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A Sherlock Holmes Mystery
(A Short story by Phillip Chandler. December 2025 )



Chanter One: An Interriinted Holidav

The autumn sun cast long shadows across the cobblestones of Montmartre as Sherlock Holmes sat at a small
café table, his long fingers wrapped around a cup of coffee that had long since grown cold. Before him lay a
copy of Le Figaro, though his grey eyes were not focused on the newsprint but rather on the street beyond,
where a flower seller argued with a gendarme about the placement of her cart.

"You seem distracted, Holmes," | observed, setting down my own cup. "l thought this holiday was meant to
provide you with rest from the constant stimulation of London's criminal element."

"Rest, Watson?" Holmes turned to me with that familiar sardonic smile playing at the corners of his mouth.
"You know as well as | that my mind rebels against stagnation. Three weeks of museums, restaurants, and
pleasant walks along the Seine have left me in a state of intellectual torpor that borders on the unbearable. |
find myself analysing the gait of every passerby, deducing the life histories of waiters, and constructing
elaborate theories about the romantic entanglements of our hotel staff. It is a waste of mental energy, and yet |
cannot help myself."

| chuckled, for | had observed this restlessness growing in my friend over the past several days. Holmes was not
a man built for leisure. His mind was a precision instrument that required constant employment, and without
the stimulus of a genuine mystery, it turned inward upon itself in ways that were not always healthy.

"Perhaps we should return to London early," | suggested. "There's no shame in admitting that Paris, lovely as it
is, cannot compete with Baker Street for your particular temperament."
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Holmes was about to reply when a young man in the uniform of the S(ireté approached our table with evident
purpose. He was perhaps twenty-five years of age, with the keen eyes and alert bearing of an intelligent officer,
though his face bore the unmistakable signs of anxiety and sleeplessness.

"Monsieur Holmes?" he inquired in accented but serviceable English. "Forgive the intrusion, but | am Inspector
Beaumont of the Slreté. | have been searching for you all morning."

Holmes's demeanour changed instantly. The languor vanished from his posture, and he sat forward with the
intensity of a hunting dog catching a scent. "Inspector. Please, sit down. This is my colleague, Dr. Watson. You
have a case, | presume?"

"A most perplexing one, monsieur." Beaumont sat, removing his cap and running a hand through his dark hair.
"I would not normally trouble a foreign detective, but my superior, Chief Inspector Girard, suggested that your
particular expertise might prove invaluable. He met you some years ago, | believe, during the affair of the—"

"The Dubois diamonds, yes," Holmes interrupted. "A simple matter of substitution and misdirection. Girard is a
capable man. If he believes the case warrants my attention, then it must indeed be unusual. Pray continue."

Beaumont leaned forward, lowering his voice despite the fact that we were speaking English and the nearest
occupied table was some distance away. "It concerns the Louvre, monsieur. Over the past three weeks, a series
of thefts has occurred within the museum. Small items at first—a medieval ring, an ancient coin, a small bronze
figurine. But three nights ago, something far more significant was taken: a painting by Vermeer, The
Lacemaker."

"Good heavens!" | exclaimed. "But surely such a theft would require an army of accomplices, not to mention—

"That is precisely the problem, Dr. Watson," Beaumont interrupted, his expression growing even more
troubled. "There is no evidence of any break-in. None whatsoever. The museum is locked each evening at six
o'clock. Guards patrol the corridors throughout the night. The windows are barred, the doors are secured with
the finest locks that French engineering can provide. And yet, morning after morning, we discover that another
item has vanished."

Holmes's eyes gleamed with that peculiar light that | had learned to recognize as the sign of his deepest
intellectual engagement. "Fascinating. And the guards report nothing unusual during their rounds?"

"Nothing, monsieur. It is as though the thief is a phantom, capable of passing through walls."

"There are no phantoms, Inspector, only men with sufficient ingenuity to create the illusion of the impossible."
Holmes rose from his chair with sudden energy. "Watson, | fear our holiday must be postponed. Inspector
Beaumont, if you would be so kind as to escort us to the Louvre immediately, | should very much like to
examine the scene of these mysterious disappearances."

"Of course, monsieur. | have a carriage waiting."

As we made our way through the winding streets of Paris toward the great museum, Holmes questioned
Beaumont with his characteristic thoroughness. Every detail was extracted and examined: the exact times of
the thefts, the positions of the guards, the nature of the stolen items, the layout of the museum, the
backgrounds of the staff. By the time we arrived at the imposing facade of the Louvre, Holmes had constructed
a mental map of the situation that would have done credit to a military strategist.
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Chantar Twwn: The Ccane nf +the Crime

The Louvre was a maghnificent edifice, its classical architecture speaking to centuries of French culture and
power. As we passed through the great entrance, | was struck once again by the sheer scale of the place.
Corridors stretched in every direction, lined with masterpieces of art from every era and nation. It seemed
impossible that anyone could steal from such a well-guarded fortress.

We were met in the entrance hall by a portly gentleman with magnificent whiskers and an expression of
profound distress. This was Monsieur Delacroix, the museum's director, and it was immediately apparent that
the recent thefts had taken a severe toll on his nerves.

"Monsieur Holmes!" he exclaimed, seizing my friend's hand and shaking it vigorously. "Thank Providence you
have come. This affair is destroying me. The Minister of Culture has been here twice already, demanding
answers. The newspapers are beginning to ask questions. If word gets out that the Louvre cannot protect its
treasures, the scandal will be catastrophic!"

"Calm yourself, Monsieur Delacroix," Holmes said soothingly. "Panic serves no purpose. Now, | should like to
see the room from which the Vermeer was taken, and then | wish to examine each location where a theft has
occurred."

Delacroix led us through a series of galleries, each more splendid than the last, until we reached a smaller,
more intimate room dedicated to Dutch masters of the seventeenth century. The walls were covered in dark
fabric, and the paintings hung in ornate gilt frames. On one wall, there was a conspicuous gap where the
Vermeer had hung.

Holmes approached the empty space with the concentration of a surgeon examining a patient. He produced
his magnifying glass and began a minute examination of the wall, the frame hooks, and the surrounding area.
For several minutes, he said nothing, moving with the methodical precision that characterized his investigative
technique.
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"The painting was secured how?" he asked without looking up.

"With wire and hooks, monsieur," Delacroix replied. "The same system we use throughout the museum. It has
been in place for decades without incident."

"And the frame?"

"It was found on the floor beneath where the painting had hung, undamaged. The canvas had been cut from it
with what must have been a very sharp blade."

Holmes nodded, continuing his examination. He moved to the windows, which were indeed barred with iron
grilles of formidable construction. He tested each bar, examined the locks, and peered out at the courtyard
beyond. Then he turned his attention to the floor, crawling on his hands and knees with his glass, tracing
patterns invisible to my eyes.

"Inspector Beaumont," he said at last, rising and dusting off his trousers, "you mentioned that guards patrol
these corridors throughout the night. What is their schedule?"

"Each guard walks a designated route, monsieur. They pass through each gallery every thirty minutes. The
system is designed so that no room is left unobserved for more than that interval."

"And on the night the Vermeer was taken, the guards reported nothing unusual?"

"Nothing whatsoever. Guard Rousseau passed through this room at ten o'clock, midnight, two o'clock, and four
o'clock. At each inspection, he noted that all was in order. It was only when the morning staff arrived at six that
the theft was discovered."

Holmes was silent for a moment, his brow furrowed in thought. "I should like to speak with this Guard
Rousseau. But first, show me the locations of the other thefts."

Over the next two hours, we traversed the vast museum, visiting each site where an item had been stolen. The
pattern was consistent: no signs of forced entry, no evidence of disturbance, and guards who had seen and
heard nothing unusual. The stolen items varied widely in size and value, from a small Egyptian scarab that
could fit in one's palm to a medieval tapestry that must have measured six feet square.

"It makes no sense," | confessed to Holmes as we stood in the Egyptian gallery, examining the case from which
the scarab had been taken. "How can someone remove items of such varying sizes without being detected?
And why these particular objects? There seems to be no pattern to the selection."

"On the contrary, Watson, there is always a pattern. We simply have not yet discerned it." Holmes turned to
Delacroix. "l require a complete list of every item that has been stolen, with descriptions, dates of acquisition,
and current estimated values. | also need the duty rosters for all guards for the past month, the names and
backgrounds of all museum staff who have access to these galleries, and plans showing the layout of the
building, including any passages, storage rooms, or maintenance areas not accessible to the public."

"Of course, monsieur. | shall have everything prepared for you within the hour."

"Excellent. In the meantime, | should like to interview the guards, beginning with Rousseau."
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Guard Rousseau was a man of perhaps fifty years, with the weathered face of someone who had spent much
of his life outdoors before taking up his current position. He stood before us in one of the museum's
administrative offices, his cap in his hands, clearly nervous about being questioned by the famous English
detective.

"Monsieur Rousseau," Holmes began in fluent French—a language he spoke with barely a trace of accent—"I
want you to understand that you are not under suspicion. | am merely trying to understand exactly what
occurred on the night the Vermeer was stolen. Please, tell me about your rounds that evening."

Rousseau relaxed slightly. "It was a night like any other, monsieur. | began my patrol at nine o'clock, as always. |
walk the same route every night—through the Dutch galleries, then the Flemish, then the Italian Renaissance
rooms, and so on. It takes me approximately thirty minutes to complete the circuit."

"And you saw nothing unusual? No sounds, no shadows, no sense that anything was amiss?"

"Nothing, monsieur. | swear it on my mother's grave. Each time | passed through the Dutch gallery, | looked at
the paintings, as | always do. The Vermeer was there at ten o'clock, at midnight, and at two o'clock. | am
certain of it."

"You are certain you saw the painting itself, not merely the frame?"

Rousseau hesitated. "l... | saw the frame, monsieur. In the dim light of the night lamps, one does not examine
each painting closely. But | would have noticed if the frame had been empty."

"Would you?" Holmes's tone was not accusatory but genuinely curious. "In a darkened gallery, with only the
light from your lantern and the few gas lamps that remain lit overnight, could you truly distinguish between a
frame containing a painting and an empty frame from across the room?"
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Rousseau's face paled. "I... perhaps not, monsieur. But surely | would have heard something. The cutting of the
canvas, the movement of the thief..."

"Perhaps. Or perhaps not, if the thief was sufficiently careful and you were at the far end of the gallery."
Holmes made a note in his pocketbook. "Tell me, Monsieur Rousseau, how long have you worked at the
Louvre?"

"Fifteen years, monsieur."
"And in that time, have you ever fallen asleep during your rounds?"
The guard's face flushed. "Never, monsieur! | take my duties most seriously."

"I'm sure you do. But fifteen years of walking the same corridors, night after night, seeing the same paintings,
the same sculptures... it would be only human to occasionally feel drowsy, particularly in the small hours of the
morning."

"l... there may have been occasions when | rested my eyes for a moment, monsieur, but never for more than a
minute or two, and never when | should have been patrolling."

Holmes nodded, seemingly satisfied. "Thank you, Monsieur Rousseau. You have been most helpful. One final
guestion: on the night in question, did you encounter any of the other guards during your rounds?"

"Yes, monsieur. | passed Guard Marchand in the Italian gallery at approximately eleven o'clock, and Guard
Leblanc near the Egyptian rooms at one o'clock. We exchanged greetings, as we always do."

After Rousseau was dismissed, Holmes interviewed each of the other guards who had been on duty during the
nights when thefts occurred. Their testimonies were remarkably consistent: none had seen or heard anything
unusual, none had encountered any unauthorized persons, and all insisted they had remained vigilant
throughout their shifts.

"What do you make of it, Holmes?" | asked when the last interview was concluded. "Either these men are lying,
or the thief possesses abilities that border on the supernatural.”

"Neither, Watson. The solution, | am convinced, is far more prosaic, though no less ingenious for that." He
consulted his watch. "It is now four o'clock. The museum closes to the public in two hours. | should like to
remain here overnight, to observe the guards' routines for myself."

Inspector Beaumont, who had been present throughout the interviews, looked doubtful. "You believe you will
catch the thief in the act, monsieur?"

"I believe | will learn something of value, Inspector. Whether that leads directly to the thief remains to be
seen."
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Chanter Eatir- The Nlicht \AWatch

Monsieur Delacroix was initially reluctant to allow us to remain in the museum overnight, citing regulations
and insurance concerns, but Holmes's powers of persuasion—aided by a word from Inspector Beaumont about
the authority of the SGreté—eventually won the day. It was agreed that Holmes and | would be locked into the
museum at closing time and would observe the guards' patrols from concealment.

As the last visitors were ushered out and the great doors were locked, an eerie quiet descended upon the
Louvre. The vast galleries, so full of life and noise during the day, became shadowy corridors populated only by
the silent witnesses of painted eyes and marble faces. Holmes had selected our hiding place with care: a small
alcove in the Italian gallery that offered a view of two major corridors and was positioned such that we could
observe the guards' movements without being seen ourselves.

"Now, Watson," Holmes whispered as we settled into our uncomfortable vigil, "we wait and watch. Pay
particular attention not just to what the guards do, but to the timing of their rounds and any deviations from
their stated routines."

The first hours passed slowly. At nine o'clock, we heard the guards beginning their patrols. Rousseau passed
our position at approximately nine-twenty, his lantern casting dancing shadows on the walls. He walked with a
steady, measured pace, pausing occasionally to peer into the darker corners of the galleries. At nine-fifty,
another guard—Marchand, | presumed—passed through the perpendicular corridor, and the two men
exchanged brief greetings.

This pattern repeated itself with clockwork regularity. Every thirty minutes, guards would pass through our field
of vision, their routes intersecting at predictable intervals. It was, as Rousseau had said, a routine that had
been followed for years without variation.
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But Holmes was not watching the guards. Or rather, he was watching them, but his attention was focused
elsewhere as well. His eyes constantly scanned the walls, the ceilings, the floors. He was looking for something,
though | could not fathom what.

At midnight, something changed. It was subtle, so subtle that | almost missed it. Rousseau passed through the
gallery as expected, but his pace seemed slightly slower than before, and when he paused to examine a
painting, he leaned against the wall for just a moment, as though steadying himself.

Holmes noticed it too. He leaned close to my ear and whispered, "Did you see that, Watson? The man is tired.
Fifteen years of night shifts have taken their toll."

At two o'clock in the morning, the change was more pronounced. Rousseau's steps had become heavier, and
when he reached the far end of the gallery, he sat down on a bench for several minutes, his head nodding
forward. He was not quite asleep, but he was certainly not fully alert.

"There," Holmes breathed. "That is when it happens. Not when the guards are patrolling, but during those
brief moments when exhaustion overcomes vigilance."

But even as he spoke, nothing unusual occurred. No shadowy figure emerged from hiding; no mysterious thief
appeared to spirit away the museum's treasures. The night continued its slow progression toward dawn, and
by the time the first light began to filter through the high windows, | was stiff, cold, and thoroughly confused.

"I don't understand, Holmes," | said as we emerged from our hiding place, stretching our cramped limbs. "We
saw nothing that would explain the thefts."

"On the contrary, Watson, we saw a great deal. But | need to confirm my theory before | can present it to
Inspector Beaumont and Monsieur Delacroix." He consulted his watch. "The museum staff will be arriving
soon. | should like to examine the building's architectural plans more closely, and | need to speak with the
museum's maintenance staff."
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Chapter Five: The Hidden Passages.

By eight o'clock, we were in Delacroix's office, where the director had assembled the materials Holmes had
requested. Spread across a large table were architectural drawings of the Louvre, some dating back to the
building's original construction, others showing more recent modifications and additions.

Holmes pored over these plans with intense concentration, occasionally making notes or tracing routes with
his finger. After nearly an hour of study, he suddenly straightened up, a look of satisfaction on his face.

"Monsieur Delacroix, these plans show several passages and chambers that are not part of the public galleries.
Storage rooms, maintenance corridors, and the like. | should like to inspect them."

"Of course, monsieur, but | assure you they are all kept locked, and only senior staff have keys."
"Nevertheless, | insist."

Delacroix summoned the museum's chief of maintenance, a grizzled man named Bertrand who had worked at
the Louvre for thirty years. Together, we embarked on a tour of the museum's hidden spaces—the narrow
corridors used by staff to move between galleries without disturbing visitors, the storage rooms where
paintings awaiting restoration were kept, the mechanical rooms housing the building's heating systems.

It was in one of these maintenance corridors, running parallel to the Dutch gallery where the Vermeer had
hung, that Holmes made his discovery. The corridor was narrow and dimly lit, its walls lined with pipes and
conduits. But Holmes was not interested in the infrastructure. His attention was fixed on the wall that
separated the corridor from the gallery beyond.

"Monsieur Bertrand," he said, running his hands along the wall, "this wall—when was it constructed?"
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"That section was rebuilt about five years ago, monsieur, when we installed new heating pipes."
"And who performed the work?"

"A construction firm from the city. | can find the records if you wish."

"Please do. And tell me, has anyone else been in this corridor recently?"

Bertrand frowned. "The maintenance staff comes through here regularly, monsieur. It is part of our routine
inspections."

Holmes produced his magnifying glass and began examining the wall with minute attention. After several
minutes, he gave a small exclamation of triumph. "Watson, Beaumont, come here. Look at this."

He indicated a section of the wall that, to my untrained eye, looked no different from any other. But under the
lens of Holmes's glass, | could see faint marks—scratches in the plaster, barely visible, forming a rectangular
outline.

"This section of wall has been removed and replaced," Holmes declared. "Recently, and with considerable skill.
See here—the plaster has been carefully matched to the surrounding area, but under magnification, one can
see where it has been cut and then resealed."

"But why would anyone cut through the wall?" Beaumont asked, bewildered.

"To create a hidden door, Inspector. A door that could be opened from this side, allowing access to the gallery
beyond without passing through any of the guarded entrances." Holmes turned to Bertrand. "l need tools.
Something to remove this section of wall."

Twenty minutes later, with Bertrand's assistance, we had carefully removed the false section of wall. Behind it,
as Holmes had predicted, was a crude opening that had been cut through to the gallery beyond. The opening
was just large enough for a man to pass through, and it was positioned behind a large cabinet that stood
against the gallery wall, concealing it from view.

"Ingenious," Holmes murmured, examining the opening. "The thief enters through the maintenance corridor,
removes this false wall section, passes through the opening, and emerges behind the cabinet in the gallery. He
then has access to the entire room, with the guards none the wiser. When he has taken what he wants, he
simply reverses the process, replacing the wall section behind him. The guards see nothing because there is
nothing to see—no broken locks, no forced windows, no signs of entry."

"But the guards patrol every thirty minutes," | objected. "Surely they would notice if someone was in the
gallery."

"Would they, Watson? Remember what we observed last night. The guards are tired, their attention wanders,
and in the dim light, a careful thief dressed in dark clothing could easily avoid detection by timing his
movements to coincide with the intervals between patrols. And if a guard should happen to glance into the
gallery at an inopportune moment, the thief need only step behind the cabinet or into the shadows until the
danger passes."

Beaumont was already moving toward the opening. "Then we must search the maintenance corridors
immediately. The thief may still be using them to access other parts of the museum."

"I think not, Inspector. This particular opening has served its purpose. The thief will not return here now that
the Vermeer has been taken. But | suspect we will find similar openings elsewhere in the building,
corresponding to the locations of the other thefts."
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And indeed, over the next several hours, we discovered three more hidden openings, each carefully concealed
behind furniture or architectural features in the galleries where thefts had occurred. The pattern was clear: the
thief had spent months, perhaps years, preparing these access points, waiting for the right moment to strike.
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Chantor Cive Tha | ict
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Back in Delacroix's office, Holmes spread out the list of stolen items that the director had prepared. He studied
it intently, occasionally referring to his notes or consulting the architectural plans.

"The key to identifying our thief," he said, "lies not in how the thefts were committed, but in what was stolen
and why. Let us examine the list: a medieval ring, an ancient coin, a bronze figurine, a small Egyptian scarab, a
medieval tapestry, and finally, the Vermeer. At first glance, these items seem to have nothing in common. They
span different periods, different cultures, different artistic traditions. But look more closely."

He pointed to the list. "Each of these items, with the exception of the Vermeer, is relatively small and easily
portable. More importantly, each has a very specific provenance and a very specific value to certain collectors.
These are not random thefts, Watson. These are commissioned thefts—items stolen to order for a collector
who knows exactly what he wants."

"But the Vermeer," Beaumont interjected. "Surely that is too famous to sell. Every dealer and collector in the
world would recognize it."

"Precisely, Inspector. Which suggests that the Vermeer was not stolen to be sold, at least not in the
conventional sense. It was stolen either for a private collector who intends to keep it hidden, or..." Holmes
paused, his eyes narrowing. "Or it was stolen as a demonstration."

"A demonstration?" Delacroix looked horrified. "Of what?"

"Of capability. Consider: a thief who can steal a Vermeer from the Louvre, leaving no trace, is a thief who can
steal anything from anywhere. Such a person would be invaluable to certain criminal enterprises. The theft of
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the Vermeer was not about the painting itself—it was about proving that the impossible could be
accomplished."

"Then you believe the thief is advertising his services?" | asked.

"I believe the thief is already in someone's employ, Watson, and that the earlier thefts were practice runs, tests
of the system, before the main event—the theft of the Vermeer—was attempted. Now, let us consider who
had the knowledge and opportunity to create these hidden passages."

Holmes turned to Bertrand. "You mentioned that the wall in the maintenance corridor was rebuilt five years
ago. | need the names of everyone who worked on that project, and | need to know if any of those individuals
have continued to have access to the museum since then."

Bertrand left to retrieve the records, and Holmes continued his analysis. "The thief must be someone with
intimate knowledge of the museum's layout, its security procedures, and its collection. He must have had the
time and opportunity to create the hidden passages without arousing suspicion. And he must have the skills
necessary to move through the galleries undetected, even with guards patrolling."

"A member of the museum staff," Beaumont said grimly.

"Almost certainly. But which one? There are dozens of employees, from curators to cleaners, any of whom
might fit the profile."

When Bertrand returned with the construction records, Holmes examined them with his characteristic
thoroughness. The work had been performed by a firm called Dubois et Fils, and the crew had included several
skilled craftsmen. But one name caught Holmes's attention.

"Pierre Marchand," he read aloud. "He was listed as a carpenter's assistant on the project. Monsieur Bertrand,
is this the same Marchand who now works as a guard?"

Bertrand's eyes widened. "Yes, monsieur. Pierre joined the construction crew when he was just eighteen. After
the project was completed, Monsieur Delacroix offered him a position as a guard. He has been with us ever
since."

Holmes and Beaumont exchanged glances. "l think," Holmes said quietly, "that we need to have a conversation
with Guard Marchand."
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Chapter Seven: The Confrontation.

Pierre Marchand was a man of perhaps twenty-three years, with the lean build of someone accustomed to
physical labour. When he was summoned to Delacroix's office and saw Holmes, Beaumont, and myself waiting
for him, his face went pale, but he maintained his composure.

"You wished to see me, Monsieur Delacroix?" he asked, his voice steady.

"Sit down, Marchand," Beaumont said, his tone leaving no room for argument. "We have some questions for
you."

Holmes leaned forward, his grey eyes fixed on the young guard with an intensity that would have unnerved a
far more experienced criminal. "Monsieur Marchand, you worked on the construction crew that rebuilt the
maintenance corridors five years ago, did you not?"

"Yes, monsieur. | was an assistant carpenter. It was my first real job."

"And during that time, you became familiar with the layout of the museum, including the relationship between
the maintenance corridors and the public galleries."

"l... yes, monsieur. One could not help but learn such things."

"Indeed. And when the project was completed, you were offered a position as a guard. A generous offer from
Monsieur Delacroix, was it not? A steady job with good pay and the opportunity to work in one of the world's
great museums."

Marchand nodded, his hands gripping the arms of his chair. "I was very grateful, monsieur."

"And yet, despite this generosity, you chose to betray that trust. You used your knowledge of the building's
construction to create hidden passages, allowing you to move through the museum undetected. You stole
items from the collection, items that you then sold to a private collector or criminal organization."

"No!" Marchand half-rose from his chair, his face flushed. "I have stolen nothing! | am innocent!"
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"Sit down," Beaumont commanded. "We have found the hidden passages, Marchand. We know how the thefts
were committed. Do not compound your crimes with lies."

But Holmes raised a hand, silencing the Inspector. His eyes had never left Marchand's face, and | could see that
he was studying the young man's reactions with the same intensity he had applied to examining the hidden
passages.

"You are telling the truth," Holmes said slowly. "You did not commit these thefts."
"Holmes!" Beaumont exclaimed. "But the evidence—"

"The evidence tells us how the thefts were committed, Inspector, but not by whom. Look at this young man. He
is frightened, yes, but not with the fear of a criminal who has been caught. He is frightened because he has
realized something, something that implicates him without his having committed any crime." Holmes turned
back to Marchand. "You know who the thief is, don't you? You know because you told someone about the
construction work, about the layout of the corridors, about the possibilities that knowledge presented."

Marchand's face crumbled. "l didn't know," he whispered. "l swear | didn't know what he intended to do."
"Who?" Beaumont demanded. "Who did you tell?"

"My brother," Marchand said miserably. "Jean-Claude. He was always getting into trouble, always looking for
easy money. When | started working here, he asked me about the museum, about the security, about how
things were laid out. | thought he was just curious. | never imagined..."

"Your brother is the thief," Holmes said. It was not a question.

Marchand nodded, tears streaming down his face. "He came to me three months ago, asking for my help. He
said he had gotten involved with some dangerous people, that he owed them money. He needed to steal some
items from the museum to pay off his debts. He said if | didn't help him, they would kill him."

"So you told him about the maintenance corridors," Holmes said. "You told him how to create the hidden
passages, how to time his movements to avoid the guards."

"I didn't help him create the passages," Marchand protested. "l swear it. | only told him about the layout. He
must have done the construction work himself, probably during the day when the museum was open and there
were so many people around that one more workman wouldn't be noticed."

"And the Vermeer?" Beaumont asked. "Was that also to pay off debts?"

Marchand shook his head. "l don't know. Jean-Claude stopped telling me about his plans after the first few
thefts. | begged him to stop, told him he would be caught, but he said it was too late, that he was in too deep.
The last time | saw him was a week ago. He said he had one more job to do, something big, and then he would
disappear, leave France forever."

Holmes stood, his expression grim. "Inspector Beaumont, | suggest you put out an alert for Jean-Claude
Marchand immediately. He is likely still in Paris, waiting to deliver the Vermeer to whoever commissioned its
theft. As for you," he turned to Pierre Marchand, "you will cooperate fully with the police. Your brother's
crimes are not your own, but your silence has allowed them to continue. That is a burden you will have to
bear."
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Chanter Ficht: The Tran

Over the next twenty-four hours, the Sireté worked tirelessly to locate Jean-Claude Marchand. His apartment
was searched, his known associates were questioned, and his photograph was distributed to every police
station in Paris. But the young thief seemed to have vanished as completely as the items he had stolen.

"He's gone to ground," Beaumont said in frustration as we gathered in his office at the SGreté headquarters.
"He could be anywhere in the city, or he may have already fled to another country."

"I think not," Holmes said, studying a map of Paris that was spread across Beaumont's desk. "He has the
Vermeer, which means he has not yet delivered it to his employer. Such a transaction would require a meeting,
and that meeting will take place somewhere in Paris. We need only determine where and when."

"But how?" | asked. "We have no way of knowing who commissioned the theft or how they plan to take
possession of the painting."

Holmes smiled, that thin, predatory smile that | had seen so many times before when he was closing in on his
quarry. "On the contrary, Watson, we have several clues. First, the theft of the Vermeer was clearly the
culmination of a series of thefts, suggesting that the earlier items were tests or practice runs. Second, the
person who commissioned these thefts is someone with considerable resources and connections to the
criminal underworld. Third, and most importantly, they are someone who appreciates art and understands its
value."

He turned to Beaumont. "Inspector, | need you to compile a list of all known art collectors in Paris who have
criminal connections or who are suspected of dealing in stolen art. Cross-reference that list with anyone who
has shown particular interest in Dutch masters or in Vermeer specifically."

"That could take days," Beaumont protested.
"Then we had better start immediately. In the meantime, | suggest we set a trap."
"A trap?" Delacroix, who had accompanied us to the Sireté, looked alarmed. "What sort of trap?"

"We will let it be known, through carefully selected channels, that the Sireté has identified the thief and is
closing in on him. We will suggest that Jean-Claude Marchand is desperate and willing to sell the Vermeer
quickly, at a reduced price, to anyone who can provide him with the means to flee the country."
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"But that will alert the real buyer," Beaumont objected.

"Precisely. It will force them to act quickly, before we can apprehend Marchand and recover the painting. They
will arrange a meeting, and when they do, we will be waiting."

It was a risky plan, but Beaumont could see no better alternative. Over the next day, carefully worded rumours
were spread through Paris's criminal underworld. The Sireté's informants whispered in the right ears,
suggesting that Marchand was panicking and looking to unload the Vermeer for a fraction of its value.

The response came more quickly than even Holmes had anticipated. On the evening of the second day, Pierre
Marchand received a message at his apartment—a message that had been delivered by a street urchin who
could provide no description of the person who had hired him. The message was brief and to the point: Jean-
Claude was to bring the Vermeer to an abandoned warehouse near the Seine at midnight. He would receive
payment and assistance in leaving the country.

"It's a trap," Pierre said when he brought the message to the Slreté. "They're going to kill him."

"Perhaps," Holmes agreed. "Or perhaps they simply want to ensure that there are no witnesses to the
transaction. Either way, we will be there to prevent it."
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Chabnter Nine: The Warehouse.

The warehouse stood on the Left Bank of the Seine, a decrepit structure that had once housed wine merchants
but had been abandoned for years. Its windows were broken, its doors hung askew on rusted hinges, and the
smell of mold and decay hung heavy in the air.

Holmes, Beaumont, and a dozen armed officers of the Slreté took up positions around the building well before
midnight. | was stationed with Holmes in a small office on the second floor, from which we had a clear view of
the main floor below. The moon was nearly full, and its light streamed through the broken windows, casting
strange shadows across the empty space.

"Do you think he'll come?" | whispered to Holmes as we waited in the darkness.

"Oh, he'll come, Watson. He has no choice. The message promised him safety and money, and he is desperate
enough to believe it. The question is whether the buyer will also appear, or whether they will send an
intermediary."

At five minutes to midnight, we heard the sound of footsteps outside. A figure appeared in the doorway,
silhouetted against the moonlight. It was Jean-Claude Marchand, carrying a wrapped package that could only
be the Vermeer. He moved cautiously into the warehouse, his head turning from side to side as he scanned the
shadows.

"Hello?" he called out, his voice echoing in the empty space. "I'm here. Where are you?"

For a long moment, there was no response. Then, from the far end of the warehouse, another figure emerged.
This one was taller, broader, and moved with the confidence of someone who was in complete control of the
situation.

"Monsieur Marchand," the figure said in a cultured voice that carried clearly in the still air. "I'm pleased you
could make it. Do you have the painting?"

"I have it. Do you have my money?"

"Of course. But first, | must verify that the painting is genuine. Bring it here, into the light."
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Jean-Claude hesitated, then moved forward, unwrapping the package as he walked. Even from our vantage
point, | could see the painting clearly—the delicate figure of the lacemaker, rendered in Vermeer's
incomparable style, the colours still vibrant after centuries.

The buyer stepped forward into a patch of moonlight, and | heard Holmes draw in a sharp breath. The man was
perhaps fifty years old, impeccably dressed, with the bearing of someone accustomed to wealth and power.
But it was his face that shocked me—I recognized him from the newspapers and society pages.

"Good God," | whispered. "That's the Comte de Valois!"

"Indeed," Holmes murmured. "One of France's most prominent art collectors and philanthropists. Or so he
would have the world believe."

Below us, the Comte was examining the Vermeer with a jeweller’s loupe, his expression one of intense
concentration. After several minutes, he nodded with satisfaction.

"It is genuine. Excellent work, Monsieur Marchand. You have proven yourself to be a most capable thief."

"l just want my money," Jean-Claude said nervously. "And the papers you promised, the ones that will get me
out of France."

"Of course, of course." The Comte reached into his coat and withdrew an envelope. "Everything you need is
here. Passage to America, a new identity, and enough money to start a new life."

Jean-Claude reached for the envelope, but the Comte pulled it back. "There is, however, one small problem."
"What problem?"

"You have become a liability, Monsieur Marchand. The Sireté knows about the hidden passages. They know
how the thefts were committed. It is only a matter of time before they connect you to the crimes. And when
they do, you will talk. You will tell them about me, about our arrangement. | cannot allow that to happen."

The Comte's hand moved with surprising speed, producing a pistol from his coat. But before he could fire,
Holmes's voice rang out from above.

"I would not do that if | were you, Comte de Valois. You are surrounded by officers of the SGreté, and there is
no escape."

The Comte spun around, his pistol now pointed upward toward our position. "Sherlock Holmes," he said, his
voice dripping with contempt. "l should have known. The famous English detective, meddling in French affairs."

"Drop the weapon," Beaumont commanded, emerging from the shadows with his own pistol drawn. All around
the warehouse, officers appeared, their weapons trained on the Comte.

For a moment, | thought the Comte might try to fight his way out. His finger tightened on the trigger, and his
eyes darted from side to side, calculating his chances. But then, with a sigh of resignation, he lowered the
pistol and let it fall to the floor.

"It seems," he said with bitter irony, "that | have been outmanoeuvred."
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Chanter Ten: The Fynlanaton

—

Two hours later, we were back at the Slreté headquarters, where the Comte de Valois sat in an interrogation
room, his aristocratic composure finally beginning to crack. The Vermeer had been recovered, Jean-Claude
Marchand was in custody, and the full scope of the Comte's criminal activities was beginning to emerge.

"It started five years ago," the Comte explained, his voice weary. "l had accumulated enormous debts through
gambling and poor investments. My estates were mortgaged, my creditors were closing in, and | faced the
prospect of losing everything—my title, my reputation, my place in society. | needed money, and | needed it
quickly."

"So you turned to theft," Holmes said.

"Not at first. Initially, | sold pieces from my own collection, but that only delayed the inevitable. Then | realized
that | had something more valuable than art—I had knowledge. | knew which collectors would pay premium
prices for certain pieces, no questions asked. | knew how to move stolen art through the black market. All |
needed was someone who could acquire the pieces | needed."

"And you found Jean-Claude Marchand," Beaumont said.

"His brother Pierre mentioned him to me at a gallery opening. Pierre was proud of his brother's skills as a
carpenter and craftsman. It was a casual conversation, but it gave me an idea. | approached Jean-Claude,
offered him money to steal a few small items from the Louvre. He was reluctant at first, but he had debts of his
own, and | can be very persuasive."

"The hidden passages were his idea?" Holmes asked.

"Yes. He remembered the construction work from when his brother was employed there. He realized that he
could create access points that would allow him to enter the galleries without being detected. It was brilliant,
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really. Over the course of several months, he created four separate passages, working during the day when the
museum was crowded and no one would notice one more workman with tools."

"And the thefts themselves?"

"We started small, testing the system. A ring here, a coin there. ltems that would not be immediately missed.
Each successful theft gave us more confidence. And then | had a request from a collector in Russia—a very
wealthy, very discreet collector who wanted a Vermeer. He was willing to pay two million francs for the right
painting."

"Two million francs," Delacroix breathed. "For a single painting."

"For The Lacemaker, yes. It was the perfect size—small enough to be easily transported, but significant enough
to command a premium price. The theft was planned meticulously. Jean-Claude entered the museum through
the maintenance corridor at one o'clock in the morning, when the guards were at their most tired. He removed
the painting from its frame, rolled it carefully, and was back out within fifteen minutes. The guards never knew
he was there."

"And you would have gotten away with it," Holmes said, "if you had not been so greedy. The earlier thefts were
unnecessary. They drew attention to the museum and eventually led us to discover the hidden passages. If you
had simply stolen the Vermeer and nothing else, we might never have solved the case."

The Comte smiled bitterly. "You are right, of course. But | needed the money from those earlier thefts to pay off
my most pressing debts. | thought | was being clever, spreading the thefts out over time so they would not
seem connected. Instead, | created a pattern that led you directly to me."

"There is one thing | don't understand," | said. "Why did you agree to meet Jean-Claude in person? Surely you
knew it was risky."

"I had no choice. Jean-Claude was panicking. He knew the S(ireté was closing in, and he threatened to go to the
police and confess everything unless | helped him escape. | had to meet with him, to ensure his silence. |
planned to kill him and dispose of the body, making it look like he had fled the country. But you anticipated my
move, Mr. Holmes. | underestimated you."

"Many have made that mistake," Holmes said dryly. "Inspector Beaumont, | believe you have enough evidence
to charge the Comte with theft, conspiracy, and attempted murder. | will leave the rest in your capable hands."
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Epilogue

Three days later, Holmes and | stood in the Dutch gallery of the Louvre, watching as The Lacemaker was
carefully rehung in its place of honour. The painting had been examined by experts and declared undamaged,
and Monsieur Delacroix was practically weeping with relief.

"I cannot thank you enough, Monsieur Holmes," he said, shaking my friend's hand vigorously. "You have saved
the reputation of the Louvre and recovered a priceless masterpiece. France is in your debt."

"I merely applied logic and observation, Monsieur Delacroix. The solution was always there, waiting to be
discovered. Now, if you will excuse us, Dr. Watson and | have a train to catch. Our holiday has been rather more
eventful than we anticipated, and | find myself longing for the familiar comforts of Baker Street."

As we walked through the galleries toward the exit, | reflected on the case and its resolution. "It's remarkable,
Holmes, how a simple conversation between two brothers led to such an elaborate scheme."

"Crime often begins with the smallest of seeds, Watson. A casual word, a moment of weakness, a desperate
need for money. The Comte de Valois was a man who had everything—wealth, position, respect—and yet he
threw it all away for the sake of maintaining appearances. It is a cautionary tale about the dangers of living
beyond one's means."

"And Jean-Claude Marchand?"

"He will face justice for his crimes, but | suspect the courts will show him some leniency. He was, after all,
manipulated by a man far more sophisticated and ruthless than himself. His brother Pierre, | am pleased to say,
has been cleared of any wrongdoing. Monsieur Delacroix has agreed to keep him on as a guard, though |
suspect the young man will be watched rather more carefully in the future."

We emerged into the bright Paris sunshine, and | took a deep breath of the crisp autumn air. "So, back to
London then?"

"Back to London," Holmes agreed. "Though | must confess, Watson, this case has reminded me why | do what |
do. The intellectual challenge, the satisfaction of solving a seemingly impossible puzzle, the triumph of reason
over chaos—these are the things that make life worth living. Paris may not have provided the rest | sought, but
it has provided something far more valuable: a reminder that there is still work to be done, mysteries to be
solved, and justice to be served."

"Then our holiday was not entirely wasted," | said with a smile.
"On the contrary, my dear Watson. It was exactly what | needed."

And with that, we hailed a cab and set off for the Gare du Nord, leaving behind the City of Light and its
mysteries, but carrying with us the satisfaction of another case successfully concluded. The Affair of the
Phantom Thief had been solved, and Sherlock Holmes had once again proven that no mystery, however
baffling, could withstand the power of his remarkable mind.
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