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By Ramez Ragy


Preface

Art has always been humanity’s way of preserving truth—capturing moments, emotions, and history in brushstrokes and sculptures that transcend time. But what happens when that sacred trust is corrupted? When the very guardians of cultural heritage become its destroyers?

In the shadowy underworld of art forgery, millions of dollars change hands daily, funding operations far more sinister than simple greed. Behind the elegant facade of galleries and auction houses, criminal networks exploit our reverence for beauty, turning masterpieces into weapons of terror.

This is the world that Allison Cathan and Ramirez Antonious discovered when a simple thesis project uncovered a conspiracy that reached from the halls of academia to the abandoned bunkers beneath Berlin. Their story is one of courage in the face of betrayal, of love blooming amid danger, and of two young people who chose to fight for truth when staying silent would have been safer.

Some might call them foolish for pursuing justice against impossible odds. Others might say they were simply in the right place at the right time. But those who know them understand the deeper truth: when art itself becomes a casualty of corruption, someone must stand guard. Sometimes, that someone turns out to be exactly who you’d least expect.

This is their story.




Chapter 1: The Forgery

The fluorescent lights of the University of Munich art lab hummed their familiar tune as I adjusted the UV lamp over the canvas. My thesis on German Expressionism had consumed the last six months of my life, but tonight felt different. Tonight, I might actually discover something significant.

The lab was eerily quiet at this hour—past ten on a Thursday evening—with only the distant sounds of the night cleaning crew moving through the corridors. I preferred working alone, without the chatter and distraction of my fellow students. Art demanded silence, respect, complete attention. It deserved nothing less.

“Just one more test,” I whispered to the empty lab, tucking a rebellious strand of honey-blonde hair behind my ear—a nervous habit I’d never been able to shake, no matter how many times my gymnastics coach had scolded me for it during competitions. The painting before me claimed to be a lesser-known Van Gogh, supposedly authenticated by Professor Steiner himself just last year. Something about the brushwork had been nagging at me for weeks.

I’d been drawn to this particular piece from the moment I’d first seen it in the university’s collection three months ago. Most students barely gave it a second glance—it wasn’t as famous as “Starry Night” or “The Potato Eaters.” But something about the way the paint caught the light, the subtle inconsistencies in the brush techniques, had made my art historian’s instincts prickle with unease.

My grandmother had always said I had “the eye”—the ability to see what others missed. She’d been a museum curator in Berlin before the war, and her stories of authentication battles and artistic mysteries had shaped my childhood dreams. “Trust your instincts, kleine maus,” she’d always told me. “Art speaks to those who truly listen.”

Tonight, I was listening.

I switched on the UV light and held my breath.

The signature glowed wrong.

My heart hammered against my ribs as I leaned closer, my bright blue eyes wide with disbelief. Under ultraviolet light, authentic Van Gogh signatures showed specific characteristics I’d memorized from countless hours of study—the particular way his paint absorbed and reflected UV radiation, the aging patterns unique to his preferred pigments, the microscopic texture of his brushstrokes. This one… this one was completely wrong.

“No, no, no,” I muttered, switching the light off and on again, hoping I’d made a mistake. But the evidence was undeniable. The paint layers revealed modern pigments that hadn’t existed in Van Gogh’s time—titanium white, which wasn’t developed until the 1920s, decades after the artist’s death. The canvas backing showed machine-made characteristics, perfectly uniform weave patterns that hand-loomed canvases never possessed. Even the aging patterns were artificially created, too uniform, too calculated.

My mind raced through the possibilities. Could it be a study piece? A teaching replica that had somehow been mislabeled? But no—the authentication paperwork was right there, Professor Steiner’s official university seal declaring this painting genuine, valued at over two million euros for insurance purposes.

This wasn’t just a misattribution. This was a sophisticated forgery.

I fumbled for my phone, my small hands trembling slightly as I took photo after photo of the evidence. The UV lamp created an eerie blue glow in the darkened lab, making everything look like a crime scene from some late-night detective show. Which, I supposed, it now was.

As I documented each damning detail, my mind couldn’t stop spinning. Professor Steiner was one of the most respected art authentication experts in Germany, possibly in all of Europe. His reputation was built on forty years of meticulous scholarship. He’d authenticated pieces for the Louvre, the Metropolitan Museum, private collectors worth hundreds of millions. How could he have missed such obvious signs of forgery?

Unless…

The thought made my stomach drop. Unless he hadn’t missed them at all.

I was so absorbed in my photography that I almost didn’t hear the soft beep of the lab door’s electronic lock. By the time I registered the sound, it was too late to do anything but quickly switch off the UV light and try to look casual, though my pulse was racing like I’d just finished a floor routine.

Professor Steiner’s tall frame filled the doorway, his usually kind gray eyes scanning the lab with unusual intensity. Even in the harsh fluorescent lighting, he cut an imposing figure—silver-haired and distinguished in his perfectly tailored tweed jacket, the kind of professor who could command a lecture hall’s attention with a single word.

“Allison,” he said, his German accent thicker than usual. “Working quite late tonight, aren’t you?”

“Just finishing some research for my thesis,” I replied, grateful my voice sounded steadier than I felt. I instinctively moved slightly in front of the painting, though I tried to make it seem natural, as if I were simply organizing my equipment. “I wanted to get some high-resolution photos of the brushwork. The evening hours are perfect—no one else around to bump the equipment, better lighting control.”

His gaze fell on the UV lamp, and I saw something flicker across his features—was it worry? Fear? The expression was gone so quickly I might have imagined it, but my gymnast’s training had taught me to read body language, to notice the smallest tells that indicated tension or deception.

“UV analysis?” His voice carried a note I’d never heard before—sharp, almost suspicious. “That seems rather… advanced for an undergraduate thesis. Especially one focused on artistic technique rather than authentication.”

Heat crept up my neck, and I felt that familiar flush that always betrayed my emotions. Professor Steiner had been my mentor for three years, ever since I’d stumbled into his Introduction to Art History course as a confused freshman. He was the one who’d recognized my passion for German Expressionism, who’d encouraged me to pursue graduate studies, who’d written glowing recommendation letters for my applications to doctoral programs. He’d been like a grandfather to me, patient and encouraging and endlessly knowledgeable.

I couldn’t imagine him involved in anything dishonest. There had to be an explanation.

“I just wanted to be thorough,” I said, biting my lower lip—another nervous habit that my mother had tried unsuccessfully to break me of throughout my teenage years. “The university has such amazing equipment, and you always say we should use every tool available to understand art history. I thought it might give me insights into Van Gogh’s pigment choices, maybe discover something new about his technique.”

He stepped closer, his expensive leather shoes silent on the lab’s polished floor. I caught a whiff of his usual expensive cologne mixed with something else—cigarette smoke, which was odd since he’d quit smoking years ago after a health scare. The smell was fresh, recent, as if he’d been smoking just before coming to the lab.

“And what did you discover with your… thoroughness?” The way he emphasized the word made my stomach twist with unease.

This wasn’t Professor Steiner’s usual encouraging tone, the warm voice that had guided me through countless discussions about color theory and artistic interpretation. This was something else entirely—cooler, calculating, almost threatening.

“Just the usual,” I lied, my grandmother’s silver ring feeling suddenly heavy on my middle finger as I twisted it unconsciously. The ring had been her mother’s before her, passed down through four generations of women who’d all shared the same love of art and beauty. Right now, it felt like a talisman, a connection to the strength I needed to get through this moment. “Beautiful brushwork. Van Gogh’s characteristic style. The way he layered the paint is really extraordinary when you see it under different lighting conditions.”

For a long moment, we stared at each other across the small space of the lab. I could see him weighing my words, trying to determine if I was telling the truth. His eyes, which had always seemed kind and grandfatherly, now held a calculating intelligence that made me feel like a specimen under a microscope.

The fluorescent lights seemed to grow louder in the silence, their electrical hum filling the space between us like static. Somewhere in the building, a door slammed, making me jump slightly.

“Good,” he finally said, but his smile didn’t reach his eyes. It was the kind of smile politicians wore during uncomfortable interviews, polite but empty. “Very good. Perhaps you should pack up for the evening, Allison. Young ladies shouldn’t be walking alone across campus so late. Munich may be safer than some cities, but one can never be too careful.”

The concern sounded genuine enough, but something in his tone made it feel more like a warning than fatherly advice.

“Of course, Professor. I was just finishing up anyway.”

He remained in the doorway, watching as I carefully packed away my equipment. Every movement felt amplified under his scrutiny—the click of the UV lamp’s power switch, the soft scrape of my notebook sliding into my bag, the rustle of the protective cloth I draped over the painting. My movements were deliberately casual despite the adrenaline coursing through my veins, making my hands shake slightly as I coiled cables and organized lenses.

Every instinct I possessed screamed that something was terribly wrong. My gymnastics training had taught me to trust my body’s signals, to recognize when balance was off or when danger threatened. Right now, every nerve was firing warning signals.

“You know, Allison,” Professor Steiner said conversationally as I sealed my camera equipment in its protective case, “I’ve been thinking about your thesis proposal. Perhaps it would be wise to narrow your focus somewhat.”

I looked up at him, trying to keep my expression neutral and interested. “How do you mean?”

“Well, authentication techniques can be rather… dry. Technical analysis, scientific testing—these things are important, of course, but they can distract from the true beauty and meaning of art.” His smile was still perfectly pleasant, perfectly reasonable. “Sometimes we can become so focused on proving or disproving authenticity that we miss the emotional and cultural significance of the work itself.”

The suggestion hung in the air between us, and I understood it perfectly. He was telling me to stop looking so closely, to stop asking questions that might lead to uncomfortable answers.

“I think you’re right,” I said carefully, slinging my bag over my shoulder. “Art should be about beauty and meaning, not just technical details.”

“Exactly.” His relief was subtle but visible, a slight relaxation in his shoulders. “Focus on the artistic techniques, the historical context, the way these works influenced German Expressionism as a movement. That’s where you’ll make your real contribution to scholarship.”

The warning was subtle but unmistakable. I managed to nod and smile, channeling every acting class I’d taken in high school. “Of course, Professor. Thank you for the guidance.”

“Have a pleasant evening,” he said, stepping aside to let me pass. But he didn’t move far, and I had to squeeze past him in the doorway. For just a moment, I caught another whiff of that cigarette smoke, stronger now, and underneath it something else—stress sweat, the kind that comes from fear rather than exertion.

“And Allison?” His voice stopped me as I reached the corridor. “Perhaps it’s best to focus your research on the works in our public collection rather than pieces in authentication review. The paperwork can be quite complex, and we wouldn’t want any… confusion.”

I turned back to face him, noting how he’d positioned himself between me and the lab, effectively blocking any view of the Van Gogh. “Of course, Professor. Good night.”

“Good night, my dear.”

I forced myself to walk normally down the corridor, past the other darkened labs and lecture halls, past the bulletin boards covered with exhibition announcements and graduate program advertisements. But with every step, I could feel his eyes on my back, watching until I disappeared around the corner toward the main exit.

Only when I was outside in the crisp March air did I allow myself to breathe freely. The campus was nearly deserted at this hour, just a few students hurrying between the library and the dormitories, their breath visible in small puffs of vapor. Security lights cast long shadows across the walkways, and somewhere in the distance, I could hear the late tram rumbling toward the city center.

I made it halfway across the main quad before my composure finally cracked. My hands were shaking so badly I could barely hold my phone steady as I scrolled through my contacts. There was only one person I trusted completely, only one person who would believe me and help me figure out what to do next.

With trembling fingers, I dialed the number I knew by heart.

“Allison?” Ramirez’s deep voice was instantly alert despite the late hour, that rich baritone that always sent a warm shiver down my spine. Even through the phone, I could hear the immediate shift from sleepy relaxation to complete attention. This was one of the things I’d always appreciated about him—when I needed him, everything else became secondary.

“What’s wrong?” he continued when I didn’t immediately respond. “You sound scared.”

Just hearing his voice made me feel safer, like I wasn’t alone in this anymore. Ramirez had been my closest friend since we’d met in a probability theory class two years ago—the most unlikely pairing imaginable, an Egyptian computer science student and a German art history major. But somehow our friendship had worked from the very first day, built on late-night study sessions, shared coffee, and an understanding that ran deeper than words.

“Ramirez, I… I need you,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper as I glanced around the empty campus, suddenly paranoid that someone might be listening. “Can you come over? I’ve discovered something tonight, something big, and I think I might be in trouble.”

“I’m already getting my keys,” I heard him say, and in the background came the familiar sounds of him moving through his apartment—the creak of his desk chair, the jingle of car keys, the soft thud of his leather jacket being grabbed from its usual spot by the door. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Are you safe right now? Do you need me to stay on the phone?”

The concern in his voice was evident, and I could picture him clearly—his dark eyes focused and alert, that stubborn lock of black hair falling across his forehead as he bent to grab his shoes, his tall frame moving with that particular grace he had. Even in crisis, he was methodical, thorough, protective.

“I’m okay for now,” I said, though I wasn’t entirely sure that was true. “I’m walking home from the lab. I’ll be in my apartment by the time you get there.”

“Keep talking to me until you’re inside,” he commanded, and I could hear his car door slam, the engine turning over. “Tell me what happened.”

So as I walked the familiar path from campus to my small apartment near the university district, I told him everything—the UV analysis, the obvious forgery, Professor Steiner’s strange behavior, the subtle but unmistakable warning. Ramirez listened without interruption, asking only occasional clarifying questions that showed he understood both the technical and emotional aspects of what I’d discovered.

“You did the right thing calling me,” he said as I climbed the stairs to my second-floor apartment. “This isn’t something you should handle alone.”

“I know,” I said, fumbling with my keys. My hands were still shaking slightly, making it difficult to get the lock open. “I just… I can’t believe this is happening. Professor Steiner has been like family to me. If he’s involved in something like this…”

“We’ll figure it out,” Ramirez said firmly. “Whatever’s going on, we’ll handle it together. I’m pulling up to your building now.”

I’d barely gotten my door open when I heard his distinctive knock—two short, one long, a pattern we’d developed back in our first year when late-night study sessions required discrete communication that wouldn’t wake other students. I opened the door to find all six feet two inches of him filling my doorframe, his dark eyes immediately scanning my face with the kind of concern that made my heart flutter despite the circumstances.

Even at nearly eleven at night, he looked put-together in that effortless way he had—dark jeans, a black button-down shirt he’d clearly thrown on quickly but somehow still looked perfectly fitted, his leather jacket draped over one arm. His thick black hair was slightly disheveled from the drive, with that one stubborn lock falling across his forehead exactly as I’d imagined.

“What happened?” he asked, stepping inside and automatically reaching up to smooth down that rebellious piece of hair—a gesture I’d watched him make thousands of times but never got tired of seeing. His warm olive-toned hands gently took mine, completely encompassing them in his larger grip. “You’re still shaking.”

The height difference between us had always created a natural intimacy that I’d never experienced with anyone else. When I looked up into his deep brown eyes—which in the soft lighting of my apartment revealed those warm amber flecks I’d memorized over countless conversations—I felt protected and understood simultaneously. It was a feeling that had evolved from simple friendship into something deeper, though neither of us had ever quite put a name to it.

“I’m okay now that you’re here,” I said, and meant it completely. “Come on, let me show you what I found.”

I led him to my small kitchen table, where I’d already set up my laptop and scattered my research notes in organized chaos. The photos I’d taken in the lab were still displayed on the screen, the UV analysis results stark and undeniable under the apartment’s warm lighting.

“A forgery,” I said, settling into one of my mismatched chairs. “A really sophisticated one, authenticated by Professor Steiner himself.”

Ramirez took the chair beside me—close enough that I could smell his familiar scent of cedar and spice cologne, mixed with the slight musk of stress and concern. His jaw tightened as he looked at the laptop screen, that small muscle jumping at his temple the way it did when he was concentrating intensely.

He leaned over my shoulder to examine the photos more closely, and I felt that familiar flutter in my chest at his proximity. His long fingers traced the air above the screen as he studied the images, and I could practically see his analytical mind processing the information.

“Show me everything,” he said, his voice dropping to that deeper register it took on when he was completely serious. “Walk me through exactly what you discovered and how you discovered it.”

For the next hour, I guided him through every detail of my analysis, my hands moving animatedly as I explained the technical aspects—the paint composition, the canvas characteristics, the brushwork inconsistencies. He listened with the intense focus that made him such a gifted programmer, asking precisely the right questions to understand not just what I’d found, but what it meant.

“The spectral analysis here,” he said, pointing to one of my photographs, “this shows modern titanium dioxide in the white pigments, right?”

“Exactly,” I said, impressed as always by how quickly he grasped concepts outside his field. “Van Gogh died in 1890, but titanium white wasn’t commercially available until the 1920s. It’s a dead giveaway that this painting was created at least thirty years after his death.”

Ramirez leaned back in his chair, his long fingers now tapping silently against the table—a habit from his guitar-playing days that meant he was thinking hard. “This isn’t amateur work,” he said finally. “Whoever created this forgery had access to high-quality materials, sophisticated aging techniques, and detailed knowledge of authentication methods.”

“That’s what scares me,” I admitted, unconsciously tucking my hair behind my ear again. “Professor Steiner is one of the most respected authentication experts in Germany. He’s been doing this for forty years. There’s no way he could have missed these signs unless…”

“Unless he didn’t want to see them,” Ramirez finished quietly. “Or unless he’s involved.”

The words hung between us like a physical presence, horrible and unavoidable. I watched as Ramirez’s expression shifted, his protective instincts clearly kicking into high gear. His posture straightened, his eyes grew more alert, and I could see him mentally cataloging potential threats and solutions.

“Tell me about his reaction when he found you in the lab,” he said. “Every detail, every word, every expression.”

As I recounted the encounter, I watched Ramirez’s face grow increasingly serious. His jaw tightened further, and that analytical mind of his was clearly working overtime, processing not just the facts but the implications.

“The timing bothers me,” he said when I’d finished. “It’s after ten on a Thursday night. What was he doing at the university so late? And how did he know you were in that specific lab?”

I felt a chill run down my spine. “I hadn’t thought about that. The labs are supposed to be locked after eight unless you have special permission for research.”

“Which you do,” Ramirez said, “but that doesn’t explain why he was there. Unless…” His expression darkened. “Unless he was checking on something. Or someone was watching and called him.”

Before I could respond to that terrifying possibility, my phone rang. The sharp sound in the quiet apartment made both of us jump, and when I saw Professor Steiner’s name on the screen, my blood went cold.

We stared at the phone for three rings before Ramirez nodded toward it. “Let it go to voicemail,” he said. “Let’s see what he has to say.”

A few seconds later, the message notification chimed. With trembling fingers, I put the phone on speaker.

“Allison, my dear,” Professor Steiner’s voice filled my small apartment, that familiar German accent now sounding somehow sinister in the context of everything that had happened. “I wanted to follow up on our conversation tonight. I’ve been thinking about your thesis project, and I believe I have an opportunity that might interest you. There’s a gallery in Berlin, quite prestigious, that’s looking for a research assistant. The experience could be invaluable for your career.”

He paused, and in that silence, I could hear something in the background—voices, perhaps, speaking in low tones.

“Please call me tomorrow, first thing,” he continued. “We should discuss your future… carefully. There are many directions your studies could take, and I want to ensure you choose the path that’s best for everyone involved.”

The line went dead.

In the silence that followed, I could hear my own heartbeat, loud and fast in my ears. Ramirez’s rare, transformative smile was nowhere to be seen—instead, his face showed the kind of controlled intensity I’d only glimpsed a few times before, usually when he was debugging particularly complex code or dealing with a serious problem.

“He knows you found something,” Ramirez said softly, his voice carrying an edge I’d never heard before.

“The way he phrased that,” I said, rewinding the message to listen again. “‘Best for everyone involved.’ That sounded like…”

“A threat,” Ramirez finished. “Subtle, but definitely a threat.”

I was about to respond when movement outside my window caught my eye. A car had pulled up across the street, its headlights moving too slowly for normal traffic. My apartment was on the second floor, giving me a clear view of the street below, and something about the way the vehicle positioned itself made my stomach clench with fear.

“Ramirez,” I whispered, pointing toward the window.

He was beside me in seconds, his tall frame partially shielding me as we both peered through the gap in my curtains. The car—a dark sedan with tinted windows—sat idling across the street, positioned perfectly to watch my building’s entrance.

“How long has it been there?” he asked, his voice tight with concern.

“It just arrived. Right after Professor Steiner’s call.”

Through the darkness, I could just make out a figure behind the wheel, the glow of a phone screen illuminating part of a face. As we watched, the person raised the phone to their ear.

In the distance, muffled by the walls of my building but still audible, came the sound of another phone ringing. Through the thin walls, I could hear my neighbor’s voice drifting up—a man speaking German with an accent I couldn’t quite place: “Ja… ja, sie ist zu Hause. Mit jemandem… ja, verstanden.”

My German was good enough to catch the gist: “Yes… yes, she’s home. With someone… yes, understood.”

Ramirez and I exchanged a look that needed no words. The car across the street wasn’t coincidental. Someone was watching me, reporting on my activities, coordinating something that made my blood run cold.

“We need to call the police,” I whispered.

“And tell them what?” Ramirez asked, though his tone was gentle. “That your professor left you a voicemail about a job opportunity? That there’s a car parked on a public street? We don’t have enough evidence yet.”

He was right, and we both knew it. But the fear was real, immediate, and growing stronger by the minute.

“What do we do then?” I asked.

Ramirez was quiet for a long moment, his analytical mind clearly working through possibilities and scenarios. When he looked at me again, his dark eyes held a determination I’d seen before when he tackled particularly challenging programming problems—the look of someone who wasn’t going to give up until he found a solution.

“We find out how deep this goes,” he said. “But carefully, and together. And we make sure you’re never alone until we understand what we’re dealing with.”

The car across the street remained, its occupant patient and watchful. Through the window, I could see that the figure was still on the phone, still coordinating with someone about something that involved me directly.

Somewhere in the distance, I heard the faint sound of footsteps on the building’s stairs—slow, measured, stopping on each landing as if someone was checking apartment numbers.

Ramirez heard it too. His hand found mine, squeezing gently but firmly. “Is there another way out of this building?” he asked quietly.

“The back stairs,” I whispered. “Through the laundry room.”

The footsteps had reached the second floor and were moving down the hallway toward my apartment. Whoever it was, they were making no effort to be quiet, which somehow made it even more frightening.

“Pack a bag,” Ramirez said, his voice barely audible. “Just essentials. We’re not staying here tonight.”

As I quietly gathered clothes and toiletries, my mind raced through the implications of what had happened. Professor Steiner, surveillance, coordinated watching—this wasn’t just about a single forged painting. This was something much bigger, much more dangerous.

And somewhere in the back of my mind, a terrible thought took root: if Professor Steiner was involved in sophisticated art forgery, what else might he be involved in? And just how far would he and his associates go to protect their secrets?

The footsteps stopped directly outside my door. In the silence, I could hear someone breathing, waiting, listening.

Ramirez motioned toward the back of the apartment, toward the service stairs that connected to the building’s rear exit. As we moved quietly through my small space, gathering what we needed, I realized that my quiet life as an art history student was over. Whatever I’d uncovered tonight had thrust me into something dangerous and complex, something that people were willing to kill to protect.

But as frightening as that realization was, I wasn’t facing it alone. Ramirez’s solid presence beside me, his calm competence in crisis, his unwavering loyalty—these things gave me strength I didn’t know I possessed.

Whatever came next, whatever dangers we were about to face, I was grateful beyond words that I wouldn’t have to face them alone. And somewhere, beneath the fear and adrenaline, a part of me recognized that this crisis was changing something fundamental between us, deepening our connection in ways that normal circumstances never could.

The person outside my door tried the handle—slowly, carefully, testing to see if it was locked. The soft click of the mechanism seemed impossibly loud in the silence.

It was time to go.




Chapter 2: Deeper Investigations

The university library felt different at seven in the morning. Without the usual crowds of students, the vast reading rooms echoed with an almost cathedral-like silence, broken only by the soft hum of computers and the distant whisper of the heating system. I’d been here since the library opened, my laptop surrounded by empty coffee cups and pages of handwritten notes—the detritus of a sleepless night spent thinking about Allison and the dangerous situation she’d stumbled into.

She was safe, at least for now. After our escape through her building’s back stairs, I’d driven her to my apartment where she’d finally fallen asleep on my couch around four in the morning, exhaustion finally overcoming adrenaline. But sleep had eluded me entirely. My mind kept circling back to Professor Steiner’s behavior, the sophistication of that forgery, and the coordinated surveillance we’d witnessed.

This wasn’t the work of a single corrupt academic. This was something much larger.

I ran my hand through my hair—a gesture that had become more frequent as the morning wore on—and refocused on my laptop screen. If Professor Wilhelm Steiner was involved in art fraud, there would be digital traces. There were always digital traces.

The university’s database system was more secure than most, but not impenetrable. My cybersecurity work had taught me that every system had vulnerabilities, and academic networks often prioritized accessibility over security. It took me twenty minutes to find a way in through an outdated faculty portal, another ten to navigate to the personnel files.

Professor Steiner’s official record was impressive and seemingly spotless. Forty-three years at the University of Munich, hundreds of published papers, authentication work for major museums worldwide. But as I dug deeper, inconsistencies began to emerge.

His travel records showed frequent trips to Berlin, often lasting several days with vague justifications—“research collaboration” or “museum consultation.” The timing of these trips corresponded with several high-profile art sales in Berlin galleries. Curious.

I cross-referenced his authentication work with art market databases, tracking pieces he’d verified over the past five years. The pattern that emerged made my jaw tighten with concentration. Paintings authenticated by Steiner were selling for significantly higher prices than comparable works verified by other experts. Either he had an extraordinarily good eye for undervalued masterpieces, or something else was driving up the prices.

A soft footstep made me look up. Allison approached my table carrying two cups of coffee, her honey-blonde hair caught back in a messy bun that somehow managed to look both practical and beautiful. She’d borrowed one of my sweaters over her jeans—the dark blue wool making her bright eyes seem even more vivid.

“You’ve been here for hours,” she said, settling into the chair beside me. “I woke up and you were gone.”

“I left you a note,” I replied, accepting the coffee gratefully. Her fingers brushed mine as she handed me the cup, and I felt that familiar flutter of awareness that her touch always brought. “I wanted to start investigating while the trail was fresh.”

She leaned closer to look at my laptop screen, her scent—vanilla and something floral—mixing with the coffee aroma. The proximity made it difficult to concentrate on the data, but I forced myself to focus.

“What did you find?” she asked, her voice carrying that particular intensity she got when she was pursuing a mystery.

“Your Professor Steiner has been very busy,” I said, pulling up the travel records. “Look at this pattern—Berlin trips every six to eight weeks, always lasting three to four days. And here…” I switched to the authentication database. “Pieces he’s verified are consistently selling for twenty to thirty percent above market estimates.”

Allison studied the information, her hands moving in small, unconscious gestures as she processed the implications. When she was thinking hard, she had a habit of tracing patterns in the air—something I’d noticed during our late-night study sessions over the past two years.

“That could be legitimate,” she said, though her tone suggested she didn’t believe it. “He does have an exceptional reputation. Collectors might pay premium prices for his authentication.”

“Possible,” I agreed, “but look at this.”

I pulled up financial records I’d accessed through a backdoor in the university’s accounting system. Professor Steiner’s salary was comfortable but not extravagant—typical for a senior academic. But his bank deposits told a different story.

“These irregular deposits,” I said, pointing to a series of entries over the past eighteen months. “Always in cash, always in amounts just under the reporting threshold. They total almost two hundred thousand euros.”

Allison’s sharp intake of breath was audible in the quiet library. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear—that nervous gesture I’d grown to recognize as a sign of her mind working through complex problems.

“Consultation fees?” she suggested, but her voice lacked conviction.

“For amounts that small, paid in cash? Most museum consultations are handled through official contracts, bank transfers, documented payments.” I leaned back in my chair, my own analytical processes clicking into place. “This looks more like payments for services someone doesn’t want officially recorded.”

She was quiet for a moment, staring at the screen with those bright blue eyes that seemed to see patterns others missed. This was one of the things I’d always admired about Allison—her ability to synthesize information from different sources, to see connections that weren’t immediately obvious.

“Show me the dates of those deposits,” she said suddenly.

I pulled up the chronological view, and she compared it to something on her phone—notes she’d been taking about the forged Van Gogh, I realized.

“Ramirez,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper despite the library’s emptiness. “The authentication date on that Van Gogh was March fifteenth. There’s a cash deposit here for fifteen thousand euros on March twenty-second. One week later.”

The timing was damning. I felt that familiar tightening in my chest that came when a cybersecurity investigation revealed something genuinely dangerous. This wasn’t just academic fraud—this was organized crime.

“We need to dig deeper,” I said, already pulling up new search parameters. “If he’s being paid for fraudulent authentications, there will be more traces. Communication records, travel patterns, maybe even encrypted files.”

For the next two hours, we worked in synchronous concentration. Allison provided the art world context I needed to understand which pieces and galleries to investigate, while I navigated the digital landscape of databases and encrypted communications. It was the kind of seamless collaboration that had developed between us over months of working together, each complementing the other’s expertise.

The picture that emerged was increasingly disturbing.

Professor Steiner wasn’t working alone. His email records—accessed through a vulnerability in the university’s legacy system—showed regular correspondence with a network of gallery owners, private dealers, and collectors across Germany and Eastern Europe. The language was carefully neutral, but the patterns were clear to anyone who understood how criminal networks communicated.

“Look at this,” I said, showing Allison a series of emails between Steiner and someone identified only as “K.Weber” in Berlin.


“The Expressionist piece requires additional documentation before placement,” one email read. “Client is particularly concerned about provenance verification.”



“Documentation will be prepared according to our previous discussion,” came Steiner’s reply. “Timeline remains unchanged.”


“That’s not how legitimate art authentication works,” Allison said, her animated gestures becoming more pronounced as her excitement grew. “Provenance research is about discovering the truth of a piece’s history, not ‘preparing documentation’ to meet client concerns.”

I nodded, my jaw tightening as I processed the implications. “They’re creating false provenance records. Manufacturing authentication documents to support forged pieces.”

The scope of the operation was becoming clear. This wasn’t just about selling individual fake paintings—it was a sophisticated network creating entire false histories for artworks, complete with documentation that could fool even expert collectors.

But there was something else, something that made my programmer’s instincts prickle with unease.

“The financial patterns are wrong,” I said, pulling up the banking data again. “Look at the amounts. Even at inflated prices, art sales shouldn’t generate this much cash flow. We’re looking at millions of euros moving through this network.”

Allison leaned closer, her shoulder touching mine as she studied the numbers. The contact was electric, but I forced myself to concentrate on the data.

“What if the art isn’t the end goal?” she said quietly. “What if it’s just a means to an end?”

The question hung between us, and I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the library’s air conditioning. Art fraud as money laundering was one thing—criminals had been using high-value goods to clean dirty money for centuries. But the amounts we were seeing, combined with the careful coordination and international scope…

“We need to look at where this money is going,” I said.

It took another hour of careful digital archaeology, but eventually I found traces. The laundered funds were being funneled through a complex network of shell companies and offshore accounts, ultimately ending up in accounts linked to organizations that made my blood run cold.

“Allison,” I said, my voice carefully controlled. “I think your professor isn’t just stealing from museums and collectors. I think he’s funding something much worse.”

She looked at the screen where I’d displayed a web of financial connections leading to groups with names that were carefully innocuous but whose true nature was obvious to anyone who understood the coded language of extremist financing.

“Neo-Nazi organizations,” she breathed. “He’s using art fraud to fund terrorist groups.”

The silence that followed was deafening. We sat there in the quiet library, surrounded by centuries of accumulated knowledge and learning, while staring at evidence that one of the university’s most respected professors was helping to finance hatred and violence.

“We have to go to the police,” Allison said, but even as she spoke, I could hear the uncertainty in her voice.

“With what evidence?” I asked gently. “Everything I’ve found was obtained through unauthorized access to university systems. It would never be admissible in court, and it would probably get us arrested for hacking.”

She bit her lower lip, a gesture I’d seen hundreds of times when she was working through a particularly challenging problem. Her analytical mind was trying to find a solution, some way to use what we’d discovered.

“Then what do we do?” she asked.

Before I could answer, my phone buzzed with an encrypted message notification. I’d set up automated alerts to monitor for any unusual activity in the systems I’d been accessing—a standard precaution when conducting sensitive digital investigations.

The message made my stomach drop.

“Someone’s been tracking our access,” I said, quickly closing my laptop. “The university’s security system just flagged unusual database queries from the library network.”
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