnifying glass from the security desk.”

“I said don’t touch—”

“I’m not touching the painting. I need magnification to examine the brushwork.”

Santelli retrieved the magnifying glass and handed it to her. Hannah leaned over the canvas and studied the surface under the gallery’s bright lights.

“Acrylic paint mixed with aging compounds to simulate oil paint degradation,” she said. “The brushstrokes follow Van Gogh’s pattern, but they’re too uniform. Van Gogh painted with emotional intensity that created natural variations in pressure and movement.”

“Meaning?”

“This was painted by someone technically skilled but emotionally detached. Probably working from high-resolution photographs rather than understanding the artist’s psychological state.” Hannah moved the magnifying glass to examine the canvas edges. “The stretcher marks are artificially aged. Real aging creates specific wear patterns that can’t be replicated chemically.”

Santelli wrote in his notepad. “How long would it take to create a forgery this sophisticated?”

“Six months minimum. Maybe longer if they wanted to age it properly.” Hannah stood and handed back the magnifying glass. “This represents a significant investment of time and money. The thieves aren’t opportunists.”

“Professional art theft ring.”

“Or someone with specific knowledge of the museum’s security and exhibition schedule.” Hannah looked at the empty frame. “They knew exactly which painting to target and when it would be vulnerable.”

“Inside information.”

“Possibly. Or very thorough surveillance.” Hannah glanced at Dewitt, who had gone pale during her analysis. “Mr. Dewitt, who knew about the gallery’s security schedule for today?”

“The usual staff. Curators, security supervisors, maintenance crews.” Dewitt’s voice sounded strained. “We don’t advertise our security procedures.”

Santelli looked up from his notepad. “I’ll need a list of everyone with access to that information.”

“Of course. Detective, do you think our other paintings are at risk?”

“Unknown at this time. I’ll recommend increased security until we understand the scope of the operation.” Santelli turned to Hannah. “Dr. Cross, I have enough information for now. Thank you for your assistance.”

Hannah recognized a dismissal when she heard one. “You’ll keep me informed about the investigation?”

“That’s not standard procedure.”

“Neither is having the world’s leading Van Gogh expert witness an art theft in progress.” Hannah pulled a business card from her wallet. “In case you need further consultation on the authentication aspects.”

Santelli took the card and glanced at it. “University of Chicago. You’re a long way from home, Dr. Cross.”

“I’m on sabbatical in Europe. Researching Post-Impressionist techniques in European museums.” Hannah paused. “I’ll be in Amsterdam for another two weeks if you need additional expert analysis.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

They walked toward the gallery exit together. Hannah noticed Santelli matched his pace to hers, and when they reached the corridor, he held the door open with the kind of automatic courtesy that suggested good manners rather than calculated charm.

“Dr. Cross,” he said as they reached the museum’s main entrance. “Next time you witness a crime in progress, call police instead of chasing criminals.”

“Next time, Detective, try arriving before the criminals escape.” Hannah stepped into the Amsterdam afternoon and didn’t look back.

Behind her, she heard Santelli say something in Italian that sounded like either a prayer or profanity. Possibly both.
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Santelli found her three blocks from the museum, at a table outside a café so small it looked like it might get squeezed out of existence by the buildings on either side. A half-empty cup of coffee sat in front of her. She stared into it like it held answers. He pulled out the other chair and sat without an invitation.

Hannah looked up. Her eyes, the color of a stormy North Sea, held a flicker of surprise before she shuttered it away. “I thought you were done with me, Detective.”

“I need a formal statement.” Santelli pulled the same notepad from his coat. The pen he used was a cheap plastic one, the kind that came in packs of ten. “Full name.”

“You have my card.”

“Procedure requires I ask the questions and you provide the answers.” He didn’t look up from the blank page. “Full name, please.”

“Hannah Elizabeth Cross.”

“Occupation.”

“You know my occupation.”

Santelli finally lifted his head. The afternoon light caught the silver in his hair. He looked tired, but his eyes were sharp. “I know what Mr. Dewitt claims is your occupation. I need to hear it from you. For the report.”

“I am a Doctor of Art History. My specialty is Post-Impressionist authentication and provenance research.” She leaned forward, her voice low and tight. “I consult for museums, auction houses, and private collectors. I’ve published seventeen peer-reviewed articles and two books on the subject. Is that specific enough for your report
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