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Foreword

BY ALISTAIR CROFT

The period that followed the events at Reichenbach in 1891 has, over
the years, given rise to no small amount of speculation. That Sherlock
Holmes was absent from the known records during these years has led
many to attempt to fill the void his disappearance left behind.

These efforts have taken various forms. Some have sought to recon-
struct a plausible course of events; others have allowed themselves a freer
interpretation of the few traces that remain.

The material presented here does not claim to bring these endeavors
to a conclusion.

Yet it appears in a form that distinguishes it from most previous ac-
counts.

As will become evident in the following pages, it consists of a series
of letters, dated and arranged in such a manner that the events may be
followed in their sequence. The letters bear the mark of having been
written without thought of later publication, and it is precisely this
quality that lends them a character difficult to imitate.

The origin of the material is, in its essential form, not obscure. The
letters were, at the time, entrusted to Dr. Watson under particular cir-
cumstances and with instructions that only later permitted their perusal.
The form in which they are now presented, however, is the result of a
subsequent compilation, and it has not been possible to establish every

link in their custody with complete precision.
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This does not alter the fact that the documents, in their internal
nature, appear coherent and mutually consistent.

It has therefore been deemed reasonable to make them available in
their present form.

A limited editorial revision has been undertaken with a view to read-
ability. Otherwise, the material is reproduced without alteration.

It has not been my intention to draw further conclusions.



Introduction

BY DR. JOHN H. WATSON

It was one of those evenings when London seemed to breathe more
slowly than usual. The rain did not fall in bursts, but in a steady, delicate
veil. The glow of the streetlamps was fractured in the fog and dissolved
into muted halos that only with difficulty found their way through the
narrow window of my study.

The room was not large, but over the years it had assumed that par-
ticular character which can only be produced by the quiet tyranny of
habit. The shelves bore the marks of frequent use; certain volumes leaned
slightly, like elderly gentlemen in conversation. Upon the writing desk
stood the green lamp, its light falling in a concentrated circle over papers
and instruments, while the rest of the room lay in a gentle half-shadow.
The fire in the grate had been reduced to embers, from which there came,
at intervals, a soft crackling.

Isat alone.

It was not a loneliness that weighed upon me, but one that had found
its proper place. Age does not necessarily bring resignation; it brings
rather a certain order to memory. One learns to regard events as chapters
rather than as unfinished disputes. Yet there were evenings such as this,
when time itself seemed to step forward into the room and assert its
presence.

The world had changed.

A war, whose scale and brutality exceeded any previous conception,

had passed through Europe like an inexorable storm. Young men whom
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I had seen step into adulthood with hope and eagerness now lay in
graveyards in Flanders and along the Somme. Names that once sounded
in the course of my daily work existed now only in official lists and in the
more private archives of memory. Even the sound of the city had altered;
there was a note of caution in it, as though London had not yet grown
accustomed to the silence after the guns.

I myself had grown older; this could not be denied. My movements
were no longer as swift as in those years when I followed trails without
hesitation through dark alleys or across foreign continents. My hands,
now resting upon the edge of the desk, bore the discreet marks of time’s
labor. But the mind—it remained capable of gathering, ordering, and
recording.

It was in this capacity that I most often found my role. As the inter-
mediary.

In my life I had witnessed events which, in their own time, appeared
extraordinary, but which later inscribed themselves within a larger con-
text. My task had never been to dominate the narrative, but to preserve
and convey it. To give it form without imposing interpretation. I had
learned, at times through experiences I would rather have been spared,
that the truth does not always present itself in its full shape at the mo-
ment it first appears.

There was much I had learned to accept. That people vanish. That
matters which once seemed urgent become footnotes. That even the
keenest intellects must bow to the inevitable passage of time.

But there was also something that remained unopened.

I returned to the desk and let my gaze pass over the objects arranged
before me. There were letters, journals, notes—remnants of a long en-
deavor. My hand rested for a moment over a small box placed discreetly to
oneside, as though it had deliberately withdrawn itself from daily notice.
For years I had left it untouched.
Not from fear. That sentiment I had long since learned to keep in

its proper place. Rather from a certain restraint, which can only be
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understood by one who knows that a single breach of silence may set an
entire sequence of events in motion once more—not in the world, but
in the mind.

It suddenly seemed to me that time could no longer be invoked as an
excuse.

The clock upon the mantel struck the hour with a muted yet resolute
tone. I sat down again, drew the lamp a little closer, and let my fingers
rest upon the lid of the box. The wood was smooth from handling, but
the dustalong its edges testified that it had remained unopened for along
while.

Outside, the rain continued its patient work.

Within, there was only silence—and the realization that the world,
despite all its changes, still contained events that had not yet found their
proper place in the written word.

I drew the box fully into the circle of lamplight and allowed it to rest
before me for a moment, as though it still required a formal permission.
The wood was dark and unadorned, the lock simple, yet solid. I myself
had placed it there, one evening many years ago, with the firm resolution
thatits contents should not be disturbed until the proper time had come.

1 lifted the lid.

There was nothing theatrical in the sight, and yet I felt a faint tighten-
ing in my chest. Inside lay a stack of envelopes, carefully bound together
with a narrow cord. They were all of the same quality: heavy, yellowed
paper, slightly thicker than that commonly used. Each bore a familiar
mark—a discreet yet unmistakable seal, pressed into the dark wax with a
steady hand.

I loosened the cord and set it aside.

The envelopes were numbered.

Not in large script upon the exterior, but in a smaller, precise hand,
placed in the upper right corner. The numbers followed one another
without omission. Even here there was an indication of order—not
merely in the contents, but in the intention.

I took the uppermost and turned it slowly.
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The date was given with the precision I knew so well. Beneath it—the
name of the city.

Paris.

I set it carefully aside and took the next.

Again, a date. Again Paris.

A faint inclination passed through me, as though I only now fully
acknowledged what I had once merely registered in passing. I had, of
course, received them; I had been aware of their existence. But I had never
paused to consider their outward testimony.

I continued.

After the first letters, the city name changed.

Rome.

The ink was the same, the handwriting unchanged, but the surround-
ings—those hinted at in a single word—had shifted. The dates lay with
a regularity that spoke of movement; not haste, but progress. A journey
continuing with the same resolve with which it had begun.

I arranged the letters in a line before me, so that their headings formed
a sequence across the desk.

Paris.

Rome.

A pause.

Then—and here I hesitated for a moment—a name that in its way
marked a new continent.

New York.

I held the envelope a little longer in my hand, not to open it, but to
weigh it. The paper was slightly more worn at the edges, as though it had
endured longer transport. The postmarks, faint yet legible, bore witness
to a journey across the sea. There were traces of customs handling, small
marks I had scarcely noticed at the time.

It became clear to me that the journey which began in Paris had carried
him far beyond what I had then imagined.

There was nothing dramatic in this realization. No sudden insight, no
discovery of hidden threats. Only a calm recognition that a movement I

had assumed to be temporary had developed into something greater. The
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names of continents now lay before me as milestones, and I understood
that each letter contained not merely an event, but a step in a sequence I
had yet to comprehend.

I gathered the envelopes again, but this time left them unbound.

Outside, a cab passed through the rain, its wheels sending a low mur-
mur through the night. Within the room there was only the steady light
of the lamp and the quiet row of letters, which seemed to await my
decision.

I knew that once the first seal was broken, the sequence would be
inevitable.

I took up the topmost envelope once more.

This one was different.

The seal had already been broken, and the edge bore clear marks that it
had not been done recently. The paper was slightly softer along the fold,
as though it had been opened and later gently closed again. I immediately
recognized my own handwriting on the inner flap; I had noted the date
of its receipt.

It was the first.

I drew out the sheet and let it rest in the lamplight. The ink had faded
but remained entirely legible. The handwriting was the same precise,
economical script that never wasted a stroke.

The letter was brief.

October 12, 1891
Paris

My dear Watson,
Should this reach you, you will be informed that I remain beyond the
borders of England. You will, in the coming period, receive further com-

munications from me.
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I request of you most earnestly—and without reservation—that you

do not open any of these until you receive explicit permission from my

hand.

Yours faithfully,
S.H.

Nothing more.

No explanation. No account. No trace of the circumstances in which
he found himself.

I remember still the day the letter reached me. It was the year after the
events at the Falls.

At that time, I had reconciled myself—as far as any man may reconcile
himself—with the thought that I had lost him. The struggle at Reichen-
bach had impressed itself upon me more deeply than I was then able to
express. I had stood at the edge of the roaring water and examined the
signs that clearly indicated a struggle, and I had drawn the conclusion
that any sober observer must draw.

I had lost a friend.

For that reason, the arrival of this first letter was not merely a surprise,
but a relief of such force that for several moments I was unable to con-
tinue reading. The hand that had guided the pen was alive. That thought
alone was sufficient.

I saw him again in 1894.

The reunion—as I have described elsewhere—remains one of the
strangest moments of my life. To see him enter my rooms in Baker
Street, as calm as though nothing had occurred, and to hear him explain
his necessary withdrawal, was an experience that both demanded and
strengthened my loyalty.

But this letter—this first—came before that reunion.

It came at a time when I still believed that his fate at the Falls was
settled beyond all doubt. It came without explanation, without promise

of meeting, without hint of reunion. Only an instruction.
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That I obeyed at the time without question will scarcely surprise those
who know the nature of my relationship with him. It was not blind
submission; it was a trust that had been tested over many years. If he
found it necessary to impose silence upon me, then there must exist
reasons which I was not yet in a position to comprehend.

The letter gave no indication of duration.

Yet others followed.

At first at intervals, later with greater regularity. Each time the same
hand. And always the same unyielding requirement: that I must not
break the seal.

That it weighed upon me, I will not deny.

I was a physician; I was accustomed to examining, to analyzing, to
bringing uncertainty to an end. To allow a series of sealed documents
to lie untouched upon my desk required a discipline I did not readily
possess. But I had seen him work in situations where a single premature
action could place everything in jeopardy. If he believed my ignorance
necessary, I was obliged to accept it.

Now, many years later, I sat with them assembled before me.

The time which had once been uncertain had become history.

And the instruction I had followed in loyalty now lay open in my
hand—as testimony that even silence may form part of a greater design.

I returned the sheet to the envelope and allowed it to rest once more
at the top of the stack.

It would be inaccurate to claim that I only this evening understood the
weight of what lay before me. On the contrary, I had for years been fully
aware of their presence. They had not been hidden away in some distant
drawer but kept in a place where I might easily reach them. And yet they
had remained closed.

I have often asked myself why.

It was not fear of the truth. I have in my life faced enough unyielding
realities to know that truth rarely spares. No—it was something else. A
certain restraint, which can only be understood by one who knows that

a single breach of silence may make it impossible ever to return to it.
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Each time I had taken out the box, something had occurred that gave
me cause to put it away again.

A busy period in my practice.

An old patient requiring my attention.

An article that had to be completed.

All of these were valid reasons, and yet I knew, deep within, that
they did not constitute the true explanation. I had, in truth, evaded the
moment.

For what would happen once the first seal was broken?

The letters would cease to be possibility and become event. They
would fix a sequence that could no longer be reshaped by memory. They
would return me to a time which, for all my respect for it, I did not readily
wish to re-enter.

Memory is fluid. It allows us to preserve what is essential and to let the
painful recede into the background. But the written word is inexorable.
It preserves tone, choice, and silence in a form that cannot be rearranged.

I knew that once I read them in the order in which they had been
numbered, the past would assume a form no longer open to question.
There would be no room for the gentle shifts which time so kindly offers.

It was not only his words I had avoided.

It was my own role within them.



The Meeting
with Moreau

LETTER II

October 12, 1891
Paris

My dear Watson,

The crossing from Dover passed without incidents of a noteworthy
character, which is in itself a rarity when one considers the amount of
disorder that may arise in an enclosed space containing six strangers and
limited luggage room.

My compartment held a commercial traveler from Rouen, an elderly
lady with three hatboxes, a young man who wished to appear an artist,
and a civil servant whose boots revealed that he was only occasionally in
Paris, whatever his remarks might have implied.

The first spoke too loudly and too often. The second was in perpetual
conflict with the luggage rack. The third had paint upon his fingers, but
no marks of wear upon his clothing. The fourth carried a newspaper
from Lyon, printed that same morning, but a ticket issued in Calais.

The train stopped twice outside the timetable. None of the other
passengers appeared to find occasion for wonder.
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Upon arriving at the Gare du Nord, the crowd was considerable,
but not restless. Carriages and streetcars moved forward in a rhythm
that might appear disorderly to a stranger yet seemed to rest upon a
tacit understanding between drivers and pedestrians. Men in dark coats
stood in small circles and spoke with their hands. A newsboy cried the
headlines with greater fervor than the contents justified.

I recognized Paris and its characteristic motions.

A gendarme leaned against alamppost and watched the flow of people
without visible interest. A cabman offered transport in a voice pitched
one degree above necessity. A woman crossed the street without looking
back, and yet the traffic stopped.

The city did not move forward. It shifted.

Holmes followed the broad boulevard pavement, where the café chairs
already stood turned toward the street like a permanent audience. Every-
where the same mixture of conversation and attention that characterizes
the city: one speaks, and one watches.

He paused briefly before a shop window displaying watches and small
mechanical instruments. Not for the sake of the wares, but for what the
glass offered. In the slightly distorted reflection, the stream of people
behind him appeared in a reduced and therefore truer form.

A dark hat.

Not remarkable in itself. Quite the reverse, indeed. The felt was of the
kind one sees everywhere in Paris; neither new nor neglected. It was worn
at a slight angle that appeared accidental.

Holmes went on. At the next street crossing he paused to allow a cab to
pass. The same hat appeared in the crowd, now seemingly occupied with
studying a poster for a theatrical performance. Its wearer lit a cigarette
with careful composure. The flame was properly shielded from the wind.
The cigarette was brought to the mouth. But no smoke followed.

Without haste, Holmes turned into a narrower side street, where the
traffic was lighter and the shop windows stood closer together. He al-
lowed his pace to become slightly slower, as though he were studying the
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facades of the buildings. In a barber’s mirror he saw the dark silhouette
once more.

This time the hat had been removed. The man stood with his back
half turned, as though examining something in his pocket. The cigar—or
whatever it might be—had gone out. He lit it again. No smoke.

Holmes continued, now with a deliberate randomness in his choices.
He crossed the street without looking back, paused at a newspaper sign,
regarded a bookseller’s display with an interest that was not feigned,
though neither was it necessary.

Upon arriving at the hotel—a modest but respectable establishment
near the Seine—he noticed once more the same dark hat. It was now
placed upon the head of a man who appeared to be studying the facade
of the building with the mildly confused expression of a tourist.

The cigarette was lit for the third time.

Holmes passed him without allowing his gaze to rest.
He wrote:

“Certain repetitions within my field of vision do not appear accidental.
A hat may be a hat. A cigarette may be a cigarette. But when the same
hand lights it without smoking, and when the same silhouette occupies

different positions at a uniform distance, chance ceases to be probable.”

Holmes stepped into the hotel vestibule, where the light was subdued
and where the receptionist guided his pen with the methodical care
found only in houses that value discretion.

He wrote his name in the guest register: Harald Sigurdson. The ink lay
dark and clear upon the paper.

When, a moment later, he allowed the door to close behind him and
mounted the stairs, the street was once more full of movement. The dark
hat remained where it was for a moment before slowly turning away.

Holmes left the hotel after doing no more than placing his luggage and
changing his gloves. The evening was still young, and Paris had taken on

that particular tone in which conversations grow slightly muted without
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the city itself becoming quiet. The glow of the gas lamps lay like dull
crowns above the pavements, and the interiors of the cafés were lit with
a warm, almost golden radiance.

The café on the corner suited him admirably, not because it was the
most esteemed, but because it offered a fitting balance between move-
ment and oversight.

The door opened inward.

He entered without haste.

The room was rectangular, with tables along the walls and a broad
passage through the middle. A long mirror covered the back wall and
doubled the room in a slightly distorted reflection. The bar was to the
left; behind it stood a man in a white apron, whose movements were
quick, but not hurried.

Holmes paused for a moment, as though occupied by the menu posted
by the entrance. No back door was visible. The kitchen seemed to have
access through a single swinging door beside the bar. The windows faced
the street and were broad enough to allow a view out, but not so low that
a quick passage would go unnoticed.

He chose a table against the wall, slightly to the right of the entrance.
From there he had a clear view of the door and of most of the room.
The mirror on the back wall at the same time gave him the means of
registering movement behind him without turning his head. The light
from the lamp above the table fell at an angle, so that his own face lay
partly in shadow.

He sat down with his back to the wall. The gloves were placed to the
left of the plate. The cane was positioned so that it could be reached
without moving the chair. His hat he set upon the edge of the table, not
entirely parallel to the tabletop.

The waiter approached.

Holmes ordered in a voice that neither sought attention nor avoided
it. He chose a simple dish and a glass of wine, which he allowed to be
poured only half full.

When the waiter withdrew, Holmes let his gaze pass over the room. A

group of students sat near the window and spoke with greater enthusi-
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asm than necessary. An elderly gentleman read a newspaper at a table in
the middle, yet his eyes left the text more often than his hand turned the
page. At the bar stood a man with his back turned, seemingly occupied
with his glass. Holmes did not turn his head. The mirror on the back wall
offered what was required.

The door opened and, for a brief instant, the cold evening air slipped
into the room.

Holmes did not lift his eyes at once. He waited.

The door closed with a muted pressure.

The man who had entered did not pause in the doorway, as many do
when seeking to orient themselves. He took two steps into the room, let
the door fall shut behind him, and only then came to a stop, as though his
pause had been decided beforehand. He wore a dark coat of good quality,
cut with French precision. The hat, which he had not yet removed, sat
properly and without pretension. There was nothing in his attire that
sought to attract attention, and precisely for that reason it did not. His
gaze moved over the room with a calmness that was not curious, but
appraising.

Holmes saw him in the mirror before he saw him directly.

The stranger removed his hat slowly and passed a hand through his
hair, not as a vain gesture, but as a brief interruption in movement. He
handed the hat to the waiter without looking at him and then moved
toward the center of the room, as though weighing his options. He did
not choose the nearest table. Nor the most secluded. He chose a seat
from which he could observe the entrance and at the same time survey
the room at an angle. Only then did his gaze fall to the right—toward the
wall. Toward Holmes.

There was no surprise in his face. No hint of recognition. Only a
slight, almost imperceptible adjustment in the direction of his steps. He
approached without haste. When he stopped at the table, he did not
speak at once.

Only now did Holmes raise his eyes.

For a brief instant their gazes met.
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There was in the stranger’s gaze a firmness that was not challenging,
but neither was it submissive. A man accustomed to speaking with
men who thought themselves superior—and who was not impressed by
them.

The man sat down without being invited. He positioned his chair with
a precision answering Holmes’s own. His back was not wholly toward
the room, but neither wholly toward the wall. His hands rested loosely
upon the table, the thumbs lightly touching.

The waiter approached again, and the man ordered without looking
at the menu.

When they were once more alone, there was a moment of silence
between them. Not the awkward silence between strangers. But the mea-
suring silence between two men who both know that the first sentence
will be decisive.

Holmes spoke first. “I hope you will forgive my delay.”

The stranger’s gaze drifted for a moment toward the mirror behind
Holmes. “I have not waited long,” he said. “And you have not been
alone.”

Holmes’s hand moved slightly toward the glass. “Paris is an attentive
city.”

“Yes,” replied the stranger. “And it rarely forgets a new face.”

Their eyes met again. Neither smiled.

The conversation remained on the surface—the weather, the temper
of the city, the difficulty of finding decent wine without paying for the
name. Neither attempted to approach the real matter.

After a quarter of an hour, the stranger rose. “Paris rewards the man
who keeps moving,” he said. “It punishes the one who remains seated.”

Holmes inclined his head slightly but remained seated for a moment
longer all the same.

The other left the room without looking back.

Only when the door had closed did Holmes place a few coins upon the
table and follow him.

The boulevard had grown darker. The lights from the shops cast long

reﬂections upon the wet pavernent.
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The man stopped before a bookseller’s window.

Holmes reduced the distance by two steps and halted beside him,
without giving the impression of having consciously followed him.

Copper engravings were displayed behind the glass. Landscapes, city
scenes, and a few religious subjects.

Holmes let his gaze rest upon a landscape from Auvergne. “The paper
is newer than the print,” he said quietly.

The other did not react at once. “Beg pardon, monsieur?”

“The paper,” Holmes repeated. “It is from this century. The copper
plate is older. A discrepancy of at least sixty years.”

The stranger turned his head slowly. His eyes searched Holmes’s
face—not in order to recognize, but to assess. “You seem to take an
unusual interest in detail.”

“Details are less dangerous than people,” Holmes replied calmly.

There was a pause.

“You are not an art dealer.”

“No.”

“Police?”

“Certainly not.”

A faint, almost involuntary smile appeared. “Then what are you,
monsieur?”

Holmes allowed his gaze to drift over the man’s hands. The discol-
oration at the nail. The fine, almost invisible groove in the skin. “A
traveler,” he said. “With a certain interest in chemistry.”

“And what does chemistry tell you about me?”

Holmes deliberately hesitated. “It tells me,” he said quietly, “that this
morning you worked with a canvas that had no desire to be as old as it
was being compelled to appear.”

The man’s hand tightened around his cane. “You speak in riddles.”

“So do you. But your riddles smell faintly of nitric acid.”

A long moment passed.

The man did not look angry. He seemed more interested. “Jean-Luc
Moreau,” he said.

“Harald Sigurdson,” Holmes returned.
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Moreau repeated the name with slight emphasis upon the first syllable.
“Scandinavian?”

Holmes nodded.

A sharp look accompanied that answer—but no further questions.

They began to walk side by side, and something had plainly already
changed between them.

“You understand,” said Moreau after several steps, “Paris is the Mecca
of forgeries.”

Holmes nodded.

“Most of it is small, but some of it is larger.”

“It always is.”

Moreau stopped abruptly. “This is very large.”

Holmes looked at him inquiringly.

“The pigment is rare. It comes from a workshop that does not supply
bohemians.” Moreau’s face tightened slightly.

In the reflection of a shop window, he saw a dark hat linger a moment
too long at a corner.

“If T am mistaken,” Moreau continued calmly, “you have nothing to
fear.”

“And if you are right?”

“Then we both do.”

“Come,” said Moreau. “There is a place where we may speak without
mirrors.”

Holmes followed—after first noting that the dark hat had once more
changed position.

They walked for some time in silence, until Moreau turned into a
narrower street, where the light of the boulevard gas lamps gave way to
more scattered sources of illumination. There stood a small wine shop
with a back room whose windows were frosted and whose doorbell gave
only a muted sound when they entered.

The room was modest, but clean. A single table stood near the wall,
and a kerosene lamp cast a concentrated glow over the surface of the
wood. The proprietor nodded briefly to Moreau without asking ques-
tions and withdrew behind the counter.
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They sat opposite one another. There was no formal beginning.

Moreau placed his hat upon the table, turned it a quarter round, and
spoke softly. “It began with a single canvas.”

Holmes listened.

“A landscape, attributed to a pupil of Corot. Not a masterpiece, but
sufficient to find its way into a private collection.” He let his fingers rest
against the edge of the table. “The paper in the provenance document
was correct. The signature convincing. The varnish had the proper pati-
na.”

“And yet,” said Holmes quietly.

“And yet,” Moreau repeated. “There was a discrepancy.”

He drew out a small notebook, opened it, and pushed it toward
Holmes. Not pictures—only short technical notes.

“The pigment in the sky,” said Moreau. “It contained traces of a
binding agent that did not come into common use until several decades
later.”

Holmes let his gaze pass over the notes without touching them. “An
error from a less experienced hand?”

Moreau shook his head slightly.

“No. A deliberate adjustment. The forger understood aging tech-
niques. He understood acid treatment, smoke, mechanical wear. He
knew how to produce cracks in varnish.” He looked up. “But he chose a
pigment that did not yet exist at the time from which the canvas claims
to originate.”

“Overconfidence,” said Holmes.

“Or access,” Moreau replied.

Holmes’s gaze sharpened slightly. “Access?”

“To materials not freely sold. To workshops engaged in the restoration
of older works. To laboratories.”

There was a brief pause.

“A single canvas may be an error,” Moreau continued. “Two may be a
pattern. I have now seen four.”

“By the same hand?”

“Of the same type,” said Moreau.
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Holmes allowed the silence to stretch for amoment. “Do I understand
you correctly that this is not merely a matter of small forgeries?”

“Yes.” Moreau leaned forward slightly. “Montmartre is full of men
who paint copies for tourists and collectors of limited judgment. It is
craftsmanship. Profitable, but limited.”

“And this?”

“This is an operation.”

The word hung between them.

“The canvases move through reputable channels,” Moreau continued.
“They are accompanied by documents that would survive a superfi-
cial examination. They do not end up in back rooms. They end up
in private collections, in smaller museums—in circles where scandal is
unwelcome.”

Holmes’s fingers rested calmly upon the tabletop. “And you believe
the traces lead out of Paris.”

“Some of them do.”

“To Italy.”

Moreau looked at him without nodding. “There are workshops in
Rome,” he continued slowly, “where pigments and varnishes of a quality
not ordinarily available are used. Officially they are engaged in restora-
tion. It began there. Now some of it is being done here, and only one
place can reasonably be considered, and it is there, I believe, that our trail
begins.”

Holmes’s gaze moved briefly toward the door. “You have tried to
follow the money?”

“I'have tried,” said Moreau. “And I have received discreet warnings.”

“From whom?”

Moreau hesitated. “That is precisely it,” he said. “Warnings without a
sender.”

Holmes regarded him closely. “You have chosen to involve a foreign
Norwegian.”

“A foreigner,” said Moreau, “may ask questions that I cannot.”

“Because you are known.”

“Because I am registered,” Moreau corrected.
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A faint movement touched the corner of Holmes’s mouth—not a
smile, but an acknowledgment. “You believe,” he said calmly, “that there
is a system behind it.”

“Ibelieve,” Moreau replied, “that this is not an artist’s overconfidence,
but an institutional protection.”

Holmes said nothing.

The lamp flame stirred slightly when the door to the front room
opened and closed again. A voice sounded briefly, muted, and silence
returned.

“You have been followed since you arrived,” said Moreau suddenly.

Holmes did not raise his eyes. “I noticed.”

“A dark hat.”

“Yes.”

Moreau laid his hands flat upon the table. “Then you understand that
this is already larger than you were promised.”

“I was promised nothing,” said Holmes.

Again, there was silence.

“Will you continue?” asked Moreau.

Holmes did not reply at once.

He let his fingers glide over the surface of the table, as though feeling
the grain of the wood.

“Tell me,” he said at last, “who first brought you into contact with the
first canvas.”

Moreau looked at him with a gaze now free of reservation. “A collec-
tor,” he said. “Not just any collector.”

Holmes nodded slowly.

Outside there sounded a distant echo of horses’ hooves against the
cobblestones.

Moreau leaned back slightly, as though the conversation had reached a
point at which it must either change direction or stop. “The first canvas
appeared in March of 1884,” he said in a tone that seemed uncommitted.
“A modest piece. Insignificant in itself.”

Holmes’s gaze remained upon the tabletop. “March,” he repeated

calmly. “It was a cold month that year.”
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“You remember it?”

“I remember,” said Holmes, “that transport across the Alps was diffi-
cult that spring. Particularly for goods that do not tolerate damp.”

Moreau looked at him. “That canvas was not transported across the
Alps.”

“Of course not,” Holmes replied without altering his tone. “Not in
March.”

A silence followed that was not empty.

Moreau’s gaze remained upon Holmes’s face a moment longer than
courtesy required. There was nothing triumphant in his expression.
Rather, a measured interest.

“I must have mistaken the date,” he said lightly.

“It happens,” Holmes replied.

Neither corrected it.

The lamp flame moved faintly, and in that brief flicker the room
seemed to draw itself a little closer together.

Moreau folded the notebook shut without looking down. “You notice
small displacements,” he said.

Holmes shrugged. “One should not trust dates,” he said. “They are
often the one thing that can be altered with certainty.”

Moreau nodded slowly. “Then we are agreed,” he said, “that March
was not the month.”

Holmes looked at him for the first time since the remark. “We are
agreed,” he said, “that you wished to know whether I was attentive.”

An almost imperceptible smile appeared upon Moreau’s face. “You
were.”

“Ialways am,” Holmes replied.

The silent acknowledgment that arose between them was not a dec-
laration of trust, but an adjustment of measure. They knew now that
the other did not speak without purpose—and did not listen without
registering.

Moreau rose. “It is late,” he said. “And Paris is less discreet after mid-
night.”

Holmes followed his movement without haste.
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They stepped out into the cool night. The street was quieter than
before, but not empty. A carriage passed slowly, and the light from
its lanterns moved across the cobblestones in brief shifting panels. A
window opposite stood half open; voices sounded faintly from above
and then disappeared again.

Moreau did not stop but lowered his pace slightly.

In the reflection of a dark windowpane—a shop long since closed—a
familiar silhouette appeared. The dark hat.

Moreau noticed it without turning his head. “Paris,” he said softly,
almost as a casual observation, “is a city with many eyes.”

Holmes followed his gaze in the reflection.

The man stood motionless at the corner. He did nothing, spoke to no
one, seemed to be waiting for no one. He was simply part of the structure
of the night, like a lamppost or a closed door.

“Eyes,” Holmes replied calmly, “have the disadvantage that they too
may be seen.”

Moreau offered no further comment.

They parted without formal arrangement. A brief nod. No hand-
shake.

Holmes went in the direction of the hotel, his steps neither quicker
nor slower than before. When once again he passed a shop window, he
observed that the man had changed position—not nearer, not farther
away. The distance had been preserved. There was no immediate danger
in that.



Observations by
the Seine

LETTER III

The rain had let up.

I laid the first letter aside and sat for a moment without moving.
It seemed unreasonable to continue at once, as though the contents
required no brief reflection. I rose and placed a few small pieces of wood
upon the fire; the flames caught slowly and cast a new, warmer glow
across the paneling of the room.

A coftee pot stood upon the desk, which earlier I had left untouched.
I poured coffee into the cup without haste and observed that my hand
was entirely steady. It was merely a sober observation.

The letters still lay in the order in which he had numbered them.

I let my gaze rest upon the next one.

This time I did not hesitate but broke the seal with a surer motion.

The sheet unfolded beneath the lamp’s light.

October 1891
Paris
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My dear Watson,

After spending part of the day on foot through the streets of the city, I
found it advisable to stop at a place where movement might be observed
without one’s becoming part of it. My choice fell upon a small café over-
looking the river, its tables set out toward the street so that the passing
current of people and vehicles might be followed without interruption.

It was toward evening. The light had not yet left the city but had lost
its sharpness and now lay like a muted layer over the facades and the
water, where the reflections broke in slow movements. The Seine moved
past with a calm that stood in contrast to the activity unfolding along its
banks and yet was not without its own form of order.

I took a seat at a table near the edge and allowed myself for a time to
become part of the surroundings.

The sounds did not gather into one but settled in layers. Wheels
against stone. The metallic cutting of a tram through the street. Hoof-
beats repeating themselves in a rhythm that seemed independent of the
other motions. Voices that did not seek to press themselves forward yet
were present all the same—in brief exchanges, in laughter, in negotia-
tions that never rose above what was necessary. A newspaper seller moved
through the current with an insistence as regular as the river’s own. From
the surrounding tables, smoke rose in slow, dissolving spirals, lingering
for a moment in the air before vanishing into the cooler evening.

None of this was remarkable in itself. And yet it was precisely in what
went untroubled that the whole allowed itself to be observed.

I let my gaze travel along the riverbank and farther across to the op-
posite side, where the motions repeated themselves at another tempo,
but with the same underlying structure. There was no stillness, only
variations in speed and direction, and even what appeared accidental
seemed to form part of a larger coherence.

It is a property of such places, Watson, that they permit observation
without requiring participation. One may sit undisturbed and allow the
individual to appear as part of the whole, and the whole as something
that can only be understood through the individual.
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I ordered a cup of coftee, which was served without remark, and I
let time pass without assigning it any particular importance. There are
moments when action brings one no nearer to understanding. And
when it is instead necessary to allow things to present themselves in their
own order.

After a time, I put a hand to my pocket and drew out my pipe. The
tobacco I had acquired earlier that day was dark and dry, with a strength
that did not conceal itself, yet did not assert itself without first being
handled with a certain care.

Ilet it rest for a moment in my hand before I began to pack the pipe.

There is, Watson, a tendency among many men to regard such actions
as unimportant, as something that merely accompanies thought, but
does not contribute to it. My experience is otherwise. The time one
gives to an action is not wasted, but forms part of the process in which
thought itself takes shape. A pipe packed too hastily burns unevenly.
And a thought that is forced does the same.

I distributed the tobacco evenly, pressed it lightly into place, adjusted
it with my fingertips, and repeated the motion until the resistance was
correct. Only then did I bring the flame to the bowl and allow it to
catch without forcing it. The smoke rose slowly and mingled with the
surrounding air, already saturated with similar traces from the nearby
tables.

The first draw was milder than the tobacco had promised. The second
more persistent.

I let my gaze rest before me without fixing it upon any particular
person. It is seldom the individual people who first give rise to insight,
Watson. It is the movement between them.

A woman stepped from the curb without turning her head. Her step
was not hesitant, and yet a driver checked his carriage a moment before
she reached the roadway, as though the motion had already been read
before it was completed. Two men stood in conversation near a corner.
They spoke softly, yet without looking at one another. Their attention
seemed directed each in a separate direction, and yet the exchange con-

tinued without interruption, as though the words themselves were not
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what sustained it. A boy moved through the current of people in the
opposite direction. Not quickly, but with a persistence that compelled
the others to adapt themselves to him, without giving rise to irritation.

I took another draw from the pipe and allowed the smoke to linger
for a moment before dissolving in the cool air. It seemed to me that
what at first glance presented itself as disorder was in truth a form of
coordination that required no visible control. The movement in the
street was not chaotic, yet neither was it strictly regulated. It arose as a
consequence of individual actions, and yet with a coherence that could
only be recognized when one stepped back.

I let my gaze drift farther along the street and out toward the river,
where the current continued without interruption. There was no still-
ness. Only movement adapting itself to movement. And in that adapta-

tion—there lay the order.

Holmes sat for another moment with the pipe raised, when his attention
fixed itself upon a figure in the stream of passersby.

The man wore a dark coat of the sort one sees in every part of the
city, and nothing in his appearance immediately distinguished him. He
moved at an even pace, neither quickly nor slowly, and kept a distance
from the others that seemed natural, without being conspicuous. He
merged into the movement as though he were a part of it.

And yet Holmes’s gaze fell upon him. It was not any particular feature
that awakened his attention, but rather the absence of the irregular.
The movement was correct, the distance well judged, and for that very
reason—almost too precise.

Holmes let the pipe remain at his lips without taking another draw and
followed the man with his eyes until he vanished into the current. He did
not turn his head after him but merely continued his own observation.

Some time later the man passed again. This time from the opposite
direction. The pace was the same. The distance from the others un-
changed. His placement in the stream repeated with an exactness that

could not be explained by chance alone.
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Holmes slowly lowered the pipe. His gaze followed the man.

When the figure appeared within his field of vision for the third time,
it was no longer an observation, but a conclusion. The repetition was
not spontaneous. It was systematic.

Holmes stopped midway through the motion, the pipe still slightly
raised, as though for an instant he had forgotten to complete the action
he had begun. Smoke still rose faintly from the bowl, but he let it rest
without noticing it.

The decision had already been made.

He set the pipe down, let his hand glide back to the table, and did not
call attention to himself, but merely indicated discreetly that he wished
to pay. The coin was placed with the same calm in which he had been
sitting, and without waiting for any further exchange he rose.

No one nearby seemed to take notice.

He stepped into the current with a motion no different from the
others.

By the time the man passed for the fourth time, Holmes was already
moving.

He did not follow closely. But neither did he remain so far behind
that the connection might be lost. The distance was maintained with a
precision that did not attract notice, and his gaze was seldom directed
straight at the man he followed. Instead, he let reflections do the work.
Windows, panes of glass, polished surfaces in doors and carriages gave
him the necessary view without betraying his intention.

At corners he paused briefly, as though merely orienting himself, and
continued only when the movement ahead of him was once more secure.

The man did not alter his pace. He continued through the streets with
the same even stride, and without looking back.

As they moved farther from the river, the surroundings changed in
character. The streets grew narrower, the light more sparse, and the
stream of people thinner. The voices, which earlier had lain in layers,
now fell away one by one, until only isolated sounds remained—a door
closing, a distant wheel against stone, a muted conversation behind a

wall.
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Holmes continued.

The man stopped without warning. The facade before him was dis-
creet, almost anonymous, and could easily have been overlooked among
the other buildings on the street. A narrow window, a subdued door, and
behind the glass one could discern the outlines of frames and canvases.

It was what one might call an art dealer’s shop. But not of the kind that
sought attention.

The man did not hesitate. He merely lifted a hand to the door and
entered with the same untroubled composure that had characterized his
progress through the streets.

Holmes stopped on the opposite side of the window. He turned
slightly, so that his gaze might fall through the glass without appearing
directed at anything in particular. To a passerby he would have seemed
absorbed by the works on display, and it was precisely that assumption
he allowed to settle about him.

Within, a brief and exact exchange took place. The man had not al-
tered his manner. He did not speak much—if indeed he spoke at all—but
merely brought forward a package he had carried concealed beneath his
coat. It was received without question.

The recipient—a man with narrow, sharply defined features—accept-
ed the package with a calm that was not without attentiveness. His hands
moved surely, almost mechanically, as though their function had been
practiced through repeated acts of the same sort. He turned the package
briefly, not in order to examine it in any ordinary sense, but as though to
confirm something already known.

Holmes noted the details. The way the fingers closed around the pa-
per. The precise placement of the package upon the counter. The short
nod that followed, and which seemed to conclude the exchange without
need of words.

It was not a transaction. It was a delivery. And it bore every sign of
being part of a routine.

Holmes let his gaze travel farther along the reflection in the window

yet had already fixed the man’s face in memory. There was something in
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its composition—not only in the features themselves, but in the manner
in which they were assembled—that rendered it fit to be remembered.

The door opened again.

Holmes let his gaze rest upon the pane as though he still contemplated
the works on display, while the man stepped out and passed by him at the
same calm pace with which he had arrived.

It was at that moment that Holmes observed it. A small, faded tattoo
at the man’s left wrist, just visible where the sleeve shifted briefly in
movement. It had not been done to be seen, and time had softened its
clarity, but its presence was nonetheless beyond dispute. Holmes did not
allow his gaze to follow it. But he registered it.

The man continued without looking back and disappeared into the
street.

Holmes remained standing for another moment, as though his inter-
est were still attached to the contents of the shop, before slowly turning
away. He had no reason to stay longer. What was essential had already
been observed. He put a hand to his pocket, drew out the pipe, and lit it
with a calm no different from his earlier motions. The smoke rose into
the cool air as he set himself in motion again, this time in the direction
of his hotel.

The streets now lay in a different light. Not because they had changed.
But because he had seen how they were connected.

He walked without haste, without secking to follow any particular
route, and allowed movement itself to carry him back through the city.
There was no need for further action that evening. Observation was
sufficient. And that which had first shown itself as a deviation—had
already revealed itself to be part of the system.



The Market at
Saint-Ouen

LETTER IV

October 15, 1891
Paris

My dear Watson,

I left the hotel before daybreak. At this hour Paris has a different charac-
ter from the one you know from our earlier stays. The city is not silent,
but its voice is lower; it does not yet speak to the public, but to itself. I
took a fiacre at the Quai de la Tournelle. The driver was a man of the
sort who speaks without expecting an answer. His coat bore traces of
the night, and his horse moved with the patience that is achieved only
through many years of repetition. We drove northward.

The cobblestones were dark with dew, and the movement of the
wheels left brief, dull tracks in the damp light. At the Porte de Clignan-
court the city began to open; here the order of the boulevard comes to
an end, and something less planned takes over. My destination was the
Marché aux Puces de Saint-Ouen.

You may perhaps have heard the name but scarcely imagined its scale.

What began as a gathering of traders on the outskirts of the city has de-
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veloped into a labyrinth of stalls, tents, and makeshift structures, where
everything may be found—and most of it ought to be avoided.

I arrived while the first dealers were still unpacking their wares. Can-
vases were being raised. Wooden crates opened. Dusty mirrors set out
against the dull light of dawn. There hung in the air a smell of wet wood,
old fabric, and metal that had survived several owners.

A man carried a clockwork mechanism without its case under his arm
as though it were a child. A woman arranged a pile of porcelain with the
care ordinarily reserved for inheritance.

There were objects of genuine age—and objects that pretended to it.

A chest of drawers with worn edges, where the wear had been distrib-
uted too regularly. A frame with gilding that had been aged with acid, but
whose inner corners were untouched. A crucifix whose patina seemed
applied rather than acquired.

The place contains, as you understand, a certain poetry. Here one may
find the unexpected. But one must wade through considerable quanti-
ties of refuse to reach it.

I moved slowly through the rows without allowing my gaze to linger
too long upon anything. He who secks too openly finds only that which
is offered intentionally.

An elderly gentleman offered me a pocket watch engraved with a coat
of arms. The engraving was correct for the period, but the metal itself
had not had time to learn the humility that true age imposes upon it.

“Napoleon,” he said in a voice that betrayed neither belief nor doubt.

“Without question,” I replied, and set the watch back down.

The morning light increased gradually.

More dealers arrived. The voices rose. A group of younger men debat-
ed a stack of copper engravings whose authenticity seemed to occasion
livelier discussion than they deserved.

I stopped at a stall where frames were stacked in layers. Not pic-
tures—only frames. Gilded. Black. A few with remnants of canvas still
attached. Frames are often more honest than pictures, Watson. They

testify to what once was.
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I noticed a frame whose inner side bore traces of recent adjustment.
The wood was older, but the cut along the edge was fresh. A fragment
of canvas still clung to one nail.

I asked the owner where it came from.

“A collection in the sixteenth arrondissement,” he said without hesi-
tation.

“Naturally,” I replied.

He looked at me as though trying to decide whether I was joking.

I did not buy it. But I took note of its dimensions. I left it where it
stood and continued along the narrow passage between the stalls.

The market was now in full motion. A group of dealers argued loudly
over the price of a mirror whose glass was older than the frame. A boy
ran past with a stack of newspapers under his arm. A man with a scarf
about his neck carried two paintings that quite plainly did not belong
together.

I stopped short. Not because something called for my attention—but
because someone did. Three stalls ahead stood a man bent over a smaller
canvas. His coat was the same as on the previous evening. His hat lay on
the table before him. He held the painting up to the light, not to admire
the subject, but to examine the back.

He spoke to the seller without looking at him.

I approached without haste. “You should be careful,” I said.

He did not react at once.

“The canvas,” I continued. “If you hold it in that manner, you will
overlook the most important irregularity.”

Moreau lowered the painting slowly. He did not turn it toward me.
“And what is it that I overlook, monsieur?” he asked calmly.

“The frame,” I replied. “It is older than the painting.”

Now he turned his head. Not surprised. “You rise early,” he said.

“The market rewards the man who arrives before the history has been
fully packed,” I answered.

The seller looked from one to the other without understanding what

he was witnessing.
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Moreau turned the canvas over and examined it again. “You imply,”
he said, “that this picture has been inserted into a frame that does not
belong to it.”

“Iimply,” I replied, “that someone has wished to lend the painting a
past it has not yet had time to live.”

Moreau set the painting down. “And you came here,” he said, “with-
out informing me.”

“I wished to see who inspects goods before they are officially for sale.”

An almost invisible smile. “So, you inspect me.”

“Naturally.”

There was a brief silence.

Moreau turned to the seller. “I will not take it,” he said.

The seller shrugged and reached for another customer.

Moreau stepped aside, and I followed without giving the impression
that we now moved together. “You are bold,” he said softly.

“No,” I replied. “I am early.”

He looked at me sharply. “You believe this market is part of the mat-
ter.”

“No,” I said. “But someone wishes it to appear so.”

Moreau’s expression changed slightly. “Explain.”

“If one wishes to obscure the origin of a canvas,” I said, “one may let
it pass through a place where origin is a fluid quantity.”

Moreau nodded slowly. “A place,” he said, “where forgery is expected.”

“Precisely.”

He looked again at the painting, which the seller was now offering to
a young collector. “You mean,” he said, “that this is not the beginning.”

“No,” I replied. “This is cover.”

Moreau turned fully toward me. “You have been here less than a
week.”

“And you have been here all your life,” I answered calmly. “That gives
us different advantages.”

Again, there arose that brief, measuring silence between us. This time
it was less probing.

“Come,” said Moreau. “There is another stand.”
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“Naturally,” I replied.

The two men moved into the rows, side by side, without anyone being
able to determine who followed whom. And in a mirror, hung crookedly
between two rusty chandeliers, Holmes noticed a dark hat pause at the
entrance to the passage.

Moreau stopped at a stall that differed from the others at once by its
orderliness. The wares were not thrown out in heaps but arranged with a
certain discretion. Three small landscapes leaned against a wooden crate.
The subjects were modest—wooded scenes, a riverbank, a village at dusk.

Moreau lifted the middle one. “This,” he said, “was seen here six
months ago.”

He turned it toward Holmes.

The signature bore the name of a lesser-known pupil of the Barbizon
school. Not a name that would create a sensation, but sufficient to
awaken interest in the proper circles.

Holmes took the canvas in his hand. The weight was correct. The
tension of the canvas against the frame seemed appropriate. He passed
his fingers over the surface without touching it directly. “You have seen
it before?” he asked.

“Yes,” Moreau replied. “Under another name.”

“On the painting?”

“On the seller.”

Holmes looked at him. “The same face?”

“The same hands.”

Holmes turned the canvas over.

The back bore a stamp—faint, but legible. A Paris wholesaler, known
for supplying materials to both restorers and smaller studios.

“He calls himself by different names?” Holmes asked.

“Three names, which I have noted.”

“And you are certain it is the same man?”

“As certain as one can be,” Moreau answered.

Holmes let his gaze pass over the frame. It was older. Not merely in
its surface, but in its structure. The wood had contracted slightly at the
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joints, as only happens over time. The gilding bore microscopic cracks
that cannot be forced without risk of damaging the ground beneath.

“The frame was not made recently,” he continued.

“No.”

“Itis older than the painting.”

“Yes.”

Holmes directed his gaze back to the subject. The brushwork was re-
strained. Not virtuosic but assured. The sky bore traces of several layers,
where the painthad been worked into the canvas with deliberate control.

He took out my magnifying glass.

Moreau observed it without comment.

“The strokes,” Holmes continued, “imitate the rhythm of the school
in question. But they are too consistent.”

“Explain.”

“A pupil,” he said, “will waver between influence and personal uncer-
tainty. Here there is no hesitation.”

Moreau nodded. “That was my impression as well.”

Holmes examined the pigment in the blue passage. The hue was cor-
rect in tone, but its binding medium revealed a newer composition. The
dried surface lacked the deeper matte quality that older oil develops over
time.

“The pigment,” he remarked, “was not manufactured until later.”

“Exactly.”

He put the glass away. “And you have seen several?”

“Four,” said Moreau. “All with the same discipline. The same discreet
improvements. The same type of frames.”

“And the same seller.”

“Under changing names.”

Holmes looked at the canvas again. There had been no haste in the
work. No clumsiness. “This,” he said calmly, “is not a single forger.”

Moreau said nothing.

“Itis a method.”

“Systematic?” he asked.
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Holmes did not answer at once. He ran his finger along the edge of the
canvas without touching the paint. “Yes,” he said at last. “Systematic.”

There was a brief silence between them.

“You also notice,” Moreau continued, “that the subjects are not acci-
dental.”

“Landscapes,” Holmes replied. “Less controversial. Easier to place in
private collections.”

“And less likely to become the object of intensive examination.”

Holmes nodded.

“You have followed the chain?”

“As far as I could,” said Moreau. “It leads through Paris. But the
materials...” He stopped for a moment. “The materials lead farther.”

Holmes looked up. “To Italy?”

“Yes.” He let the canvas rest back against the crate. “The most inter-
esting thing,” he continued, “is not the painting.” He lifted an eyebrow.

“What then?”

“The uniformity.”

Moreau allowed the word to remain between them for a moment.

At that same instant there came a clatter from the far side of the stall.
A box had toppled over. A voice apologized.

Holmes did not look up at once. In the reflection from a metal tray
hanging behind the seller, he saw the dark hat once more—this time
nearer.

The overturned box contained a mixture of old frames and loose
canvases. The seller—a man in his forties with shifting eyes and hands
that bore traces both of resin and tobacco—bent quickly to gather them
up.

“Pardon, messieurs,” he said without looking up.

Moreau did not reply.

Holmes let his gaze rest on the man’s hands. They were not a painter’s
hands. They were a craftsman’s—and yet not entirely.

“You handle them carefully,” Holmes remarked calmly.

“They are old,” the man replied. “One never knows with such things.”



38 THE SHADOW OVER THE SEINE

Holmes lifted the canvas they had just examined. “Has this also come
from the same source?” he asked.

The owner hesitated. Only half a second. But in the rhythm of the
market’s noise, it was enough. “I get goods from many places,” he said.
“It is a market.”

“Naturally,” said Holmes.

He turned the canvas over and let his finger glide along the edge of the
back. “Interesting,” he continued. “The same type of canvas. The same
wholesaler’s stamp.”

“That is common,” the owner said quickly. “Everyone buys there.”

“Everyone?” Holmes asked mildly.

He shrugged. “Those who work seriously.”

“Seriously,” Holmes repeated.

He straightened his back. “I merely sell what comes in.”

Moreau watched him without interrupting.

“And what comes in to you?” Holmes asked.

“Paintings.”

“From whom?”

Again, there was that small hesitation. “A man,” he said. “A middle-

»

man.

“Name?”

The seller now looked directly at Holmes. “You ask many questions
for a buyer.”

“I'am not a buyer.”

“No,” he said slowly. “You are not.”

Holmes set the canvas down. “This middleman,” he asked, “does he
come here himself?”

“Yes,” the seller replied.

“Always?”

“Asarule.”

“Early?”

“Before opening.”

Holmes nodded. “Then you have already spoken with him today.”

The man stiffened slightly. “No.”
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“But you expect him.”

Silence.

Moreau said softly, “You have a mark on your jacket.”

The seller moved his hand to his chest. There was a faint darker streak
in the cloth. Not visible at first glance.

Moreau stepped a pace nearer. “Wet paint,” he said calmly. “No more
than an hour old.”

“Itis from a frame,” the seller said quickly.

“Frames do not smell of linseed oil,” Holmes replied.

His gaze flickered.

“He does not come here any longer,” the seller said suddenly.

“Interesting,” Holmes remarked.

“He said he was finished.”

“Finished with what?”

“With Paris.”

There was a brief pause.

“He said,” the seller continued, “that there were better places.”

“Better?” Moreau asked.

The man hesitated again. “Places,” he said reluctantly, “where people
do not ask so many questions.”

Neither Holmes nor Moreau commented.

The seller bent down and began once more to gather up his wares, as
though the conversation were over.

But before Holmes turned away, he asked calmly, “He has been here
this morning.”

The seller did not answer. But his silence was confirming.

Holmes chose not to press the seller further. He had seen enough to
know that more questions would only cause the man to close himself off
entirely. A system does not reveal itself under pressure; it merely changes
direction.

He stepped away from the stall without haste. Moreau followed.

A short distance farther on, Holmes stopped at a smaller stand where
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various objects lay scattered without order. Among cutlery, frames, and
faded sheets of music lay a violin. He picked it up.

The instrument was not showy, but the wood had darkened evenly.
The varnish bore the dull glow that only many years of handling can give.
He turned it slowly in his hands and studied the grain in the back. The
maple was flamed, but not Italian. The workmanship was solid, without
excessive refinement.

He passed his fingers over the fingerboard. The wear lay high up—not
from practice, but from use. He lifted the bow, adjusted his grip, and
drew it across the strings. A brief figure. Two muted measures. The
sound was clear, though the bow was uneven. Voices nearby fell invol-
untarily quieter. A dealer stopped in the middle of a movement. A boy
remained standing with a box in his hands.

Holmes allowed the tones to die of themselves. He rested the edge of
the violin against his cheek for a moment, as if to judge the resonance
through the wood. An almost imperceptible tension passed through
his right shoulder. It lasted only a second. He lowered the instrument
slightly more slowly than the movement would otherwise have required.

Moreau saw it. Not because the movement was obvious, but because
it was not wholly in keeping with the rest of the man.

Holmes straightened and set the violin back precisely as he had found
it. “He has been here this morning,” he said without looking at Moreau.

“Yes.”

“He will not come again.”

Moreau did not answer.

He looked at Holmes for a moment longer than the conversation
required.

They moved on between the stalls.

kX%
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Watson sat with the letter in his hands and stared before him. The wood
in the grate had again collapsed inward and sent a subdued glow up
toward the ceiling.

Formerly I would not have fastened upon this passage. A violin at a
market. A brief examination and a few notes. But I read it differently
now.

Holmes does not mention pain. He does not mention weakness. He
merely describes a movement, a slight delay, an instrument being set back
alittle more slowly than it was lifted. Thatisall. And yetitis not nothing.

I have often thought that the world regarded him as untouched. Un-
affected. As though the struggle at the Falls had left no trace beyond a
temporary disappearance. But I saw him that night, before he departed.
I saw what no one else saw.

Now, as I read these lines, it seems to me that this small episode—this
insignificant violin in a Paris market—may be the first place where the
traces can be discerned; that he himself bore a mark. Not visible to the
world. Only to the one who knew him.

Watson allowed the paper to sink slightly.

The rain outside struck against the pane in irregular rhythms, and he
remained seated a moment longer than the text required.

Then he straightened, laid another piece of wood upon the fire, and
returned to the letter.

kX

Moreau stopped beside a low stack of frames piled next to a wooden
crate. They were not gilded, but dark, simple, with the kind of patina
that makes them useful without drawing too much attention.

He lifted one of them and turned it in his hands. “These,” he said
softly, “often come with the canvases.”

Holmes took the frame from him. The wood was older, though not
costly. The joints were solid, without decoration. He let his finger run
along the inside of the edge, where the canvas normally rests.
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He stopped. “Look here,” he said.

Inside, close to one of the corners, a small marking had been scratched
in. Not stamped. Not burned in. Scratched with a sharp tool before the
varnish had fully hardened. It was easy to overlook.

Moreau stepped closer.

Holmes took another frame from the same stack. It bore a corre-
sponding scratched figure, in almost the same position, the same depth.
A third frame showed the same sign. Holmes studied the incision in
silence. It consisted of two lines crossing a third at an angle. Ambiguous
in form. Not immediately a letter—and yet not random either.

“You have seen this before?” Holmes asked.

Moreau nodded faintly. “It is an old mark,” he said. “One sometimes
finds it on older frames.”

Holmes looked at him. “Sometimes,” he repeated.

Moreau shrugged slightly. “It may be a workshop marking.”

Holmes let his gaze rest upon the sign a moment longer. He drew out
his knife—not hastily, but with the calm any precise act requires—and
removed a small, damaged flake from the innermost edge of one frame.
A fragment of wood on which part of the incision was still visible. The
movement was discreet. The seller was occupied with another customer.
The smaller fragment of wood found its way into his pocket.

The noise of the market continued around them, as though nothing

had changed.

Watson let his gaze move down over the last lines.

The letter ended without further explanation. No dramatic conclu-
sion. No declaration of danger. Only the observation that the market
was transit, and that the hand guiding the brush did not itself determine
the subject. He sat motionless for a moment before laying the paper flat
upon the desk and taking up his pen.

Holmes had added a small sketch in the margin—quick, precise, with-
out artistic intent. A few lines crossing one another at an angle, and a

short slanting stroke connecting them.
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Watson studied the drawing carefully. It was simple.

He regarded the figure for a long time. It might be nothing. It might
be a craftsman’s mark. It might be two letters, joined in a manner that
only makes sense to the man who already knows them.

He laid the pen down.

It seems to me that Holmes had already understood more here than he
chose to write. Not because he wished to conceal the truth from me, but
because he did not yet know its full extent.

Watson folded the letter and laid it carefully beside the box. The first
clue had been recorded.

He reached for the next envelope.



An Assessment

LETTER V

I had learned to recognize Holmes’s handwriting not merely by its pre-
cision, but also by the way in which each word seemed placed with an
intention that extended beyond the written line. The letter before me
bore that same character, yet there was something in the weight of the
paper and in the manner in which it had been folded that caused me to
hesitate for a moment.

It was not the first time Holmes had written to me from abroad, and
yet there was still a difference. Not in its appearance—which remained
sober, without unnecessary detail—but in the impression it left, even
before it was opened.

Watson broke the seal.

Holmes’s voice emerges at once, clear and without circumlocution:

October 17, 1891
Paris

There are moments, Watson, when an inquiry ceases to be merely a series
of observations and instead becomes a mutual scrutiny. For the first time,
I found myself confronted not only with a clue, but with an assessment.

I confess it was not without a certain interest.
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That afternoon I had taken a seat at a café whose location made it
suitable for observation without itself attracting notice. The tables stood
close together, though not so close that one inevitably became part of
other people’s conversations. The light fell obliquely through the win-
dows and left the rear places in a subdued shadow, which I found most
appropriate.

I ordered coffee and took out my pipe. I packed it with my usual
rhythm and at the same time set down a few notes from the day’s obser-
vations—brief formulations which in themselves explained nothing but
served to preserve the patterns of which I did not yet have full command.

When Iasked for the bill, it was placed before me without remark. The
waiter left the table with the same neutral manner that had characterized
him throughout the afternoon.

I allowed my gaze to rest for a moment on the paper before picking
it up. At that instant my attention sharpened. Not because there was
anything visibly unusual about the bill, but because the paper had been
handled once too often.

I turned it over.

On the reverse was written the following, in ink still wet:

“What you once found in silence,

you will find again where the voice must not be heard.
Seck not what is displayed.

Find what does not belong.”

I read the text a second time, more slowly. There was nothing theatrical
in the phrasing. No threat. No obvious triumph. Whoever had written
it did not wish to impress, but to be understood. That in itself was
remarkable.

Holmes let his thumb glide along the edge of the paper and remained

seated without touching his coftee.

“..where the voice must not be heard.”
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A grave mightsatisfy the condition, he thought. A library as well, though
the silence there is a practical necessity rather than a prescription. But
the phrasing bore no mark of the practical. It had not been written by
a man who desired quiet, but by one who thought in terms of spaces
where the voice is held back out of deference to something greater than
conversation itself.

A church therefore seemed to him more likely. Not because silence is
always observed there—it is very far from being so—but because silence
in such a place is not accidental. It forms part of the place’s intention.

He picked up the pipe but did not light it. Instead, he turned it slowly
between his fingers while once more allowing his gaze to pass over the

final line.
“Seck not what is displayed. Find what does not belong.”

It was better written than most anonymous messages he had received
through the years. Whoever had composed it knew not merely of his
presence in Paris, but of the method by which he worked. Not the object,
but the deviation. Not what is emphasized, but the disturbing element
in the whole.

It did not amuse him. But it interested him.

He set the bill down, paid without indicating any particular attention
to the waiter, and rose with the calm movement that is precisely the kind
which draws no eyes.

If the riddle had been set in order to lead him, then he must go. If it
had been set in order to measure him, then he must not arrive too late.

When he stepped out of the café, the air had grown cooler. Paris still
moved around him, but in his mind the city had already narrowed itself
to a smaller circle of possibilities.

A grave. A library. A church.

Of these three, only the last had both silence and visible splendor in a
form that made the line about what does not belong fully operative.

His course, therefore, was not difficult to choose.
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Notre-Dame.

Holmes moved through the streets without haste, though not without
direction. Paris still lay in that part of the day when the light begins to
lose its sharpness, and when the outlines of buildings stand out more
clearly, as if the city itself for a time wished to be observed.

He reached the square before Notre-Dame.

The cathedral rose before him with a weight that was not merely
architectural, but temporal as well. It bore the mark not of a single
intention, but of many. Centuries had left their trace in its stone, not
as fractures, but as layers. The facade appeared at once symmetrical and
restless; the figures above the portals seemed to observe the square with
a gaze that was neither inviting nor rejecting, but merely enduring.

People moved before the entrance at an unhurried pace—a few
tourists, a couple of locals, a priest in dark clothing. None appeared to
linger long. It was not a place before which one remained. It was a place
through which one passed.

Holmes let his gaze travel up along the facade before he entered.

Here the light was altered at once. What outside had been diffuse and
shifting was here dissolved into colors and broken through glass. The
air was cooler, heavier, and carried a faint scent of wax and stone. The
sounds from the square did not disappear entirely, but were reduced to
something distant and uninsistent, as though they belonged to another
world.

The columns rose around him in a rhythm repeating itself with such
precision that even small deviations would be visible—if one knew where
to look. The figures along the walls and in the niches appeared as a
continuation of this order. Nothing seemed placed by chance, and for
that very reason any error must be intentional.

He moved slowly forward. Not toward any particular point, but
through the space as a whole. His gaze did not fasten upon what was

most prominent—not upon the altar, not upon the light, not upon
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the visitors—but upon transitions, connections, repetitions. Where one

form interrupted another. Where a line did not continue as expected.
“Seck not what is displayed.”

He followed the line of statues along one of the side aisles.

They were uniform in their difference. Each figure bore its own dis-
tinguishing traits, but within a frame that made the whole coherent.
Hands, faces, symbols—all were subject to an order that was not merely
aesthetic, but meaningful.

He did not stop. Not yet. But the pace of his movement altered slight-
ly. Something was nearby. He did not stop abruptly, for there was no
cause to do so. The deviation had already fixed itself in his gaze long
before his steps had time to respond. It was not the figure as a whole that
stood apart, but a slight displacement in its expression, so discreet that it
could only be perceived in relation to the others.

Holmes continued a few steps farther, as though his attention were
directed ahead, and only when he stopped beside the next statue in the
row did, he allow his gaze to drift back.

It was the hands.

Along the wall, the figures repeated a series of familiar ges-
tures—hands turned upward, folded in repose, resting against the
breast—variations on a fixed pattern in which each deviation still be-
longed to a recognizable order. But here there was something that would
not fit.

One hand was as expected. The other bore something. Not highlight-
ed, not clearly distinguished from the stone, but sufficient to break the
whole, once it had been seen.

Holmes stepped a little nearer, as a natural continuation of his slow
movement through the space. The distance was now sufficient to con-
firm what he had already sensed.

The object was not part of the figure. It had been added. A small, flat

piece of metal, dark and without reflections, placed with such precision
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that at first glance it might appear original, but on closer inspection
could be explained as nothing other than a foreign addition.

He let his hand follow his gaze, though without haste. The movement
was so slight that it might be taken for a casual touch, and when his
fingers reached it, the object yielded without resistance. It had not been
fastened in place.

Only when he had once again stepped back and stood at the same
distance as before did he allow his gaze to fall upon what he now held.
A small metal plate with an engraved circle. No ornament, no varia-
tion—only a precise and measured marking, executed without regard for
aesthetics, though not without intention.

He let the object rest in his hand for a moment before examining
it more closely. The circle was not complete. It had a small break, a
small opening. There was nothing further. No text, no direction, no
hint of the next step. Only this single sign, which neither explained nor
concealed anything, but perhaps merely signaled that he had arrived.
That he was now inside ... and yet not entirely.

Holmes remained standing a moment longer, not before the figure,
but within the space as a whole, as though allowing the impression to
settle before he moved on. It was not the riddle that occupied him now,
but the intelligence that must lie behind its design.

When he turned, it was not directly toward the exit, but slightly to one
side, as though his attention had momentarily been caught by something
in the stillness of the periphery.

A figure stood near one of the distant columns. There was nothing in
its posture that demanded attention, and yet there was a sort of stillness
about it which distinguished it from the other visitors. The distance
rendered the face unclear, but the silhouette was enough. The hat was
the only thing that stood out distinctly.

Holmes allowed his gaze to move on without pause, as though he had
noticed nothing, and continued through the space at the same undis-
turbed pace as before. Only a moment later, when without stopping he

let his gaze return in that same direction, the figure was no longer to be
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seen. He did not alter his course. And when shortly afterward he stepped
out of the church, his walk was neither quicker nor slower than before.
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Watson let his hand rest for a moment upon the paper, as though he did
not yet entirely wish to let it go.

There was nothing in what was described that immediately bore the
mark of danger. No threat, no overt confrontation, none of the signs
he had otherwise learned to associate with those situations in which
Holmes found himself on uncertain ground. And it was precisely this
absence that made the impression all the stronger.

It was not an event Holmes had been subjected to. It was an action
that had been directed at him.

Watson rose slowly and took a few steps across the room before re-
turning to the chair and the table. The letter still lay open, and his gaze
once more fell upon the opening lines.

An assessment?

It was not a word he had often seen Holmes apply to himself.

Over the years Holmes had encountered adversaries of many
kinds—some brutal, others cunning, a few even gifted—but rarely, if
ever, had anyone attempted to approach him in this way. Not by con-
cealing himself, but by making himself known through a test that pre-
supposed Holmes could both understand and accept its premise.

Watson was unable to determine whether this expressed a particular
form of respect or something far more troubling. There was in Holmes’s
account a calmness which on first reading might seem reassuring, but
which upon further thought contained something else—not unease, but
a heightened alertness that had not previously been directed toward his
own person to the same degree.

It was as though he no longer merely observed. He was being observed.

Watson let his gaze drift toward the empty chair opposite him, where
Holmes had so often sat, leaning slightly forward, hands together, his



AN ASSESSMENT 51

eyes fixed upon the point at which thought took shape. He imagined
him in that foreign space, standing among statues and shadows, with
a strange object in his hand and with the knowledge that someone,
somewhere nearby, had followed his movements with a precision that
left little to chance.

It did not strike him as the beginning of an ordinary investigation.
Rather, as the opening of a game whose rules had not yet been fully laid
out.

Watson folded the letter together with a care approaching the ceremo-
nial and laid it aside.

He could not know what significance this first test would come to
have. But he sensed that it was not Holmes who had sought out the case.
It was the case that had sought out Holmes.



The Academy

LETTER VI

October 19, 1891
Paris

My dear Watson,

This morning was clearer than the day before. The sunlight fell
obliquely across the facade and brought out the building’s classical lines.
Students passed through the gate with portfolios under their arms, their
voices subdued, their steps hurried.

I had taken a seat on the bench in front of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts
when the cab came to a halt.

Its door was opened with a short, impatient movement. Moreau
stepped out. He paid the driver without bargaining, like a man unwilling
to waste time, and then turned toward the square before the school. A
moment later his gaze found me. A distinct tension passed over his face

before he mastered himself and moved toward the bench.

Holmes looked up. “You came quickly.”
“You left me no choice,” Moreau replied, sitting down.
P g
“I'have never given you my address,” he continued.
“NO »
“And yet this morning I received a message, signed Sigurdson, re-

questing that I meet you here.”
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Holmes folded his hands calmly in his lap. “It was necessary.”

Moreau regarded him sharply. “How?”

Holmes looked for a moment across the square, where a group of
students were talking in front of the gate.

“You mentioned,” he said, “that you preferred northern light in your
studio.”

Moreau did not answer.

“At the market you carried dust from limestone—not from Mont-
martre, but from the lighter type found in the newer buildings along the
Seine.”

Moreau’s expression altered slightly.

“Your cuffs,” Holmes continued, “bore traces of ultramarine of a
quality not sold in small quantities.”

There was a brief pause.

“And you pay your cabmen with new coins.”

Moreau turned his head toward him. “That does not explain my ad-
dress.”

“No,” said Holmes. “But it narrows the area.”

He rose slowly and walked a few steps across the square, as though the
conversation were merely a chance exchange.

Moreau followed.

“You have a studio,” Holmes continued in a lower voice, “in a building
that faces north. It is not old enough to have uneven limestone. It lies
not far from the river. And you travel from there to the market without
taking a streetcar.”

Moreau stopped. “You followed me?”

“No.”

Holmes looked at him. “I listened.”

Moreau remained standing for a moment before sitting down again.

“You left behind more than you were aware of,” said Holmes. There
was no triumph in the voice. Only a statement.

Moreau leaned back and looked at the building in front of him. “It
seems to me,” he said slowly, “that I ought to be more careful.”

“That is unlikely to change very much,” Holmes replied.
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A brief silence arose between them.

Then Moreau continued: “If you can find me, others can as well.”

Holmes’s gaze rested for a moment on the gate of the art school. “That
is precisely why,” he said, “we must speak here.”

Both sat for a moment without speaking.

Students passed by them. A bell sounded from within the building.
The square was alive, but the conversation on the bench seemed cut off
from the surrounding life.

“T have noticed it as well,” Moreau said at last.

Holmes did not turn his head. “Noticed what?”

“That we are being watched,” he answered, without nervousness in his
voice.

Holmes did not respond at once.

“The market,” Moreau continued, “was not accidental. Nor was this
place.”

Holmes let his gaze move over the square. “Observation is often more
effective than intervention,” he said.

Moreau looked at him. “If you can find my address,” he said calmly,
“then I'scarcely need introduce myself further.”

“Itis not certain,” Holmes replied, “that it would help.”

There was something in the tone that Moreau caught. He nodded
slowly. “Jean-Luc Moreau is my full name,” he said all the same. “Ed-
ucated at this school. Specialized in restoration.”

Holmes listened.

“I have worked for private collectors. Museums. And—for a peri-
od—for the police.”

“As a consultant?” Holmes asked.

“As a finder.” The word was spoken matter-of-factly. “A special di-
vision,” he continued, “responsible for art fraud and irregularities in
private transactions.”

Holmes still said nothing.

“I'was assigned to a case,” Moreau went on, “that extended over several
years. It began modestly. Individual paintings of doubtful provenance.

Small discrepancies.”
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“But it grew,” said Holmes.

“Yes.”

Moreau fixed his gaze on the building’s facade. “I was removed from
the case.”

“For what reasons?”

“Administrative.”

Holmes’s gaze rested on him for a moment. “You accepted the expla-
nation?”

Moreau did not answer immediately.

“No,” he said at last. “By that time, I had been working with a series
of works that seemed to be connected. Not merely through style, but
through materials. Pigments. Frames.”

Holmes nodded faintly. “And?”

“I had come closer to a name.”

Holmes looked at him. “A name?”

“Or rather,” said Moreau, “a structure.”

There was a pause.

“I began receiving recommendations to prioritize other cases. Smaller
cases. Less sensitive ones.”

“And you did not follow the recommendation.”

Moreau turned his head. “I followed the traces.”

A group of students passed by them. One of them cast a fleeting glance
at the two men and went on.

“I was then informed,” said Moreau, “that my services were no longer
required.”

Holmes folded his hands. “You believe it was not an administrative
decision.”

“Ibelieve,” said Moreau calmly, “that someone decided I had come too
close.”

Holmes’s face did not change. “And you continued alone.”

“Yes.”

“Out of duty?”

Moreau looked straight ahead. “Out of necessity.” There was no dra-

ma in the answer. Only a lasting firmness.
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Holmes studied him for a moment longer than the conversation re-
quired. “It seems to me,” he said, “that you were not merely removed
from the case.”

Moreau met his gaze.

“No.”

“You were warned.”

Moreau did not answer.

But the silence was confirming.

Holmes allowed the silence to stand between them for a moment.

“Your knowledge of this institution,” he said calmly, “may be of con-
siderable use to us.”

Moreau did not reply, but his gaze sharpened.

Holmes put a hand into his pocket and drew out the small splinter of
wood he had removed from the frame at the market. He held lit between
his fingers without display.

“This,” he said, “is not merely a marking.”

Moreau leaned slightly forward.

Holmes turned the piece of wood in the light.

“The incision is secondary,” he continued. “It was added after the
frame was assembled. Not by the frame-maker.”

“How can, you be sure?”

“The cut passes through the varnish layer, but not into the older
stress-cracks in the wood. It is younger than the frame itself.”

Moreau nodded slowly.

Holmes ran a finger over the rough edge. “In addition,” he said, “the
wood is not local.”

Moreau looked quickly at him.

“The frame was assembled here,” Holmes continued, “but the density
and grain of the wood’s core do not correspond to Parisian workshops.
It was most likely imported.”

“From Italy?” Moreau asked.

Holmes did not raise his eyes. “Possibly.”

He continued: “Moreover, the frame—and the canvas—bore traces of

the same type of ultramarine that you yourself use.”
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Moreau did not answer at once.

“That pigment,” Holmes went on, “is not sold in small quantities. It
is distributed in larger lots, chiefly to academic workshops.”

Holmes let his gaze move toward the building behind them. “This
place,” he said.

Moreau looked toward the facade.

“You suggest that the forgery is done here?”

“No,” said Holmes. “I state that the materials point here.” There was
no accusation in his voice. Only connection.

“The ultramarine. The structure of the canvas. The frame wood. The
incision.”

Holmes turned the splinter once more.

“The market is the point of distribution,” he said. “But the work—the
precise, systematic work—requires access to materials, space, and disci-
pline.”

Moreau remained silent.

“Such access,” Holmes continued, “exists here. Or in immediate con-
nection with it.”

Moreau drew a slow breath.

“If you are right,” he said, “then this is not merely a network.”

“No,” Holmes replied. “It is organized.”

“And protected.”

Holmes put the splinter back into his pocket.

“The hand that guides the brush,” he said dryly, “is hardly the same
hand that makes the decisions.”

Moreau looked at him. “You mean the workshop is merely the execu-

»

tor.
“Yes.”
“And who decides the subject?”
Holmes let the question hang.
“That,” he said, “has not yet been sufhiciently illuminated.”
There was a brief pause.
Then he added: “But I am convinced that the person you came too

close to does not work alone.”
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Moreau sat for a long time without answering.

A group of students passed by them with rolls of canvas under their
arms. Their conversation was swallowed in the ordinary movement of
the square.

“There is something,” he said at last, “that I have not told you.”

Holmes did not turn his head. “I assumed as much.”

Moreau looked straight ahead. “I got farther with the case than I led
you to believe.”

Holmes said nothing.

“I did not merely follow the works,” Moreau continued. “I followed
the payments.”

Holmes’s gaze sharpened slightly. “You found a connection.”

“Yes.”

Moreau folded his hands. “The sums passed through several hands.
Private accounts. Middlemen. Donations.”

“Donations?” Holmes repeated calmly.

“To institutions. Restoration funds. Academic projects.”

Holmes let the words settle. “And these funds crossed borders.”

“Yes.”

Moreau now looked directly at him. “France was not the endpoint.
Not even the center.”

“Rome,” said Holmes.

Moreau hesitated. “There were transactions,” he said slowly, “that
passed through Italy.”

“And beyond.”

“Possibly.”

There was a pause.

“That was where,” Moreau continued, “my case changed in charac-

»

ter.
(‘HOW?’)
“I received a recommendation to discontinue the investigation. Not
from my immediate superior, but through another office.”
Holmes nodded faintly. “A higher authority.”
« »
Yes.
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Moreau drew in his breath slowly. “I was informed that my observa-
tions had political sensitivity.”

Holmes looked at him. “And you did not accept that assessment.”

“No.”

Moreau let his gaze drift over the square once more. “It was shortly
afterward that I was removed.”

Holmes’s voice was calm. “You were not removed because you were
wrong.”

Moreau did not answer.

“You were removed,” Holmes continued, “because you were right.”

Moreau met his gaze. “That is also my view.”

There was a brief silence.

“You must understand,” said Moreau at last, “that this is no longer a
case about false canvases.”

Holmes waited.

“It is a case about protection. About reputation. About institutions
that do not wish to be examined.”

Holmes did not reply at once.

“You are moving now,” Moreau continued, “within a field where the
consequences are not necessarily legal.”

Holmes’s face remained unchanged. “You mean,” he said calmly, “that
it may become dangerous.”

“Yes.”

“Physically?”

Moreau looked at him. “That is a possibility.”

Holmes nodded lightly. “It is noted.”

Moreau watched him. “You take it with remarkable calm.”

“Calm,” said Holmes, “is a function of clarity.”

He rose.

“If your information is correct, we now have movement across bor-
ders. Financing. Protection.”

He looked toward the building. “It does not alter the direction.”

“No?”

“No.”
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Moreau stood up more slowly. “You do not intend to stop.”

“No.”

Moreau stood motionless for a moment. “Then you must under-
stand,” he said, “that you are no longer merely investigating forgery.”

Holmes looked at him. “I never was.”

He remained standing for a moment before turning toward Moreau.

“Idid not send for you,” he said calmly, “so that we might sit and hold
conversation on a bench.”

Moreau raised an eyebrow. “No?”

“We are going inside.”

Moreau looked toward the gate. “That may be risky.”

“It may,” said Holmes, looking directly at Moreau. “Will it be more
dangerous for you than for me?”

Moreau hesitated. “Someone will undoubtedly recognize me, and it
will raise questions.”

Holmes nodded. “Therefore,” he said, taking something from his bag.

It was not a mask, not a wig, but a discreet dark coat cut differently
from the one Moreau wore, together with a pair of round spectacles with
faintly tinted lenses.

“Take this,” said Holmes.

Moreau looked at the coat. “You came prepared.”

“One should always bring two possibilities,” Holmes replied.

Moreau put on the coat. It altered his silhouette slightly, gave him a
less recognizable appearance. The spectacles cast a faint reflection across
his eyes.

Holmes regarded him for a moment.

“Sufficient.”

“And you?” Moreau asked.

Holmes glanced down at himself. “I am a foreigner,” he said dryly.
“That is explanation enough.”

They began walking toward the gate.

“The professor,” Holmes said in a low voice. “What is his name? I

assume it was he to whom the traces led you.”
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Moreau hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Professor Armand
Delacroix.”

“Position?”

“Overall responsibility for restoration and technical studies.”

“Ambitions?”

Moreau glanced briefly at him. “Considerable.”

Holmes nodded. “Then let us give him something upon which to be
ambitious.”

“An accusation?”

“No,” said Holmes. “An opportunity.”

Moreau did not look convinced.

“We are two men,” Holmes continued, “with an interest in technical
authenticity. We have noticed a systematic pattern in certain works. We
seek an academic opinion.”

“And if he sees through you?”

“Then he will reveal more than he wishes.”

They passed through the gate.

The courtyard within was cooler. The sound of steps upon stone grew
sharper. Students moved between the studios, and the smell of oil and

turpentine lay heavy in the air.

Professor Armand Delacroix received them standing.

His office had a high ceiling, the walls covered with sketches,
restoration diagrams, and reproductions of Renaissance works. A large
north-facing window allowed an even light to fall across the desk, where
brushes and jars of pigments stood arranged with almost military preci-
sion.

He was a man in his early fifties. His beard well kept. His gaze sharp
but controlled.

“Messieurs,” he said. “How may I assist you?”

Moreau stepped forward first. He had removed the spectacles.
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“Professor, this is Monsieur Sigurdson. He is interested in technical
inconsistencies in certain landscape paintings that have recently circu-
lated in the market.”

Delacroix’s gaze passed over Holmes. “Ah. Another skeptic.”

“Rather an observer,” said Holmes calmly.

Delacroix smiled faintly. “And what is it you believe you have ob-
served?”

Holmes drew out the small splinter of wood and laid it discreetly on
the desk. “A frame,” he said. “Not new. But with a newer incision.”

The professor picked up the piece without hesitation. His gaze rested
a second too long on the marking. “A workshop mark,” he said at once.
“Old. Common.”

“Too common?” Holmes asked mildly.

“There are dozens of such things.”

Holmes nodded. “Indeed.”

He allowed a pause to fall.

“Interesting enough,” he continued, “we have found the same mark
on several frames accompanying works with identical pigment relations.
In particular, a variant of ultramarine mixed with a small amount of zinc
white in order to produce a cooler tone.”

Delacroix’s hand stopped for a moment. “That would be an anachro-
nism,” he said quickly. “Zinc white was not used in the period you
suggest.”

Holmes looked at him. “Precisely.”

There was a silence.

Moreau said nothing.

Delacroix set the piece of wood back down. “If someone is attempting
to imitate older works,” he continued, “they will inevitably commit such
errors.”

“You mean,” said Holmes, “that the error is the amateur’s.”

“Without doubt.”

Holmes let his gaze travel over the desk. “And yet,” he said, “the brush-
work is disciplined. The frame older. The canvas correctly stretched. The

errors are ... selective.”
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Delacroix gave a slight shrug. “Even the most skillful forger may stum-
ble.”

“Yes,” said Holmes. “But only if he works alone.”

The professor’s gaze sharpened slightly. “I do not understand your
insinuation.”

“There is no insinuation,” Holmes replied calmly. “Only interest.”

Delacroix leaned back. “You must understand,” he said, “that this
institution has no connection to marketplaces.”

“I have not claimed that it does.”

“And ultramarine of the type you mention is widely used in academic
instruction.”

“Of course.”

Holmes’s voice was unchanged. “We have observed, however,” he con-
tinued, “that the works bearing this combination of frame and pigment
appear to have passed through the same hands.”

“A coincidence,” said Delacroix too quickly.

Holmes looked at him. “Possibly.”

The professor folded his hands. “You speak as though there exists an
organized structure behind these works.”

Holmes did not answer at once. “Does there not?” he asked quietly.

Delacroix’s gaze met his.

A second too long.

“Messieurs,” said the professor, now a shade more firmly, “I would
advise you not to confuse technical similarity with conspiracy.”

Holmes rose.

“I shall bear that in mind.”

Moreau did the same.

At the door Holmes paused.

“Professor,” he said, without turning fully around, “you rejected my
remark about zinc white with remarkable certainty.”

Delacroix replied coolly: “It is my profession.”

Holmes nodded. “Naturally.”
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They left the office and refrained from speaking until they reached the
courtyard. The air outside felt clearer, but neither of them looked back
toward the building.

Holmes stopped only when they had come some distance from the
gate. “We are in need of reflection,” he said calmly.

Moreau nodded.

“There are several matters,” Holmes continued, “that ought to be
turned over outside academic walls.”

Moreau looked at him. “And without listeners.”

“Precisely.”

Holmes studied him for a moment. “Your story,” he said, “is not yet
complete.”

Moreau hesitated slightly. “No.”

“I am interested in the part you have not yet told.” There was no
accusation in the voice. Only statement.

Moreau let his gaze drift across the square. “There is a place,” he said.
“Not far from here. A private studio to which I have access. No one will
disturb us there.”

“Good.”

Moreau looked at Holmes. “I shall have you fetched this evening.”

“At what hour?”

“Ateight oclock.”

Holmes nodded.

“Atyour hotel.”

An almost imperceptible smile crossed Holmes’s face. “Will you re-
quire the address?”

Moreau returned the smile. “I shall not.”

For a moment they merely stood and looked at one another. Not as
adversaries. Not yet as allies. But as two men who both understood that
the matter had grown.

They went their separate ways.
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Holmes left his hotel at precisely eight o’clock.

He had expected Moreau himself to arrive, but the carriage that
stopped before the entrance carried no passenger. The driver was already
in place, the promise of conveyance given without words.

“Monsieur Sigurdson?” he asked briefly.

Holmes nodded and stepped in.

The carriage set oft at once.

Through the window he watched the streets as they slipped by. First
the broader boulevards, lit by gas lamps and with streetcars still rumbling
in the distance. Then narrower lanes, where the light was sparse and
the shadows between the buildings seemed denser. Holmes noted the
direction. First east. Then south. He did not recognize the quarter.

The rhythm of the city changed in character. Fewer pedestrians. More
closed gates. The smell of water in the air. The Seine.

The carriage turned again.

Holmes leaned slightly forward and observed the faint reflection of
the stars between the rooftops. The direction was now clear. Toward the
river. For a moment he had assumed that Moreau intended to lead him
to the studio he had mentioned. That was apparently mistaken.

The carriage came to a sudden halt by a low bridge.

The driver climbed down, opened the door, and said only, “They are
waiting.”

Holmes stepped out.

There were no visible buildings in the immediate vicinity. Only the
arch of the bridge over the dark water and the sound of the current strik-
ing softly against stone. A figure stepped out from the shadow beneath
one side of the bridge. Not Moreau. A younger man, wearing a plain coat
and a hat pulled low over his brow. “Follow me,” he said.

Holmes made no objection.

They went down a narrow path leading to the riverbank. The water
lay dark and heavy in the night. A small rowboat was moored between
two posts, almost hidden by the bridge’s shadow. The man untied the

rope without saying more. Holmes stepped aboard.
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The boat glided away from the bank without a sound. The current
carried them a short distance before the oarsman put the oars in the water
and steered them obliquely toward the opposite shore.

Holmes looked up toward the underside of the bridge, where the light
from the street above cast faint patterns upon the stone. He said nothing.
But he took note.

Moreau had not wished him to know the destination beforehand.

The boat reached the other side. There was no quay, only a low ledge
of stone and a dark gate in the wall behind it. The oarsman sprang up
and made fast. “You are expected,” he said.

Holmes stepped ashore and found himself before an inconspicuous
building. The gate opened from within. It led into a narrow courtyard.
A single lamp burned in a first-floor window.

Moreau stood there.

“You found your way,” he said.

“Idid.”

Moreau nodded toward the stairs. “Come.”

The studio was large. Not showy, but orderly. Canvases stood along
the walls; some covered with cloths. A long table in the center of the
room bore jars of pigments, small scales, brushes, pieces of wood, and
sheets of notes.

The air smelled of oil and turpentine.

Moreau closed the door behind them and turned the key. “This,” he
said, “is the reason I do not speak openly.”

He pulled a cloth aside from one of the canvases.

Holmes stepped nearer.

It was a landscape. Not one he had seen at the market, but of the same
type. The same discipline in the brushstrokes. The same controlled sky.

“The original,” said Moreau.

He pointed to another canvas standing beside it. It was almost identi-
cal. “And this,” he continued, “is the copy.”

Holmes moved closer. He said nothing.

Moreau took a small loupe from the table and held it out. “I found the
first set three years ago,” he said. “Not two paintings. Six.”
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Holmes examined the copy. “The pigment,” he said quietly.

“Delivered through academic channels,” Moreau replied. “Ordered in
larger quantities. Registered as teaching material.”

Holmes nodded faintly.

Moreau went to the table and drew out a folder. Inside were re-
ceipts, bank statements, and correspondence. “These payments,” he said,
“passed through Paris. But the funds did not originate here.”

Holmes looked through the papers. “Rome?” he asked.

“Yes.”

Moreau drew out one more document. A letter. Unsigned, but
stamped.

Holmes’s gaze rested a second longer on the stamp.

“This,” said Moreau, “is one of the reasons I was removed.”

Holmes set the paper back down. “You came too close to a structure
that does not merely protect itself.”

“It protects its reputation,” said Moreau.

Holmes crossed to the wall, where several empty frames hung without
canvases. He took one down and turned it over. The same incision. Not
one. Several. The same hand. Holmes studied the sign in silence. “You
have known this mark for a long time,” he said.

“Yes.”

“And you have not acted.”

Moreau looked at him. “I have acted.”

Holmes turned.

Moreau pointed toward the canvases. “I have gathered.”

There was no drama in his voice.

Holmes walked slowly back toward the table. “You said earlier,” he
said, “that you had come close to a name.”

Moreau hesitated.

“I'found the connection between Paris and Rome,” he said. “Not only
through money. Through persons.”

Holmes looked up.

“Professor Delacroix?”

Moreau nodded. “He is not alone.”
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Holmes’s gaze was calm. “I assumed as much.”

Moreau drew a deeper breath. “You must understand,” he said, “that
this is not merely forgery. It is a chain of financing. The works are
sold, the funds moved, legitimate restorations financed with illegitimate
copies.”

Holmes stood still. There was no surprise in his face. Only a quiet
assembling of pieces.

“For some time,” said Moreau calmly, “I have been looking for proof
that the paintings were not merely isolated cases.”

Holmes looked at him. “You have found it.”

Moreau laid his hand flat upon the table.

“Yes.”

Holmes looked around the studio. “You have been more persistent
than you allowed me to understand.”

Moreau did not answer.

“The question now,” Holmes continued, “is not whether the struc-
ture exists.” He looked at the documents. “But who stands above it.”

A heavier silence settled over the room.

Moreau said quietly, “That is where it becomes dangerous.”

Holmes’s gaze met his.

“That,” he said, “is where it begins.”

Holmes stood a long while at the table, his eyes resting on the papers.
He no longer touched them.

“The professor is a cautious man,” he said at last. “He will not react to
an accusation.”

Moreau nodded. “He will deny everything.”

“Naturally.”

Holmes walked to the window and looked out into the darkness over
the river. “But he will react to uncertainty.”

Moreau looked at him. “Uncertainty?”

“Yes. If he believes that someone possesses a fragment of the
truth—but not the whole—he will seek to control the situation.”

Moreau understood slowly. “You mean to make him come of his own

accord.”
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Holmes turned. “We are not to threaten him. We are to make him
curious.”

Moreau drew a heavy breath. “How?”

“He will wish to know how much we know,” said Moreau.

“Precisely.”

Holmes took a few steps back and forth. “We choose a place where
he does not feel himself on his own ground. Not the academy. Not his
home.”

Moreau thought for a moment. “The Champ de Mars,” he said.
“Open. But with many people.”

Holmes’s gaze lifted. “Under the tower.”

Moreau nodded. “There are benches facing the river. One may speak
there without being watched for too long.”

Holmes stopped. “Good.”

Moreau looked at him. “What is he to bring?”

Holmes answered without hesitation: “The most recent shipping
ledger.”

Moreau stiftened. “He will never bring it.”

“If he believes it already compromised,” said Holmes calmly, “he will
bring it to assess the damage.”

Moreau stared at him. “You are gambling.”

Holmes’s voice was dry. “No. I am predicting.”

Moreau walked slowly back to the table.

“And if he does not come?”

Holmes answered, “Then we shall know that he does not act alone.”

Moreau looked at him for a long time. “You understand,” he said
quietly, “that this may place you in greater danger than you suspect.”

Holmes’s face did not change. “That is possible.”

He picked up his hat. “But I prefer movement to stagnation.”

Moreau drew a deep breath. “When?”

“In two days,” said Holmes. “At dusk.”

“And the message?”

Holmes looked at him. “It must not sound like a threat.”

He took a piece of paper and wrote a few words.
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Moreau read them. His expression darkened. “You imply that we have
already identified the connection to Rome.”

Holmes laid down the pen. “I merely imply that certain repetitions no
longer appear accidental.”

Moreau looked up. “He will understand.”

“Yes.”

Holmes took up the splinter of wood and placed it in his pocket. “And
if he brings the ledger,” he said quietly, “we shall have the proof we lack.”

Moreau said nothing.

Holmes moved toward the door.

“Professor Delacroix is a man who has lived long with control,” he
said, without turning around. “Let us see how he reacts when control
begins to slip.”

Holmes picked up the paper bearing the short message and folded it
once. “He will come,” he said.

Moreau looked at him without replying.

Holmes put on his coat. “And if he does not,” he added calmly, “his
absence will be even more telling than his presence.”

Moreau accompanied him to the door. “You are playing a high game.”

Holmes paused for a moment. “No,” he said. “I am merely observing
how others play.”

He left the studio without another word.
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Watson drew the desk lamp closer and read the final lines:

If the professor chooses to respond, he will do so quickly. I have the
impression that the forces behind these arrangements do not care for
uncertainty. In two days, at dusk, a minor clarification will take place
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at the Champ de Mars. I shall inform you further when the outcome is
known.

—S.

Watson laid the letter aside and remained seated for a moment without
moving.

The rain against the pane had intensified.

Holmes’s tone in these lines strikes me as remarkably calm. There was
no trace of excitement, no hint of drama. Only a statement. And yet I
must admit that in reading it I felt an unease to which he himself gave
no expression. The Champ de Mars. I knew the place. And I knew him.
When Holmes spoke of a “minor clarification,” it was seldom without
consequences.

Watson picked up the next letter. The envelope bore the same hand,
the same sealed precision. The date was two days later. He broke the seal.



The Police
Theory

LETTER VII

October 21, 1891
Paris

There was, Moreau explained, a man within the police who had been
involved with the matter from an early stage. Not one of those who spoke
publicly or allowed himself to be quoted in the newspapers, but one who
worked with a certain degree of discretion and who, as Moreau put it,
had the advantage of not speaking more than necessary.

He was, Moreau added, a man of considerable experience and sound
judgment, and although he was not inclined to share his conclusions
without reason, it mightstill be of value to hear how the matter appeared
from the police side.

There were details that had not yet been made public. And possibly
others that had not been given their proper weight.

Moreau therefore suggested that they meet with him.

Not in an office, where the conversation would become formal and
perhaps constrained by considerations of propriety, butin a place where
one could speak without attracting notice. A park, he mentioned, where

one might remain without anyone finding it remarkable.



THE POLICE THEORY 73

Holmes had listened without interruption.

He asked no questions about the man’s name, rank, or precise role
in the investigation, and his interest seemed to gather not around the
person, but rather around the one point Moreau had mentioned almost
in passing: that there were details which had not yet been shared.

“If he is as discreet as you suggest,” Holmes said calmly, “we must
assume that what he chooses to say has been selected with care.”

Moreau nodded faintly. “That s precisely why I propose the meeting.”

Holmes took up his hat from the table without further comment.
“Then let us not waste time discussing it any longer.”

There was nothing in his tone that suggested reluctance, but neither
was there any special interest in the formalities that would normally
accompany such a meeting. For Holmes, the matter seemed already to
have moved a step farther, and this was merely one more opportunity to
confirm or disprove what he had already begun to suspect.

Moreau watched him for a moment, as though considering whether
to add something, but refrained.

They left the place shortly afterward.
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The park was public, and a place where the paths ran in quiet lines
between trees that still held the day’s light in their leaves. It was early
afternoon, and the place had not yet filled with the people who later in
the day came out to take the air. A few passed by with dogs on leads;
others sat scattered on the benches without seeming to have any definite
purpose in being there.

The sound of the city reached them only in muted fragments—a
distant carriage, a voice indistinguishable from the others—and from
one end of the park one could from time to time hear children’s voices
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from a playground that lay beyond sight. It gave the space a feeling of
openness, but also of a certain anonymity, as if any presence could easily
dissolve into the whole.

Moreau had chosen a bench with a view over one of the broader paths,
but without being centrally placed. They sat down without further
comment.

Holmes let his gaze pass over the few people nearby. Not searching
in the strict sense but registering; an elderly man with a newspaper that
was not being read. A woman with a small dog, whose movements she
followed more attentively than necessary. A young man walking with
his hands in his pockets and with no visible destination. None of them
seemed to possess the quality of restrained attention the situation re-
quired.

Holmes leaned back slightly and let his gaze rest upon the path before
them. “He will not come directly,” he said in a low voice, more as a
statement than as a remark to Moreau.

Moreau did not answer.

Another moment passed in which nothing seemed to change, and
precisely for that reason the movement became distinct when it came.
A man was approaching from the side, not by the path that led straight
toward them, but by one of the smaller ones that cut in among the trees.
His pace was neither hurried nor slow, but measured, as though the
tempo had been chosen with regard to the surroundings rather than the
destination.

Holmes’s gaze fixed on him at once. “There,” he said quietly.

Moreau followed his gaze.

The man was well dressed, but without any sort of conspicuous detail.
The cut was correct, the colors subdued, and nothing in his appearance
sought to attract attention. It was not an anonymity that had arisen by
chance, but one that seemed deliberately maintained.

Holmes let his gaze travel downward. The shoes were well kept, but
not new. They bore signs of regular use, not of neglect, but neither
of vanity. The hands, which briefly showed themselves when the man
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adjusted his coat, were steady and without unnecessary movement, with
a firmness that did not require effort.

When the man lifted his eyes, it was not to seek them out, but to orient
himself within the space as a whole. Only afterward did he allow his gaze
to fall in their direction.

Holmes’s attention remained with him a moment longer. “A man
accustomed to working under rules,” he said softly. “And to following
them.”

Moreau nodded almost imperceptibly.

The man changed direction without pausing and now moved straight
toward the bench. He halted with a brief, precise motion, as though he
had already measured how near he ought to come before greeting them.

“Moreau.”

“Dupont.”

They shook hands without further formality. There was in the gesture
neither warmth nor distance, but a mutual acknowledgment that sug-
gested they had met before, and that neither found it necessary to enlarge
upon it.

Moreau turned slightly.

“Sigurdson.”

The police officer nodded briefly, and though his gaze rested on
Holmes for only a moment, it was long enough to show that he was not
merely registering his presence but also attempting to place him.

“I do not believe I have heard your name before,” he said.

“That may be an advantage,” Holmes replied calmly.

There was no further comment on the matter.

Dupont sat down beside Moreau, though somewhat shifted, so that
his gaze could naturally fall both on them and on the path before them.
It was a position that allowed conversation without excluding attention
to the surroundings.

“Moreau has suggested,” he began, “that you take an interest in the
matter.”

“I take an interest in what has not yet been explained,” said Holmes.
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Dupont nodded faintly, as if the phrasing suited him. “Then you will
no doubt find our approach insufficient,” he said without irony. “But I
should like to set it out.”

Holmes made a slight motion with his hand that might be taken as an
invitation to continue.

Dupont briefly gathered his thoughts, not because he hesitated, but
because he seemed to choose his words with some care. “We are dealing
with a series of art forgeries,” he said. “Not of the kind one ordinarily
encounters in smaller circles but works of a quality that presuppose both
technical skill and access to materials not readily available.”

He let his gaze rest for a moment on Holmes before continuing.
“These works circulate through a series of intermediaries—couriers, mi-
nor dealers, certain auctions—without there appearing at any point to be
a central source from which they originate. That makes the investigation
difficult, but not unusual.”

Holmes nodded faintly. “You assume, then, that this is the work of a
group?” he asked.

“Atleast,” Dupont replied. “Possibly several. But there is as yet noth-
ing to suggest a unified organization. Rather a network of actors who
cooperate to the extent necessary.”

“And the motive?”

“Financial.”

Holmes allowed the question to hang for a moment before continu-
ing. “You mention the quality,” he said. “Have you had an opportunity
to examine the works more closely?”

“A limited number,” Dupont answered. “Enough to establish that
these are not simple copies. Methods have been employed that suggest
considerable insight into both technique and history.”

“And yet,” Holmes said quietly, “they have been passed onward
through channels that are not exactly... discreet.”

Dupont gave the slightest shrug. “Discretion is relative. In the circles

through which these works move, unclear origin is not unusual.”
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Holmes turned his gaze toward the path for a moment, as though the
question required no direct answer. “Have you noticed repetitions?” he
asked then. “Not in the works themselves, but in their movement?”

Dupont glanced briefly at Moreau before answering. “Repetitions do
occur,” he said. “But not in a form that points to any system. Rather
as a consequence of the same routes and contacts being used again and
again.”

Holmes nodded, but without giving the impression that the answer
satisfied him. “And marks?” he continued. “Symbols. Signs that do not
immediately belong to the works?”

There was a short pause.

“We have seen isolated cases,” Dupont said. “But they can be explained
as individual variations. Nothing that necessarily connects the works
across the board.”

Holmes let his eyes lower for a moment. “Naturally,” he said. There
was nothing in his tone that suggested disagreement, but neither was
there any real assent.

The conversation continued for several minutes more, during which
Dupont set out the steps the police had already taken—questionings,
seizures, surveillance of certain known actors—all presented with a pre-
cision that testified to experience, but also with a certain delimitation, as
though each element had been weighed before being mentioned.

Holmes put a few questions in the course of it, but without pressing.
He did not seem to be looking for errors, but rather for what was left
unsaid.

At last, there was a moment of silence.

Dupont let his gaze rest on Holmes. “You hold a different view,” he
said. It was not a question.

Holmes did not answer immediately. He let his gaze follow a move-
ment farther down the path, where a dog briefly pulled at its lead before
settling again.

“I'would not exclude yours,” he said calmly. “But I am not certain it is

sufficient.”
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Dupont nodded, as if he had expected precisely that answer. “It rarely
is,” he said.

Holmes turned his gaze back to him. “And yet,” he continued, “you
appear to be working from it as though it were.” There was no sharpness
in the words. Only a statement.

Dupont did not answer at once. He allowed his hands to rest quietly
before him before saying at last, “We work from what can be proved.”

Holmes’s expression did not change. “Naturally,” he said. But this
time there was in his tone a slight shift, as though the word covered
something that had not yet found its form.

They rose without further remark, and their leave-taking from
Dupont was as brief and precise as their first greeting. He went off in the
opposite direction without looking back, and before long was absorbed
into the park’s quiet movement.

Holmes and Moreau followed the path for some distance without
speaking. The gravel gave a faint crunch beneath their steps, and a slight
wind stirred the leaves above them so that the light shifted in brief,
irregular patterns across the path. From the distant playground came a
sudden burst of laughter that quickly died away again.

Moreau cast a glance to one side. “You found him as you expected,” he
said.

“Yes,” Holmes replied. “He is a man who overlooks nothing he has
learned to see.”

“And yet,” said Moreau, “you do not seem convinced.”

Holmes let his gaze rest ahead of him for a moment before answering.
“He works within a frame that is both necessary and limiting,” he said.
““What can be proved,” as he himself put it.”

Moreau nodded. “That is hardly unreasonable.”

“No,” said Holmes calmly. “But neither is it sufficient.”

They walked on a few steps in silence.

“If one regards the matter as a series of isolated forgeries,” Holmes
continued, “his explanation makes sense. Even the quality can be ac-
counted for, if one assumes sufficient skill and the proper connections.”

“And you assume something else?”
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Holmes gave a slight shrug. “Nothing that can yet be formulated
precisely,” he said. “But the repetitions are too clean.”

Moreau looked at him. “You mentioned that to him as well.”

“Yes.”

“He did not seem to attach any significance to it.”

“He cannot,” said Holmes. “If one once accepts that there is a pat-
tern,” he continued, “one must also accept that it was created. And
if it was created, there must be an intention that extends beyond the
immediate profit.”

Moreau let this stand for a moment. “Then you mean that it is not
only a matter of money.”

Holmes paused briefly, not because anything demanded his attention,
but as though the thought itself required a halt.

“Money is an explanation,” he said. “But seldom the only one.”

He began walking again. “The police officer works as he ought,” he
added after a moment. “He gathers what can be gathered and rejects
what cannot immediately be fixed in place.”

“And you?”

Holmes let his gaze pass over the few people still in the park. “I prefer
to linger a little longer over what does not fit.”

Moreau smiled faintly. “That can be a risky method.”

“Yes,” said Holmes. “But in this case, it would be still more risky not
to.”

They reached the edge of the park, where the sounds of the city
became clearer again, and where the current of people was somewhat
denser.

Holmes did not stop. But his expression had altered slightly.

“He does not walk in shoes that are too small,” Moreau said thought-
fully. “He merely walks in the shoes he was issued.”

Holmes turned a brief glance toward him. “Perhaps,” he said. “But
if one goes on walking in them, one never discovers that the road has

changed.”
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Dusk had settled quietly over the Champ de Mars.

Holmes sat on the bench with a view toward the river when the
expected figure approached.

The man was tall, dressed in a dark coat and with his hat pulled low.
His stride was measured, neither hurried nor cautious. He stopped a few
steps from Holmes.

“You wished to speak,” he said. His voice was subdued, neutral.

Holmes rose slowly. “I wished only to prevent a misunderstanding,”
he replied calmly.

The man did not move nearer. “You overestimate your importance.”

“Thatis possible,” said Holmes. “But certain repetitions in frames and
pigments are difficult to explain away.”

A short silence followed.

The man replied, “You have no proof.”

Holmes looked at him. “Perhaps.”

That seemed to be the answer the man had expected.

He removed a glove and let his gaze drift toward the tower’s structure,
as though the conversation did not interest him. “One,” he said without
looking at Holmes, “does not regard speculation as a threat.”

Holmes noted the phrasing. Not I. Not we. But one.

“Then we are agreed,” said Holmes. “This is merely speculation.”

The man nodded lightly. “And speculations often disappear by them-
selves.” He put the glove back on. “Good evening.”

Holmes did not stop him.

The man turned and walked calmly toward the avenue. There was no
haste. No flight. Only a measured withdrawal.

Moreau stepped out of the shadows a moment later. “It was him,” he
said softly.

“Possibly,” Holmes replied. “He carried nothing.”

“No.”
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Moreau looked frustrated. “We have accomplished nothing.”

Holmes looked toward the path by which the man had disappeared.
“That is not correct.”

He bent down and picked something up from the gravel near the
bench. A small button. Black. Unremarkable.

Moreau looked at it. “A button?”

Holmes turned it in his hand. It was heavier than it should have been.
Not mass-produced. On the back—almost hidden in the metal—an
engraved sign. A small M. Not MF. A single M, pierced by a fine diagonal
scratch.

Moreau fell silent. “Montmartre,” he said.

Holmes did not answer. He ran his thumb over the metal. “A theater
button,” he said calmly. “Hand-cast.”

Heslipped the button into his pocket, and continued, “And belonging
to 2 man unaccustomed to being observed.”

Moreaulooked after the vanished figure. “He spoke as though we were
of no significance.”

Holmes’s gaze was cool. “It is possible that he wished us to believe so.”

They walked on without another word.

Holmes wrote in conclusion:

My dear Watson,
Our conversation produced no immediate result. Yet it seems to me
that certain details—even when they pretend to be without signifi-
cance—may prove more eloquent than their owners intend. Tomorrow
I shall examine a quarter where craftsmanship and disguise go hand in
hand.

—S.

Watson laid the letter aside with an uneasy sense that the matter had
slipped from Holmes’s grasp.
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The tone with which Holmes ended the letter was not the one I know
from his most decisive victories.

And yet—experience had taught me that when Holmes seemed least
satisfied, his mind was working most intensely.

Watson took up the next envelope. Dated the day after the meeting.
Postmarked: Paris.

He broke the seal with resolution.



Montmartre

LETTER VIII

October 22, 1891
Paris

Watson, do you remember the atmosphere of Montmartre? In the quiet
hours of the morning the place presents itself as another Paris.

The broad boulevards are replaced by narrow, sloping streets, where
the cobblestones still bear the traces of night. Small studios lie close
together, their windows tall and clouded with paint and dust. Here
apprentices, models, and craftsmen move in a rhythm less orderly, but
no less disciplined.

I walked slowly up the Rue Lepic.

The air carried the scent of coffee, damp limestone, and linseed oil.
The stairways between the streets were steep, and the buildings seemed to
lean slightly forward over the pavement, as though observing the passer-
by. I paused briefly at a window where mannequins wore half-finished
costumes. The fabrics were heavy, the colors subdued. A theater quarter.

I continued.

It was no accident that craftsmanship and disguise should find one
another here. In these alleys a man might alter his appearance without
attracting notice. I turned down a narrower passage. And there I saw
him again. Not in a mirror. Not in a shop window. But directly. A tall
figure in a dark coat, with his hat drawn low. The same hat. The same

discreet distance. The same manner of stopping when I paused. The
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carlier silhouette was now recognizable without the intervention of glass.
I continued without changing my pace. It was no longer a suspicion, but
asober conclusion. I was being followed. Not closely. Nor threateningly.

But persistently.

Holmes passed a group of apprentices carrying rolls of fabric into a
workshop. He let his hand glide over the railing of a stairway, as though
considering his direction. When he turned into the next alley, the man
was still there. The distance was exactly the same.

Holmes stopped before a small brass sign:

Maison L. Vautrin — Costumes & Confections Théatrales

He glanced briefly toward the window, where dark jackets and uni-
forms hung side by side. Behind him the dark figure also stopped.
Holmes raised his hand and knocked on the door.

The door opened with the faint sound of a bell.

The workshop was narrow, but deep. Fabrics hung in dense rows along
the walls. An elderly man stood at a table, where he was just fastening a
cuft to a dark jacket. He looked up. “Good morning, monsieur.”

Holmes stepped inside and let his gaze pass through the room. “Good
morning,” he replied. “I am in need of a small repair.”

The tailor smiled politely. “Naturally.”

Holmes removed his glove and let it rest upon the table. He said noth-
ing further. Instead, he allowed his gaze to fall upon a row of buttons
in an open box beside the sewing machine. Black metal, and without
question cast in one piece. He recognized the pattern without touching
it.

The tailor noticed his glance. “They are not ordinary,” he said lightly.
“Custom work.”

Holmes nodded. “For theatrical use?”

“Yes, precisely.”

Holmes looked up. “Montmartre lives by transformation.”

The tailor laughed briefly. “Yes, monsieur. We supply several stages.”
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Holmes slowly took up the button he had found by the bench the
evening before. He placed it on the table. “Like this one.”

The tailor’s hand stopped for a moment. Only for a moment. “Ah,”
he said. “One of ours.”

Holmes looked at him. “So, you know it.”

“Naturally. We cast them ourselves.”

Holmes nodded slowly. “Interesting.”

The tailor straightened. “Have you lost it, monsieur?”

“No,” said Holmes. “I found it.”

The tailor gave a slight shrug. “Then you are fortunate. They rarely
come off.”

Holmes’s gaze drifted over the jacket lying on the table. It was dark.
The lining heavy. The seam hand stitched. He let his hand pass over the
edge.

“This lining is robust,” he said.

“It must be,” the tailor replied. “Some customers require durability.”

Holmes looked briefly at his hands. The nails were clean. But there
remained a thin, almost invisible trace of black pigment along the edge
of the thumb. Not dye from fabric. Color from metal.

“You do the casting yourself,” said Holmes.

“Yes.”

Holmes nodded. “And you supply private customers as well?”

The tailor smiled. “Theater only.”

Holmes let his gaze rest a second longer. “Naturally.”

He picked up the button again. “Your workmanship is exquisite.”

The tailor inclined his head slightly. “Thank you, monsieur.”

Holmes turned toward the door. “Montmartre is a place where many
men wish to disappear into a role,” he said without looking back.

The tailor did not answer.

Holmes stepped out into the street again.

In the letter Holmes wrote:

Good Vautrin struck me as sincere in his craftsmanship, but less so
in his denials. His declared confinement to the theater accords poorly

with the discreet production of buttons that rarely lose their hold. It
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seems to me probable that certain costumes in Montmartre play roles
not intended for the public.

Holmes left Montmartre without seeking confrontation. He in-
formed Moreau that same afternoon. “We go back tonight,” he said
briefly.

“To Vautrin?”

“Yes.”

Moreau nodded. “Do you think he will speak more openly?”

Holmes replied: “I think he will be less prepared.”

kX%

Night had fallen by the time they again reached the narrow alley. Even
from a distance they saw it. Two uniformed policemen stood before the
door. A lantern had been hung at the entrance, and a small number of
the curious had gathered on the opposite side of the street.

Moreau stopped.

Holmes continued a few steps farther.

One of the officers raised a hand. “No admittance.”

Holmes looked at him. “Is Monsieur Vautrin indisposed?”

The officer hesitated. “He is dead.”

Moreau drew in his breath sharply.

Holmes’s face did not change. “From what cause?”

“Stab wound,” the officer said briefly. “Found behind the workshop.”

Holmes looked toward the door. “When?”

“Late this afternoon.”

Holmes nodded slowly. “Were there signs of forced entry?”

“No.”

“Of a struggle?”

The officer gave a shrug. “A little disorder. Not much.”

Moreau stepped forward. “He had no enemies.”

The officer looked at him without interest. “They all say that.”
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Holmes’s gaze moved upward toward the first-floor window. The
lamp was extinguished.

“Did you find anything unusual?” he asked calmly.

The officer shook his head. “We leave that to the investigation.”

Holmes nodded and turned to Moreau.

“That was swift,” said Moreau in a low voice.

“Yes.”

“Do you think—”

Holmes did not interrupt him, but said: “It seems to me unlikely that
this is a coincidence.”

Moreau looked toward the officers. “Then they have silenced him.”

Holmes’s gaze remained on the door. “Or else he has spoken.”

Moreau fell silent.

Holmes stepped back a pace and studied the alley. It was narrower in
the evening. Darker.

“You understand,” said Moreau softly, “that we are now in direct
opposition.”

Holmes did not answer at once. He looked at the cobblestones before
the workshop. The rain from the previous night had left a thin layer of
moisture in the cracks. There were impressions. Not distinct. But several.

“We have lost an intermediary,” said Holmes at last.

“Yes.”

“But someone found it necessary to remove him.”

Moreau looked at him. “That means—”

“—that he mattered.”

Holmes added: “And it means that our presence in Montmartre has
not gone unnoticed.”

Moreau said, “Then we are back at the beginning.”

Holmes shook his head slightly.

“No.”

He looked toward the dark rear alley. “We have confirmed that Vautrin
did not sew only for the theater.”
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Night had advanced by the time Holmes and Moreau again made their
way up through the sloping streets of Montmartre.

The alley lay almost deserted. The police lantern had been removed.
The door before the workshop had been sealed with an official strip of
paper.

Moreau led them through a narrow passage beside the building. The
back courtyard was dark, but not inaccessible. A single door led into the
storeroom.

Holmes examined the lock with his hand. “It has been broken before,”
he said softly.

Moreau looked at him in surprise.

Holmes merely pointed to the wear on the metal. He drew a small tool
from his pocket. There came a short, dry click. The door gave way.

They stepped inside. The room was unlit. Holmes lit a small flashlight
with a subdued beam. Particles of dust moved in the light.

They searched without speaking. The shelves held fabrics, half-fin-
ished jackets, hats, and boxes of buttons. Nothing seemed in itself un-
usual. Moreau opened drawers. Holmes gently lifted false bottoms. He
measured with his eye what was missing, rather than what was there.

“The police searched quickly,” said Moreau.

“Yes,” Holmes replied. “For a weapon.”

They went on.

An hour passed.

Holmes stopped at a small writing desk in the back room. The drawer
was empty. Too empty. He ran his fingers along the inside.

“Here,” he said quietly.

Moreau stepped nearer.

A thin line in the wood—almost invisible. Holmes pressed lightly
against the back panel. It gave way. A false bottom slid aside. Behind it
lay a small book. Bound in dark leather. Without title.

Holmes picked it up. “It seems to me,” he said, “that Monsieur Vautrin
kept two ledgers.”

Moreau took a step backward.
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Holmes opened the book. The pages were dense with small, precise
notes. Dates. Names. Initials. Deliveries. Not costumes. But entries such
as:

“Dark uniform — delivered.”

“Black coat — altered.”

“Special order.”

Repeated again and again appeared the designation: “Théitre des
Murmures.” (Theatre of Murmurs).

Moreau pointed. “There.”

A name. Not written in full. Only:

A.D.

Holmes closed the book for a moment.

“Delacroix,” said Moreau.

Holmes nodded faintly. He turned a few more pages. Several entries
were marked with the same sign they had seen in the frame.

Moreau sank down onto the chair. “He supplied disguises,” he said
softly.

“Yes,” Holmes replied. “Not for the stage.”

Holmes ran the light over the final pages. The most recent entries had
been crossed out. Not erased. Merely crossed through. The date was
from the day before the murder.

Holmes closed the book and placed it in his inner pocket. “This,” he
said calmly, “is the reason for his death.”

Moreau looked up. “We ought to hand it over to the police.”

Holmes looked at him. “Not yet.”

“But—"

“The police will see a tailor,” said Holmes. “We see a distribution
channel.” There was no excitement in his voice. Only a statement.

Holmes extinguished the flashlight. “We now have,” he said, “proof
that Montmartre sews not merely costumes, but identities.”

Moreau rose slowly.

“And Delacroix?”

Holmes opened the door again and looked out into the dark court-

yard.
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“Is not the top.”

Holmes wrote, word for word:

I must here observe that Vautrin’s cashbook appears to me a far more
significant find than his workshop. When a man keeps hidden lists of
deliveries that do not concern his declared trade, it must be assumed that
he serves another master than the one he shows to the public.

They stepped out once more into the narrow passage. Montmartre
was nearly silent. Only a few voices sounded faintly from a café farther
down the street.

Holmes paused for a moment to listen.

Moreau said softly: “We should not remain here long.”

Holmes nodded.

They had reached a narrower street, where the light from the high-set
lamps fell unevenly between the facades and left tracts of shadow that did
not altogether allow themselves to be read. The sounds of the city had
not disappeared but were muted as though they reached this place only
in weakened form. A carriage passed in the distance. A single footstep
against stone farther down the street. Otherwise silence.

Holmes moved forward with the same calm stride as before, without
haste, without hesitation. Moreau followed slightly behind him, still
occupied with the reflections they had exchanged, which seemed to hang
in the air between them.

It was at the moment Holmes stepped into the light of a streetlamp
that the sound came.

Brief. Muted. Not loud enough to draw attention at a distance, but
with a sharpness that could not be mistaken for anything else. A small
splinter of plaster sprang from the wall beside him and fell to the ground.

Moreau stopped short.

Holmes did not. He turned slowly, as though wishing to establish
what was already given.

“A pistol with a silencer,” he said, almost matter-of-factly.
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The words were scarcely out before a sudden force caught hold of his
coat collar and pulled him half a step backward and into the shadow
beside a doorway. The movement was precise and without hesitation,
like an action performed before thought.

The second shot followed instantly. This time the projectile struck the
woodwork where Holmes had been standing a second earlier. Again the
sound was muted, but clear enough to confirm that chance had nothing
to do with it.

Holmes half straightened, still in shadow. His gaze at once found the
figure who had intervened. The dark hat. The same coat. The same
controlled bearing. There was nothing in his appearance that sought
to dramatize the act. Nothing theatrical, nothing superfluous. He had
merely done what was necessary—and nothing more. The man did not
speak a word.

The grip was released in the same movement with which it had been
taken, and without lingering he turned away. Holmes caught only a brief
profile, an outline rather than a face, before the figure moved down the
alley.

Not running. Not in panic. With a composure that stood in contrast
to the situation. He vanished into the darkness as though he had never
been there.

Moreau stared after him, unable at once to gather his thoughts.
“He?

Holmes lifted a hand slightly. “Yes.”

No further shots followed.

The street fell back into its previous silence, as though the incidenthad
been only a brief break in an otherwise undisturbed order. A window
rattled faintly somewhere above. A distant wheel against stone. Nothing
commensurate with what had just occurred.

Holmes stepped forward into the light again and examined the ma-
sonry. Two small marks. Both well placed. Not accidental.

Moreau came nearer, still looking toward the direction in which the

figure had disappeared. “A warning,” he said softly.
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Holmes shook his head faintly. “No.” His gaze remained a moment on
the marks before slowly lifting. “An overt attack.”

Moreau turned toward him. “He saved you.”

Holmes straightened fully, as though only now wholly resuming his
own position in the space. “That appears probable.”

“But why?”

Holmes’s gaze was calm, but not uninterested. “Because my continued
activity serves a purpose.”

Moreau hesitated a moment. “Then you mean—”

“—that he has not followed me in order to stop me,” Holmes contin-
ued, “but to observe.”

Moreau looked again toward the alley. “And now to protect you?”

Holmes did not answer at once. He let his gaze pass once more over the
surroundings, as though wishing to make certain that nothing further
lay concealed within the visible.

“That is not yet proved,” he said at last. He turned slightly and looked
again at the two marks in the masonry. “But he clearly did not wish me
removed tonight.”

Moreau drew a slow breath. “Then we are not merely being hunted.”

Holmes nodded. “No.” He took a step forward. “We are also the object
of assessment.”

Moreau nodded. “Let us find a more secluded place. Come!”

And without further remark he went on down the street, sharply

followed by Holmes.

Holmes ended the letter with the words:

“We are also being assessed.

The intervention that took place in the back alley of Montmartre
appears to me to have been both precise and deliberate. Two shots were
fired with sufficient skill to indicate intention, but without the full
resolve to carry the act through. My position at that moment was not

accidental, and my removal from it still less so.
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The figure whom I have previously observed in the streets of Paris, and
who has now for the first time acted in my presence, has thereby excluded
himself from one of the more obvious categories. He can scarcely be
counted among those hired to silence me.

His identity remains unknown to me. His allegiance likewise. But
it seems to me that his continuing interest in my movements is not
intended to stop them. For the present, he must therefore be regarded

as an unknown factor—not an enemy.”



The First
Irregularity

LETTER IX

October 23, 1891
Paris

Paris had laid aside its daily unrest.

The streets around the boulevards were not yet empty, but the sound
was muted, as though the city spoke more softly when darkness fell. The
two men moved without haste through the narrow passages, where the
gas lamps cast their dull glow over the cobblestones. The rain from earlier
in the day had left a faint sheen upon the ground, and in the small pools
there were reflected fragments of windows and passing shadows.

Moreau’s gallery lay discreetly withdrawn from the main flow.
Holmes’s first entrance had taken place more secretively, by way of the
Seine and the rear approach.

The sign above the door was sober; not a place for tourists, but for
those who already knew what they sought.

Moreau took out his ring of keys, and the lock opened without diffi-
culty.

Moreau stepped aside and allowed Holmes to enter.
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The gallery carried a different mood in the evening. The works on the
walls seemed less official, less protected by their frames. The shadows fell
askew across the canvases, and a few easels still stood out, as though the
work had been interrupted in mid-motion. There was a faint smell of
turpentine and old varnish in the room—not unpleasant, but insistent.
It bore witness to hands that had labored long.

Moreau closed the door behind them and drew the curtains. “I have
been considering,” he said after a moment, “whether you have already
seen enough.”

Holmes did not answer at once. He let his gaze pass over the walls, over
the carefully chosen works, over the small desk by the window where
papers lay stacked with an order that did not entirely conceal unrest.
“One often sees most when one believes one has seen everything,” he said
calmly.

Moreau nodded but did not smile. There was a weariness about him
that was not due solely to the day’s events. It lay deeper. Not in the body,
but in the eyes—as in a man who has long carried an understanding
alone.

He crossed to a small table in the corner and poured two glasses of
wine without asking. He handed one to Holmes.

“You have seen the ending so far,” he said quietly. “The professor. The
workshop. The frames.”

He sat down slowly in a chair, as though the motion itself required
consideration. “But you have not yet seen the beginning.”

Holmes did not sit at once. He stood for a moment and regarded
Moreau, as though measuring the difference between the art dealer he
had first met and the man who now sat before him.

“The beginning,” said Holmes, “is rarely where one first notices it.”

Moreau let a hand pass over his forehead. “It did not begin with the
professor,” he said. “Nor with Paris.”

There was a pause.

Outside, a carriage rolled past. The sound quickly faded again.

Moreau remained seated for a moment, as though gathering the pre-

cise order of events before his inward eye, before he continued.
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“Five years ago,” he said slowly, “a small painting was submitted for
evaluation. Nothing that would immediately attract attention. A land-
scape. Provincial. Without signature, but in a style that might be attrib-
uted to a lesser-known pupil from the late eighteenth century.”

He extended a hand toward one of the hanging works, as though
unconsciously measuring it against what he described.

“It was not the subject that awakened my interest. Even then, it was
the pigmentation.”

Holmes sat down now, but without taking his eyes off him. “A partic-
ular color?” he asked.

“Yes.” Moreau nodded. “A blue tone. Not striking, not domi-
nant—only in the shadows beneath the trees. It had been used with
restraint, but consistently. I did not recognize it from the period.”

Holmes’s head moved slightly. “Ultramarine?”

“No. Too matte.”

“Prussian?”

“No. Too stable.”

Holmes folded his hands. “A synthetic cobalt compound?”

Moreau looked at him with a faint, almost appreciative expression.

“Precisely. A shade that did not become commonly available until
much later. It could not have been at the disposal of the painter said to
be behind the work.”

“And the binding medium?” Holmes asked, without raising his voice.

“That was the second thing,” said Moreau. “The varnish had been
artificially aged, but the ground bore traces of a binding medium I had
previously seen only in modern restoration. Not in forgery—in restora-
tion.”

Holmes leaned slightly forward. “Applied deliberately?”

“Yes. Too precise to be an error.”

There was silence for a moment.

“You assumed then,” Holmes said calmly, “that the painter had not
himself chosen the technique.”

“Iassumed,” Moreau answered, “that the painter might not have un-

derstood it.”
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He rose and crossed to the desk. From a drawer he took an older
sheet—not the document itself, but a copy of notes he had made at the
time.

“Ibegan on a small scale,” he continued. “The archives at the Ecole des
Beaux-Arts. Exhibition catalogs. Student rolls. Transport papers.”

Holmes raised an eyebrow. “Iransport papers?”

“The painting had been submitted through an intermediary,” said
Moreau. “But the frame bore traces of reloading. A discreet marking on
the back, suggesting that it was not the first time it had crossed borders.”

Holmes’s gaze sharpened. “Marseille?”

“Later,” Moreau replied. “First Lyon.”

Holmes said nothing.

Moreau went on: “I followed papers that turned out to be incom-
plete. Names whose spelling changed. Receipts without correspon-
dence. A painting that had apparently come to Paris without ever leaving
Lyon—at least officially.”

“Interesting,” said Holmes quietly.

“Yes,” answered Moreau. “But at that time I still believed I was pur-
suing a single forger. A skillful one. One who experimented.”

He looked up. “It was only when I found her name in the student
register that the matter changed in character.”

Holmes’s voice remained even. “A woman.”

Moreau nodded slowly. “Yes.”

Moreau stood for a moment with the notes in his hand before setting
them down again. “Her name was Claire Delatour.” He spoke it without
hesitation, but there was an almost imperceptible shift in his voice as he
did so.

“She was in her final years at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. Not a student
one spoke loudly about—but one one noticed.”

Holmes said nothing.

“She had an unusual command of materials,” Moreau continued.
“Not merely color, but surface. She understood aging. She could make
a new canvas appear like one that had hung in a provincial church for a

hundred years. That is a skill not criminal in itself—but it is rare.”
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“And she employed it,” said Holmes calmly.

“Yes.” Moreau drew breath slowly. “I approached her for the first time
under the pretext of an interest in her studies. She received me in a small
studio behind the school’s main building. It was disorderly, but not
careless. There was discipline in the disorder.”

Holmes’s gaze sharpened faintly at the phrasing.

“She did not seem nervous,” said Moreau. “Rather curious. She knew
I had seen something. And she knew that I knew it.”

“She denied it?”

“She denied nothing.”

There was a short pause.

“That was what made me uncertain.”

Holmes folded his hands. “A forger denies,” he said.

“Precisely.”

Moreau continued: “She spoke of pigments as though they were living
creatures. She knew their chemical history, their geographical origin. It
was not merely talent—it was education.”

“Education from whom?” Holmes asked.

Moreau shook his head slightly. “That was what I was trying to find
out.”

He went to the window and looked out into the darkness before he
continued. “I asked her directly whether she worked in restoration. She
answered that she worked in relative truth.”

Holmes raised an eyebrow. “An interesting formulation.”

“She said that authenticity is often only a question of who can afford
to define it.”

There was a moment of silence.

Moreau turned again toward Holmes.

“She was... attractive,” he said without circumlocution. “Not merely
in appearance—though that was also true—but in her assurance. She
spoke without evasion. She looked directly into my eyes, as though she
wished to be assessed.”

Holmes noted it but did not comment.
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“I had the impression,” Moreau continued, “that she was not the
originator. That she worked for someone. A technician. An organizer.
She had knowledge—but not control.”

Moreau pulled out the chair and sat down again. “I suggested that
we meet outside the school. Not officially. At a café near the Seine. She
accepted without hesitation.”

Holmes’s voice remained even. “She did not fear you.”

“No.”

Moreau looked down for a moment. “Perhaps I should have.” He let
his gaze drift over the floor of the gallery, as though the café table still
stood there before him.

“It was early morning,” he said. “Not in order to avoid attention, but
because she herself suggested it. ‘Morning is more honest,” she said.”

Holmes noted the phrase without comment.

“The café lay close to the river,” Moreau continued. “Not one of the
fashionable ones. One of those places where the waiter knows the reg-
ulars by the length of their stride. There was dew on the chairs outside,
and the first deliveries were being carried in as I arrived.”

He paused for a moment.

“I was there before her.”

Holmes said quietly, “Naturally.”

“I ordered coftee. The first one. It was good.” There was an almost
invisible smile in the words, but it quickly disappeared again.

“I had... looked forward to the conversation,” Moreau said more
directly. “Not only because she possessed knowledge that might have
carried me farther. She had a clarity one rarely encounters. She spoke of
technique as though it were poetry. It is a rare combination.”

Holmes’s gaze remained calm. “And you believed she could be induced
to talk?”

“I believed she wished to.”

Moreau folded his hands. “Half past seven came and went. Two
students passed by, loud, uninterested in any world outside their own
conversation. An elderly man sat down at the next table and opened a

newspaper.”
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Holmes’s eyes moved slightly.

“He was not reading,” said Moreau.

“Noz?”

“He held the newspaper too high.”

There was silence.

“And?” Holmes asked.

“He did not turn the pages.”

Holmes nodded almost imperceptibly.

“I noticed it. But I dismissed it.”

Moreau continued:

“Eight o’clock came. My cup had grown cold. I ordered another.” He
drew a slow breath. “She did not appear.”

A brief pause.

“I remained seated another twenty minutes. Not because I expected
her to come. But because I wished to be certain.”

“Of what?” Holmes asked.

“Whether I myself was being observed.”

Holmes’s voice remained unchanged.

“And were you?”

Moreau looked at him.

“Yes.”

There was no drama in the answer.

“The elderly man left the café without paying. The waiter did not
notice. When I myself rose, I saw another figure at the corner of the
street. A hat. Not remarkable. But the placement was too correct.”

Holmes said nothing.

“I went to see her that same afternoon at the school,” Moreau contin-
ued. “The studio had been emptied.”

“Official explanation?” Holmes asked.

“Personal reasons. Departure. No further information.”

“Documented?”

“No.”

The gallery fell silent.
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“That was when,” said Moreau slowly, “I understood that I was not
hunting a student. I had touched something that moved more quickly
than Idid.”

Holmes regarded him for a moment. “And you continued.”

Moreau nodded. “Yes.”

Moreau remained standing at the window a moment before he spoke
again.

“After her disappearance, I did what I should have done from the
beginning,” he said. “I did not follow the person. I followed the move-
ment.”

Holmes nodded faintly.

“The frame?” he asked.

“Yes.”

Moreau turned once more. “The frame in which the first painting had
been mounted was not local. The wood had been treated in a manner I
had seen in restoration workshops in Lyon. Not identical —but related.”

He went to the desk and drew out a map—not large but marked in a
hand with written annotations.

“I'found two similar works in Lyon. Both unsigned. Both with incon-
sistent pigments. Both transported by way of Marseille.”

He continued: “The transport papers were not forged. They were
fragmented. Each shipment was in itself legitimate. But when one com-
pared them, a pattern emerged.”

Holmes’s voice was calm. “A rhythm.”

“Yes.”

Moreau pulled a chair forward and sat down more heavily this time.

“Small works. Never the large ones. Never those that attract inter-
national attention. They were distributed to smaller galleries, private
collectors, a few provincial houses.”

“Until someone wished to raise their value,” said Holmes.

Moreau looked at him. “Precisely.”

There was silence.

“I began to look for one common factor,” Moreau continued. “Not

the artist. Not the intermediary. Not the gallery. But the technique.”
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Holmes’s eyes narrowed. “And you found?”

“The binding medium. The aging process. A particular method of
crackling the surface without compromising the stability of the pig-
ment.”

Holmes said quietly:

“That requires chemical precision.”

“Yes.”

Moreau laid his hands flat upon the table.

“Itis not something one improvises in a studio. It is developed. Tested.
Standardized.”

Holmes’s voice was low. “A laboratory.”

“Yes.”

A longer pause followed.

“I'sentan inquiry to Marseille,” said Moreau. “Not officially. Through
an acquaintance. There had been recorded small shipments of special-
ized chemicals. Not in quantities that attract the attention of customs.
But regularly.”

“From?”

Moreau looked directly at Holmes.

“Rome.”

The silence in the gallery grew heavier.

Holmes said nothing for several seconds.

“A name?” he asked at last.

Moreau hesitated.

“Only once,” he said.

He drew out an older folded sheet from a folder. Not an original
document—but his own copy.

“In the margin of a delivery list. Not as sender. Not as recipient. But
as reference.”

Holmes’s gaze moved over the paper.

Moreau pronounced it slowly: “Montfaucon.”

Holmes repeated the name almost inaudibly. “Montfaucon.”



THE FIRSTIRREGULARITY 103

“It stood there only once,” said Moreau. “And when I later tried
to gain access to the remaining documents, they had already been
archived—unavailable.”

Holmes lifted his head. “When were you removed from the case?”

Moreau answered without bitterness. “Shortly afterward.”

Holmes remained standing by the table and slowly drew the small
wood splinter from his pocket. It had taken on a slightly darker cast
from the time spent in his waistcoat pocket, but the incision still showed
clearly.

He placed it beside Moreau’s copy of the transport list.

“Montfaucon,” he repeated. “M and F.”

Moreau said after a pause:

“If Montfaucon exists, he is not in Paris.”

Holmes answered: “No.”

He looked out through the window toward the darkening street. “And
if he exists, he is not the one who guides the brush.”

Moreau lifted his eyes. “But the one who decides the subject.”

Holmes nodded slightly. “That seems probable to me.”

They remained standing for a moment in the silence, as though the
room itself had to absorb the names and traces that had been laid out
within it.

Outside, Paris had already grown darker. The last carriages rolled past
in muted rhythm, and the light from the streetlamps cast long, crooked
shadows through the windows of the gallery.

Moreau gathered up the map and returned it to the folder with a
movement that bore the mark of both weariness and stubbornness.

“It was here,” he said calmly, “that I understood the matter could not
be concluded in France.”

Holmes took his hat from the table. “You continued nevertheless.”

“Yes.”

Holmes looked at him for a moment. “That was wise.”

Moreau raised an eyebrow faintly. “I have not always been told so.”

“That depends,” said Holmes, “on who is speaking.”
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There was an almost invisible glimmer in his gaze, but it disappeared
again. He drew his coat more closely about him and moved toward the
door.

“We now have three elements,” he said, as though speaking more to
himself than to his companion. “The technique. The distribution. And
the name.”

“And the mark,” Moreau added.

Holmes paused for a moment.

“Yes,” he said quietly. “The mark.”

He opened the door.

The cool evening air moved into the room, and with it came the sense
that the city outside was larger than either of them had wished.

Moreau remained standing while Holmes stepped out into the street.

The door closed behind him with a muted sound.

In the faint reflection from the glass, Moreau stood for a moment
alone among his paintings.

Then he extinguished the light.



“ThéAatre des

Murmures”

LETTER X

October 24, 1891
Paris

My dear Watson,

I attach the greatest significance, for the present, to the discovery of
the tailor’s cashbook. In addition to the peculiar marking, LD, which
naturally directs one’s thoughts toward Delacroix, the designation ap-
pears repeatedly in connection with the theater Théitre des Murmures.
I consider it highly improbable that this detail is accidental or without

relevance.
I inquired of a random cabman as to his knowledge of the supposed

theater. He was able to inform me that it belongs to the smaller and
more experimental stage, though it is nonetheless counted among the
recognized theaters of Montmartre.

I therefore found it necessary to pay the place an immediate visit, and
atonce sent word to M. Moreau, requesting that he meet me there at the
address this very afternoon.

* kX
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The street on which the theater stood was narrow and without that
liveliness one otherwise associates with Paris. The facades stood close
together, and the windows were either veiled or dark, as though the place
held significance only after nightfall.

The entrance was modest. A faded sign hung above the door, and the
letters had lost their sharpness, as though they had been touched again
and again by weather and hands.

Holmes paused for a moment and let his gaze travel up the building
before, without further remark, he placed his hand on the door handle.

The door yielded with a dry sound.

Holmes and Moreau stepped into a half-dark vestibule, where the air
bore the mark of something shut in—a mixture of dust, old fabric, and
that particular faintly metallic smell left by stage lighting.

No one received them.

Holmes moved forward without hesitation, as though he already
knew the place, and Moreau followed him through a narrow passage that
led into the auditorium itself.

The room opened suddenly.

Rows of simple seats stood in silence before the stage, and a thin layer
of dust seemed to have settled over both floor and armrests. The light fell
obliquely through a single opening high above and traced long, still lines
in the air.

On the stage stood a woman. She was alone. She did not move much,
but her presence filled the room. Her voice was not loud, but precise, as
though every word had its appointed place.

“—and yet, even in this silence, I am not free.”

She let the words fall, not as a declaration, but as something already
lived. A brief pause. She repeated the sentence, but now with an almost
imperceptible shift in tone, as though the meaning had changed along
the way.

Holmes took a seat a few rows into the house without saying anything.

She continued, though not like one struggling with the text. Rather
like one trying different entrances into it. The same sentence was spoken

three times, and each time it was a different person speaking.
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After one more repetition, she remained entirely still. Not in order to
rest—but as though listening to what had not yet been said.

Holmes rose calmly. “Itis rare,” he said, “to see someone who not only
speaks the words but alters them in the speaking.”

She turned. There was no surprise in her face. Only a quiet attentive-
ness, as though she had already known we were there. She let her gaze
rest on Holmes for a moment before taking a step forward.

“The words do not change,” she said softly. “It is the one who speaks
them who does.”

Holmes nodded lightly. “Precisely.”

She left the stage without haste, though not hesitantly either, or
moved down toward the two men. When she reached the edge of the
stage, she placed her hand briefly on the wood, as though concluding
something before stepping down.

“You are not from the theater,” she said.

It was not a question.

“Only as observers,” Holmes replied. “With a certain interest in the
means by which a role comes into being.”

She regarded him a moment longer, and a faint, almost imperceptible
smile appeared. “Few concern themselves with the means,” she said.
“Most are content with the result.”

She turned half away, took up a piece of costume from a nearby chair,
and straightened it with a precision that was almost ritual.

“Camille Ardent,” she said, without looking up. “My stage name.”

She set the fabric down and only then turned fully toward Holmes.
There was nothing in her expression to reveal whether she had given us
a truth or merely another role.

Holmes let his gaze pass briefly over the stage and then toward the
side passage. “I imagine,” he said, “that the wardrobe must be at least as
interesting as the stage itself.”

This time there came a more visible gleam into her eyes. “The stage is
only what one shows,” she replied. “The wardrobe is what one chooses

among.”
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For a moment she stood still, as though considering something that
was not said. Then she nodded slightly. “Come.” She turned and went
toward the door at the side of the stage without making certain that they
followed.

The door behind the stage led into a narrower room, where the light
was weaker and less even. A single lamp hung crookedly from the ceiling
and cast a yellowish glow over rows of costumes hung close side by side.

The air was heavier here.

The fabric seemed to retain the smell of previous perfor-
mances—sweat, powder, and the dry trace of dust no longer regularly
removed.

Camille Ardent paused for a moment in the doorway, as though al-
lowing the room to present itself on its own before she entered.

“We do not have much,” she said calmly. “But it is rarely quantity that
determines a role.” There was nothing apologetic in her tone. Rather a
sober statement.

Holmes did not appear to notice the words. He moved slowly along
the racks, letting his fingertips glide lightly over certain fabrics, pausing
briefly at a coat, adjusting a fold as though out of habit.

“You change often?” he asked without turning.

Camille gave a slight shrug. “As often as necessary,” she said. “Some-
times several times in the same scene. At other times not at all.”

She let her gaze drift over the costumes. “It does not depend on the
play. It depends on who one chooses to be.”

Holmes nodded faintly. He continued to the end of the rack, stopped,
and slowly turned back again, this time with a more measured gaze.
There was no haste in his movements.

The costumes hung there as one would expect worn, mended in
places, without any particular order, and yet with a certain functional
system. And yet—something was missing. Holmes stopped before an
empty space. It was not large. But it was distinct. A hanger was missing.
No—several. The distance between two groups of costumes was slightly

too great to be accidental.
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Holmes tilted his head slightly. “You have recently received new cos-
tumes,” he said calmly.

Camille did not look surprised. She followed his gaze, and a faint smile
appeared, not of amusement, but of recognition.

“Have we?” she said, almost thoughtfully.

“From a tailor,” Holmes continued, still without emphasis. “One who
seems to have had a certain amount of activity lately.”

She let her fingers glide over a dress, stopped at the seam, and drew
a loose thread free with an almost affectionate precision. “Things are
always coming and going,” she said. “Fabric, roles... people.”

A short pause.

“You would remember it if they had been in use,” he said mildly.

She turned her gaze toward him. “Yes,” she said. “That I certainly
would.”

Holmes nodded, as though it were sufficient. He stepped back and let
his gaze pass through the room one final time. “It is always interesting,”
he said, almost as a concluding remark, “how a role first becomes real
when someone wears it.”

This time it was Camille who smiled. “Or” she said softly, “when
someone believes he wears it.”

For a moment the silence stood between them.

Holmes turned toward the door.

Moreau followed him.

Camille Ardent was standing once more upon the stage, though notin
the same place as before. She had shifted, almost imperceptibly, and now
stood in a different light, where the shadows drew her face differently.
She stopped in the middle of a sentence and turned her gaze toward the
two men as they were leaving. “You ought to come tonight,” she said.
“That is where,” she continued, “one sees what a face can truly bear.”

She stepped forward, took something up from the edge of the stage,
and moved down toward the door. “In here,” she said, while letting
her gaze travel briefly through the auditorium, “one chooses among the
possibilities.”

A short pause.
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“Out there... one wears them.”

She stopped before Holmes and held out a small card. The paper was
plain but well kept. A name was printed on the front, together with a
time.

Holmes extended his hand calmly and took it.

“You will see several faces over the course of an evening,” she said.
“Some of them may perhaps convince you.”

A faint smile. “And perhaps,” she added, “you will discover that a
costume is not always what one puts on.”

Holmes placed the card in his inner pocket. “If time permits,” he said,
“I'shall be present.”

She nodded lightly.

“I'hope it does,” she replied.

Holmes inclined his head very slightly, turned, and went toward the
exit.

Moreau followed him.

kX%

The street before the theater had now changed. Where there had earlier
been silence, there was now a low hum of voices, carriages, footsteps
against cobblestones. The light from the entrance fell across the pave-
ment in a warm tone, and people moved in and out with an air of
inevitability, as though the place had only now found its proper form.

Holmes did not stop.

He merely let his gaze pass briefly over the gathering and stepped
inside, Moreau beside him.

Within, the air had changed. The same smell of fabric and dust re-
mained, but now mingled with perfume, smoke, and the faint electricity
that arises when many people gather in a common expectation.

They did not take their seats at once.

Holmes allowed the audience to pass by him for a moment, as though
listening to it before choosing his position. Only then did he move into
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the auditorium and choose a row neither too near the stage nor too far
back.

A place from which one could see.

And at the same time remain unseen.

Moreau sat down without comment.

Holmes leaned back slightly, letting his gaze pass through the room.

The audience was mixed. Here were the assured movements of the
bourgeoisie, discreet conversations, hands resting correctly upon arm-
rests. There were artists—one could see it in the informal cut of their
clothes, in the gaze already turned toward the stage before the perfor-
mance had begun. And there were a few who did not entirely belong to
either.

The lights were lowered. A silence spread, not suddenly, but as a slow
gathering of attention. The performance began. The play did not move
forward like a coherent narrative, but as a series of images—tableaux that
passed one into another without explanation.

Montmartre.

A narrow street at dusk. A woman bent over her work. Voices not
quite heard. The poverty was not exaggerated. But it was there.

Then a shift. Light. Music. A cabaret.

And there—Camille Ardent. She entered without announcement,
and yet it was immediately clear that the room altered around her. She
was no longer the same woman. The voice had taken on another timbre.
The body another weight. The movements a lightness that did not be-
long to the previous scene.

Holmes took out the theater glass. He looked at her in silence for a
moment. “Convincing,” he said softly.

Moreau did not answer. He sat calmly, hands lightly folded, his gaze
directed at the stage. There was nothing in his posture that betrayed
surprise. But he registered Holmes’s voice.

The scene changed again. Decadence.

The colors deepened, the movements slowed. Another figure

emerged—again her. But this time there was nothing left of the cabaret.
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The gaze was heavier, almost saturated. She did not move through the
room; she possessed it.

Holmes adjusted the glass slightly. “Her shoulders,” he said after a
moment. “They do not belong to the same woman.”

Moreau nodded faintly.

Yetanother shift. An aristocratic salon. Lighter now. Measured. Voices
bearing a different weight.

She stepped forward again—and now she was almost unrecognizable.
The carriage was upright, but without effort. The hands moved less, but
with greater precision. Even the pause before a reply had changed.

Holmes lowered the glass for a moment.

Moreau turned his gaze briefly toward him. “You are impressed.”

Holmes did not answer at once. He raised the glass again. “She defines
the role,” he said at last. “Not the reverse.”

The performance ebbed away without any real break.

The applause began at first in scattered form, as though the audi-
ence needed a moment to return to itself before it gathered and rose
in strength. Voices broke out, conversations took shape even before the
curtain had fully fallen, and the shared silence that had bound the room
dissolved into movement.

The lights were slowly raised.

The rows detached themselves from their stillness, and the audience
began to move toward the exit—some quickly, as though in order to
preserve the impression, others more slowly, occupied with exchanging
judgments, little bursts of laughter, brief analyses.

Holmes rose without haste.

Moreau followed.

They allowed the current to carry them into the foyer but did not
stop in the middle of it. Instead, Holmes drew slightly aside, where the
movement could still be observed, but no longer pressed upon them.

A place where one could wait.

People passed them in little groups. Voices drifted by in frag-
ments—praise, criticism, half-sentences never completed. They waited.

But only briefly.
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Camille Ardent moved through the foyer without secking attention,
and yet the room seemed to shift slightly around her. She no longer
bore the stage’s visible marks, but something remained—a precision in
movement, a way of stopping before changing direction. She stopped in
front of them.

Holmes inclined his head slightly. “You gave the audience more than
it expected,” he said. “And less than it understood.”

For a brief moment she looked at him.

“That is a rare observation,” she said.

Holmes did not answer.

There was a brief silence between them, not empty, but measured.

“You mentioned earlier,” he then said, “that the stage first becomes
real when someone bears it.”

She nodded lightly. “It does.”

Holmes let his gaze drift briefly toward the door, where the audience
still continued to flow out. “It seems to me,” he continued, “that it may
continue outside as well.”

She followed his gaze for a moment. Then she brought it back to him.
“At times.”

Holmes inclined his head slightly. “Will you continue it a little
longer?”

A brief pause.

“A glass of wine. The café across the street.” There was no insistence
in his voice. Only a natural extension, as though the conversation had
not yet found its form.

“Yes, gladly,” she replied. She turned slightly, as though the direction
were already given, and they moved toward the exit.

When they stepped out into the street, the air was cooler. The voices
from the foyer were muted behind them, and the light from the theater
fell in a narrow band across the pavement. Halfway across the street
Holmes allowed his gaze to drift back toward the theater entrance. There
was still movement there. A figure stepped out. A dark hat. It paused for
a moment, as though orienting itself, before continuing in a direction
other than that of the crowd.
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The café was not large, nor was it showy. The tables stood close to-
gether, but not haphazardly, and the light was subdued without being
dark. There was a quiet in the room that did not arise from silence, but
from a kind of tacit understanding—as though those who sat there had
already seen something and did not need to raise their voices to speak of
it.

They found a table somewhat withdrawn from the rest.

A waiter came without haste, and Holmes ordered without consulting
the others. A bottle of sparkling wine, three glasses, and a simple service
that was quickly set before them—bread, a little cheese, something that
demanded no attention.

They sat down. For a moment no one said anything.

Camille let her gaze drift through the room, not searchingly, but like
one registering its boundaries. She took the glass but did not drink at
once.

Holmes observed her without staring.

“I'am to attend an auction tomorrow,” he said. “A private one.”

She did not react immediately. She waited.

“It will be a situation,” he continued, “in which discretion is an ad-
vantage. And in which it may be... advisable not to be recognized.”

She let her gaze rest on him for a moment. “You require a role.”

“I'require credibility,” Holmes said calmly. “The rest you can provide.”

An almost imperceptible lift of the eyebrow. “And you yourself?”

“Will be somewhat altered.”

A brief pause.

“Sufficiently not to attract attention.”

“And in what world shall we be moving?”

“Upper class,” said Holmes. “Elegance. And that sort of assurance
which does not need to be spoken.”

She nodded faintly, as though already seeing it before her. “It is a
simple role,” she said. “But it does not tolerate error.”

“That is precisely why I ask you.”

She set down the glass. “Yes,” she said.

Holmes nodded lightly. “I shall see that you are fetched,” he said.
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She rose. “Itis rare,” she said, “that someone knows what he is asking
for.”
She looked briefly at Holmes. “You do.”
A faint smile.
“Then let us see who you choose to be tomorrow.”
Holmes rose.

Moreau followed.



The Silent
Auction

LETTER XI

The knots in the firewood had collapsed into embers, and the room had
taken on that subdued silence which comes only when one’s thoughts
are elsewhere occupied. The letters lay before him in two piles, the ones
read and the ones unopened.

Watson rose and took a few steps through the room, stopped at the
window, and looked out into the darkness. The street lay almost desert-
ed. A single carriage passed slowly, and the sound of its wheels against
the cobblestones faded into the distance.

He turned around and returned to the table.

The envelope on the top of the unopened pile bore the same hand as
those before it. He picked it up, regarded it for a moment, and then broke
the seal.

October 25, 1891
Paris

My dear Watson,
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I have been informed that in certain circles within this city auctions are
held of a character not readily reconciled with the official art trade.

These gatherings are not announced publicly. The number of partic-
ipants is limited, and the works brought here for sale are often described
as newly discovered or newly attributed, without their origin being sub-
jected to the usual scrutiny.

Still more remarkable is the fact that the buyers rarely appear under
their true names.

Monsieur Moreau drew my attention to such an auction, which was
to take place the day after our meeting with Madame Camille Ardent.
He added—in a tone that could scarcely be described as anything but
cautious—that in certain cases it may be an advantage not to appear as
what one truly is.

Paris, he observed, is a city in which one is quickly recognized, even
when one has given no occasion for it.

I found this observation worth taking under advisement.

I therefore chose to attend the auction under a less conspicuous guise
and in suitable female company.

The address I had been given by Monsieur Moreau led me to a street
that in itself gave rise to no particular attention. The buildings lay close
together, uniform in appearance, and nothing in the facades suggested
that behind one of them there should be taking place an activity of the
sort I had been told of.

I paused for a moment on the opposite side of the street and let my
gaze pass over the entrances. There was no signage. No suggestion of
commerce. Only a single door whose frosted glass allowed a muted light
to seep into the cool evening.

At my side stood Camille Ardent. She wore nothing that sought
attention—and precisely for that reason did not attract it. The dress
was simple in cut, but of a quality that required no explanation. Her
posture was calm, without tension, and her movements were adapted to
the surroundings with a precision that could scarcely be noticed.

We crossed the street without haste.
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At the entrance stood a man who at first glance might have been an
ordinary porter. His attire was discreet, his bearing untroubled, and his
gaze passed over us with a calm that was not without appraisal.

I stopped before him and produced the invitation.

It was, as you know, Watson, not of the origin it purported to be. Yet it
had been executed with such precision that its credibility depended less
upon its material than upon the manner in which it was presented.

The man took it without a word. His gaze rested on the paper for a
brief moment—not long enough for any real reading, but sufficient for
an assessment. For an instant his gaze moved on, not toward me alone,
but toward Camille.

The man gave an almost imperceptible nod and stepped aside.

We were admitted.

At the very moment the door closed behind us, it became clear to
me that the impression the building gave from without was deliberately
misleading. The first room was narrow and dimly lit. A cloakroom had
been discreetly placed along the wall, and a younger man received outer
garments with an efficiency that gave rise to no conversation.

Camille let her glove slide oft in a calm movement and handed over her
coat without seeking contact. Not a gesture too many.

Nothing in this outer room revealed the place’s true character. The
light there was warmer. The room larger. And the life unfolding within
bore the mark of an altogether different order.

I let my gaze rest for a moment upon the threshold between the two
rooms before we moved on. The difference was not merely architectural.
It was social. Those present in the inner room all bore the mark of a
certain position—not necessarily by outward appearance alone, but by
the way in which they moved, paused, and regarded one another. There
was no accident in their presence. No curious glances, no irrelevant con-
versations. Only a subdued attentiveness that seemed directed as much
toward the other guests as toward the works arranged along the walls.

We entered without attracting attention. It is a quality, Watson, that
depends not so much upon the quality of the disguise as upon the ability
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not to seek being seen. Even so, I could not help noticing that several of
those present briefly allowed their gaze to rest upon us as we passed.

I paused before the first painting, which represented a landscape exe-
cuted in a style referable to the late French Romantics. The brushwork
was assured, and the choice of color balanced with such care that the
work at first glance appeared a credible representation of its supposed
period.

“It is beautiful,” she said softly.

“Yes,” I replied. “And perhaps precisely for that reason insufhicient.”

She did not answer. But I noticed that she remained standing a mo-
ment longer before the canvas, as though she were not regarding the
subject, but its surface.

I let my gaze move on to the next work, a portrait of a young woman,
which bore the same character. The light had been handled with great
precision, the skin tones built up in fine layers, and the eyes had the sheen
often employed to give the impression of life. Yet here too something was
lacking.

I'stepped back a pace and let both works enter the same field of vision.

She turned her gaze toward the first picture again.

“It is not the role,” she said.

“Itis the way it is played.”

Inodded. “The method.”

We continued along the row.

It struck me that we were not standing before a collection of random
works, but before the results of a process. A production, rather than a
creation.

I stopped before a smaller canvas and bent slightly forward. The light
fell obliquely across the surface of the canvas, and in that light the struc-
ture emerged more clearly.

The varnish layer was even. Too even.

“Itis like a role rehearsed too long,” she said softly.

“Itsits... but it does not live.”

I straightened and nodded.
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The other guests continued to move with the same subdued calm. A
few paused before the same works as we did, but none gave expression
to the sort of appraisal one would otherwise expect in a room where art
is bought and sold. It seemed to me that the interest was not directed
toward the works as such.

But toward their presence.

I made one briefer halt before the first landscape. There was now no
doubt. If these works had an origin, itlay notin the artists they purported
to represent. But in a structure intended to produce them. And where
there is structure, Watson, there is also organization.

I let my gaze pass through the room once more.

The other guests had taken up their positions, not in fixed places,
but in a kind of informal order that seemed understood without being
spoken.

The auction began without any real announcement. No hammer was
used, nor any raised voice; the first work was merely indicated by a brief,
low remark that scarcely reached beyond the nearest listeners, and yet
all seemed to have understood it. The first bid was given with a slight
nod, another participant raised his hand a little—not as a gesture, but as
a signal—and was answered in the same way. Not with words, but with
the repetition of the discreet sign.

I observed the process without myself participating. Camille stood at
my side and had assumed her role without any visible transition; she
appeared not as an actress, but as a natural part of the circle. Her gaze
rested upon the works with a calm appraisal suited to the room, and she
did nothing to attract attention—which was precisely why she was not
noticed.

It quickly became clear to me that the bidding did not have the charac-
ter of spontaneous competition. There was no haste, no attempt to out-
bid one another at the last moment. The bids followed rather a rhythm,
almost as though they had been arranged. I let my gaze move over the
participants: an elderly gentleman placed a single bid and then withdrew
entirely, as though his role had been concluded; a younger man followed

the process with an attentiveness that seemed more instructional than
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participatory and did not bid until another had marked a boundary.
Farther back in the room stood 2 man who did not himself bid, but who
several times received brief nods from the others. His appearance was
unremarkable, but his significance did not seem to be, and I took note
of him.

When the next work was brought forward, the price rose quickly, not
gradually, but in jumps. Two participants bid alternately, but without
the sharpness that otherwise accompanies real competition; one with-
drew at a point where it did not seem warranted by the quality of the
work, and a third immediately took over, as though it had been expected.
I began to discern a pattern: the same persons did not bid against one
another at random but formed part of a sequence in which each seemed
to have his function. The prices confirmed the impression. Less signif-
icant works were sold for inflated sums, while technically finer efforts
were yielded without resistance. It was not quality that determined the
outcome, but something else.

I moved slightly aside in order better to command the whole, and
Camille followed the movement, though she stopped a little short of me.
Her attention gathered not on the participants, but upon the next work
being displayed—a smaller canvas, which at first glance seemed insignifi-
cant, but which nevertheless appeared to gather a discreet tension in the
room.

“Interesting,” she said softly.

The first bid was made, then an answering one, and then another.
Then she raised her hand.

The movement was calm, without hesitation, and fitted perfectly into
the room. I turned my gaze toward her.

“Miss Ardent—" I said in a muted voice.

She did notlook at me. The bid was registered, and she answered again,
precisely and without variation. It was not an impulsive whim, but a
controlled act. I leaned slightly nearer.

“Itis not a work of importance,” I said softly.

“Itis here,” she replied.
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The room had registered her now, not as a disturbance, but as an actor
within it. The price rose, and one of the others withdrew, then another.
She remained standing, motionless, almost uninterested. The first signal
of conclusion fell, then a pause intervened, then another. I felt a rare
uncertainty, not about the situation as such, but about her role in it.

Just as the ending seemed near, a new bid came—low, but sufficient.
Another participant had entered, and the process closed. The work went
to someone else.

I slowly let out my breath.

Camille lowered her hand without visible reaction and merely fol-
lowed the work with her eyes as it was removed.

“We were fortunate there, I think,” I said softly.

She turned to me with a faint, almost noncommittal smile. “Were we?”
she said. “It might otherwise have suited me very well.”

There was no irony in her voice, and for that very reason it was impos-
sible to determine whether she meant it. Ilet my gaze move back through
the room, but now with an adjusted assessment. I had thought that I had
brought her into the game.

At that moment it seemed to me that she already knew it.



The Dead
Courier

LETTER XII

Watson took the next letter from the pile and let the knife run along the
edge before unfolding the paper with the same calm motion that had
accompanied the preceding ones.

His gaze passed quickly over the lines. The first page was markedly
shorter than the others. An address in Paris was written at the top,
followed by a single remark:

“A man has been found dead. Possibly connected with the case.”

Watson paused for a moment, as if to make certain he had read cor-
rectly, and then brought the paper a little closer to the light. There was
no further explanation.

He laid the first sheet aside and, with great curiosity, began to read the
next.

It was still early in the day when Moreau had himself announced at
my hotel. I was sitting by the window with my pipe, letting my gaze drift
out over the street, when Moreau entered and, without preamble, laid a
folded newspaper on the table.

“This will interest you,” he said.

I drew the paper toward me and unfolded it. On the front page was

printed a photograph in coarse tones: a narrow street, partially cordoned
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off, with a small crowd gathered behind aline of barriers. I read the article
through without haste.

After a moment I turned farther into the paper, where a shorter
follow-up had been printed with additional details. Here, too, was a
smaller portrait image of the deceased. I stopped short and leaned slightly
forward, as though to bring the image closer to the light.

Moreau sat down without saying anything.

“Interesting,” I remarked quietly, taking the pipe from my mouth. “I
have seen this man before.”

Moreau looked up. “Here in Paris?”

I nodded and recalled my observations by the Seine and in the sur-
rounding quarter.

“Several times. In different districts. At first glance without connec-
tion to one another.”

Moreau leaned slightly forward. “A coincidence?”

“No,” I answered with firmness in my voice. “It was he who moved
between the art dealers.”

Moreau said nothing.

“There is no time to lose.” I rose and took my coat. “Let us have a closer

look at the place.”
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By the time they arrived at the address, the barricades had already been
removed.

At first glance, the street appeared like any other: a few passersby, a
carriage moving slowly past, and a shopkeeper just in the act of opening
his shutters. Nothing suggested that only a few hours earlier the place
had been the center of an accident.

Holmes stopped in the middle of the cobblestones and let his gaze
travel along the facade. “Here,” he said quietly, and stepped a pace to one
side.

Moreau followed without asking questions.
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Holmes bent slightly forward and examined a darker patch between
the stones. The color was subdued, almost absorbed by the surface, but
not entirely gone.

He did not touch it. “Blood,” he said calmly.

Moreau looked more closely. “From the fall?”

Holmes shook his head faintly. “It is not distributed as it would be in
a collision. No spray, no spreading. It has pooled... and congealed.”

He straightened and once again looked up at the building. “He was
not alive when he struck.”

“You mean...” Moreau began.

Holmes did notinterrupt him but answered without turning: “I mean
that it was not necessarily the fall that killed him.”

Moreau folded his arms. “Then it is a murder?”

Holmes looked briefly at him. “We cannot know that yet,” he said
soberly. “But everything suggests that he was already dead before he
reached the street.”

He let his gaze move once more up the facade, pausing for a moment
at one of the windows. “If that is the case,” he continued, “then he was
not alone.”

Moreau nodded slowly. “Then we must go up.”

Holmes stepped back from the place. “We must have access to the
apartment. We must get inside.”

Moreau shook his head slightly. “Give me half an hour,” he replied. “I
shall see what can be done.” Without further explanation he turned and
disappeared down the street.

Holmes remained standing for a moment before calmly crossing over
and taking a seat at a café with a view of the building. He ordered
nothing, but sat with his hands folded before him and let his gaze rest
on the gate. Nothing happened.

After approximately half an hour, Moreau returned. He went directly
to the table and laid a document before Holmes. “It was the best I could
obtain.”

Holmes cast a quick glance over the paper, nodded, and rose.
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They crossed the street together and passed through the gate. Inside
the half-dark vestibule, they found the caretaker at his desk.

Moreau laid out the document. “We require access to the apartment.”

The caretaker looked at the paper without great interest and gave a
slight shrug. “The key has already been handed out.”

Moreau looked at him. “To whom?”

“To a man,” the caretaker replied. “He came with an authorization...
not unlike yours.”

“From the police?” Moreau asked.

The caretaker shook his head. “He did not look like police to me.” He
hesitated for a moment. “More a gentleman. One of those who decide
things.”

Holmes took a step forward. “How long ago?”

The caretaker shrugged. “An hour or so, I should think.”

Holmes took out his watch and cast a quick glance at it. “And you are
certain it was not the police?”

“That would be my view,” said the caretaker. “He was... different. Very
well dressed. Calm.”

“Was he wearing a hat?” Holmes asked.

The caretaker thought for a moment. “Yes. A tall hat.”

Holmes extended his hand. “The key.”

The caretaker nodded and produced a ring of keys. “Here is the one
for the apartment. And here is the one for the storage room behind.”

Holmes took the keys without looking at them. “There is no time to
lose.”

He turned to Moreau. “He has been here since we arrived.”

They hurried up the stairs.

Holmes put the key into the door, and a moment later the lock yielded
with a brief, dry sound. Holmes opened it slowly.

There was silence. Complete silence.

They remained standing for a moment in the doorway, as though to
listen, before stepping inside.

Holmes went first. He moved without haste, but with an attentive-

ness that left nothing to chance. Moreau followed close behind. They
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stopped at each door, opened it carefully, looked in, and only then went
on. One closet was opened. Then another. Nothing. No sign that anyone
had been there. No disorder. No trace. The apartment presented itself as
almost impersonal in its orderliness.

Holmes crossed to the window and looked down at the street. “Here,”
he said quietly. “It must have been from here.”

Moreau stood beside him and followed his gaze. The cobblestones lay
sober and undisturbed below.

“Nothing?” he asked.

Holmes shook his head slightly. “Nothing visible.”

He let his gaze pass once more through the room, as though searching
for a discrepancy that had not yet revealed itself.

“Strange,” he said.

Moreau hesitated for a moment. “But... was there not also a storage
room?”

Holmes turned at once. “Of course.” He went toward the door with-
out further explanation.

They went down through the stairwell and out into the courtyard. It
was narrow and disorderly. Trash bins stood scattered without any clear
arrangement, and along one of the walls lay a pile of wood, as though it
had been left in the middle of work never finished.

There was only one building in the back court. A low, enclosed struc-
ture with a broad door.

“There,” said Moreau.

Holmes did not answer but walked straight toward it. He produced
the larger key. The lock resisted for a moment before yielding with a
heavy sound. Together they pushed the door aside.

Inside it was dark. Holmes took out a match and struck it. The weak
light flickered for a moment before settling and casting long shadows
into the room.

He stepped inside. A lamp hung from the ceiling. Holmes lit it. The
light spread slowly. At first glance the room seemed almost empty. Bare

walls. A few crates. Nothing that immediately attracted attention.
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Holmes remained standing. He looked up toward the lamp. Then he
raised his hand and let his fingertips brush the metal. He withdrew his
hand again.

“Warm,” he said quietly.

Moreau looked at him. “It was extinguished,” he said.

Holmes nodded. “But not long ago.”

He let his gaze travel through the room. “Someone has been here.”

A brief pause.

“Very recently.”

They began to examine the room more closely. What had first seemed
empty now revealed itself as something else.

Holmes moved slowly forward. He stopped beside a chair. It lay over-
turned on its side but not broken. The upholstery was torn along the
edge, as though someone had seized it violently. Beside it stood a crate.
Its lid hung crooked, and the wood around the lock was splintered.

Holmes bent down. A moment later he picked something up between
his fingers. A single hair. He looked at it briefly in the light before letting
it fall again.

“There has been a struggle,” he said dryly.

Moreau looked at him.

“Two persons.” Holmes pointed lightly toward the floor. “Short, dark
hair.”

A pause.

“Perhaps our friend with the hat.” He let his gaze move on.

“And another. Longer, fair hair.”

Moreau drew a deeper breath. “The courier?”

Holmes nodded thoughtfully as he straightened. “Ask the caretaker
whether he saw anything. And also ask whether the dead man had a
tattoo above the left wrist.”

Moreau nodded and left the room.

Holmes remained standing and continued his examination. His gaze
moved from object to object, without haste, but overlooking nothing.

After several minutes Moreau returned. “He is not certain, but he

believes he saw the man who received the key go out through the gate.
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And as for the tattoo, you are right. He had gone to sea in his younger
days.”

Holmes nodded and at the same time let his gaze move along the back
wall. His eyes stopped. Something about the paneling was not quite
right. He ran a hand over the wood, felt along the joints, pressed lightly at
one spot—and a moment later the panel gave way with a muted sound.

A door opened.

Holmes loosened the lamp from its hook, lowered it, and carried it
before him as he stepped inside.

Moreau followed after him.

They were now standing in a long, narrow corridor that stretched
into the darkness like an oversized wardrobe. The light fell forward and
revealed rows of costumes hanging close together on hangers along both
walls. Fabrics of different colors and qualities, some dark and simple,
others more striking, but all with a precision that did not belong to
ordinary theatrical use.

Between them stood crates, open and closed, filled with hats, gloves,
and other objects. Above them shelves had been fixed, where additional
equipment had been placed in careful order.

Holmes remained standing for a moment and let his gaze move
through the room. “A wardrobe,” he said quietly.

Moreau stepped forward and let his gaze pass over the rows. “Theater
costumes,” he exclaimed. “Here they are.” He drew a coat free from a
hanger and held it up to the light. The fabric was heavy, well made,
without the wear one would otherwise expect. “It fits with the tailor,”
he said.

Holmes did not answer at once. He walked slowly down the corridor
and let his fingers brush the fabric of one of the hanging garments.

“But not for the theater,” he said calmly.

“Couriers... servants... perhaps officials?”

Holmes nodded faintly.

“Roles.”

He went on a few steps. “They do not operate like an ordinary orga-

nization,” he said. “They operate like a theater.”
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Moreau folded his arms.

“A theater?”

Holmes turned halfway toward him.

“A stage upon which each actor enters, performs his part, and dis-
appears again. No repetitions. No recognition.” He let his gaze move
through the rows of costumes. “New clothing every time. New identity.
Same function.”

Moreau looked around the room again, this time more slowly.

“So, no one can be followed,” he said.

“Precisely.”

Holmes paused briefly. “They do not hide themselves.”

He looked at Moreau. “They perform.”

Holmes concluded the letter with the words:

“I found that several of the conditions which until then had stood
scattered were now beginning to gather themselves into a pattern more
difficult to explain away as accidental.

It would have been natural to assume that the sack of which the
caretaker had spoken contained one of these costumes—a single piece
among many, which for one reason or another had to be removed from
circulation.

Such an explanation, however, seemed to me insufficient.

The costumes were numerous. Their replacement appeared to be part
of the system itself, and nothing suggested that one single piece should
have held such significance as alone to justify the haste with which the
place had been searched.

The struggle whose traces we had just reviewed bore no mark of
random violence. It was brief, purposeful, and without any trace of
hesitation.

That one of the parties was no longer on the premises did not therefore
surprise me.

Whatdid call for closer consideration, however, was not merely thathe
had been removed—but why it had happened at precisely that moment.”
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Watson read the final lines a second time and recognized a distinct pat-
tern. The tone of these lines usually heralded a change in the character
of the case. Holmes’s information was precise and without superfluous
remark. That particular form of gravity and silence, when a case moved
away from the purely intellectual and into something else—something
not to be solved by observation and deduction alone. A kind of height-
ened calm. As though he, without saying so directly, now acknowledged
that more was at stake. Death no longer stood at the periphery of the
case. It had stepped onto the stage.



The
Confrontation

LETTER XIII

November S, 1891

Paris

It was late in the day when Holmes once more reviewed the circum-
stances that now gathered around a single name.

There was no question of one decisive piece of evidence, but of a
series of observations pointing in the same direction. The shipments,
the mark, the auction—and above all the tailor’s cashbook, in which the
name Delacroix appeared with a regularity that did not permit itself to
be explained away.

Moreau observed that the proofs were not yet complete.

Holmes dismissed this with a slight movement.

“They are sufficient,” he said calmly. “Not to conclude the case—but
to act upon it.”

He let his gaze rest for a moment on the cashbook.

“Too much has already happened.”

The two deaths had altered the premise. It was no longer a question
of assembling a complete chain of proof, but of preventing the matter

from developing further.
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Moreau said no more.

The decision was taken without further discussion.
Holmes took up his hat.

“We shall go to him,” he said.

“Tomorrow at ten.”

kKX

Holmes and Moreau met before the Academy and went together to
Professor Delacroix’s office. They had no prior appointment yet were
admitted by the porter without difficulty all the same. Moreau was a
familiar face here.

Professor Delacroix rose from his desk as the door closed behind
Holmes and Moreau. His movement was perfectly measured, neither too
quick nor too slow, as though he wished to demonstrate that he did not
feel interrupted—merely visited.

“Monsieur Moreau,” he said with a slight inclination of the head. “A
pleasure to see you again. Persistence becomes you.”

His gaze moved on to Holmes. A faint smile touched the corner of
his mouth. “I am sincerely gratified that Scandinavia takes such a lively
interest in our modest institution.”

Holmes inclined his head slightly. “We try to keep ourselves in-
formed,” he said calmly. “Even in small matters.”

“The small?” repeated the professor with a hint of amusement. “Here
we merely instruct young talents in the discipline of the brush and the
respect due to color. If the world chooses to assign us greater importance
than that, I can only be grateful for the attention.”

Moreau replied in a courteous, but more reserved tone. “Your insti-
tution has over the years produced notable names. It is difficult not to
observe its influence.”

“You are generous, as always,” said Delacroix. “I have often admired
your eye for authenticity, Monsieur Moreau. It is a rare virtue in our

time.”
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Holmes’s eyes rested for a moment on the professor’s hands, which
lay relaxed upon the edge of the desk. The fingers were long, well
kept—more an artist’s than an administrator.

“We hope only,” said Holmes briefly, “to profit from your expertise.”

“Naturally,” Delacroix replied without hesitation. “That is precisely
why we exist.”

He made an inviting gesture toward the two chairs before the desk.
“Tell me—what may I contribute this time?”

The atmosphere was correct.

The light from the high windows fell obliquely across the plaster casts
along the wall and laid an almost academic calm over the room. Nothing
in the professor’s bearing suggested unease. On the contrary, he seemed
faintly amused, as though he regarded the situation as an intellectual
exercise rather than a confrontation.

Holmes sat down without haste. Moreau followed.

“Today our concern is neither frames nor pigments,” Holmes contin-
ued. “We are here because of a crime.”

There was complete silence.

The professor’s smile did not vanish, but it narrowed.

“You use strong words,” he said.

“They have been chosen with care.”

Foramoment the three men stood facing one another in a balance that
was no longer academic, but exact.

Delacroix slowly straightened his back. “If you wish to carry the con-
versation into the legal sphere,” he said, “then we must be sure that our
terms are as precise as your accusations.”

And the tone in the room was no longer merely courteous.

Holmes allowed a brief silence to fall, as though considering whether
the conversation ought to proceed further along the technical line.

Instead, he changed direction.

“Itis regrettable,” he said soberly, “thata minor craftsman should have
lost his life in this connection.” The words were offered without pathos.

Without accusation. Simply as a statement.
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Professor Delacroix’s gaze rested on Holmes for a moment before
moving toward the window. “The tailor?” he said calmly.

“Yes.”

“A tragic occurrence.”

He folded his hands and gave the slightest shrug. “Men who meddle
in the work of others sometimes risk consequences.”

The sentence was framed with the same academic detachment, as
though he were speaking of an experiment that had failed.

Moreau stiffened slightly.

Holmes did not.

He merely looked at the professor for a moment longer than courtesy
required.

“Consequences,” he repeated softly.

“The world,” said Delacroix, “is not without friction, Monsieur Sig-
urdsson. Monsieur Moreau. Especially when one moves into areas one
does not fully understand.” There was no raised voice. No open threat.
But neither was there any regret.

Holmes nodded slowly.

“You did not know him personally?”

“Only by mention.”

“Naturally.”

Holmes let the question drop.

“You must understand,” he said, straightening a folder upon the desk,
“that we work here with young people. Talented, but fragile. An insti-
tution such as this lives by its reputation.”

He looked first at Moreau. “A scandal can destroy careers before they
have even begun.”

His gaze then moved toward Holmes. “Truth,” he continued calmly,
“can be a brutal thing, Monsieur Sigurdson. Monsieur Moreau. It rarely
strikes only its intended target.”

There was no raised voice. No dramatic pause. Only a statement that
lay close to a warning.

Delacroix lowered his gaze for a moment, as though deciding how far

he would go.
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“I'should be sorry to see a man of your standing,” he said, addressing
Moreau, “drawn into misunderstandings.”

Moreau met his gaze. “I should be sorry to see young talents used as a
shield.”

The professor smiled faintly.

Holmes made no comment. But it was clear that the threat had been
registered—and had not produced its intended effect.

Holmes gathered the papers together, but this time with a calm that
had the character of conclusion.

“We have not merely found a pattern,” he said.

He pushed the transport list forward. “Your name appears here.”

The professor did not answer at once.

Holmes laid another sheet on top of it. “And here.”

Another. “And here.”

There was no drama in the movement. Only repetition.

Moreau added: “The authorization rubric for access to the old restora-
tion workshop. Your signature.”

The professor’s gaze fell upon the documents.

There was no possibility of calling them forgeries.

Holmes continued: “The consignments from Marseille are registered
as ‘study objects for internal analysis.” Approved by you.” He pointed to
the dates. “Over a period of eighteen months.”

The professor’s fingers drew together slightly. “Academic formalities,”
he said softly.

“Three payments,” said Holmes, drawing out a small bank note. “De-
posited into an account linked to you. Not large sums. But regular.”

The silence grew heavier.

“You are not named as artist,” Holmes continued. “Not as sender. Not
as recipient.”

He looked up. “But as guarantor.”

The word hung in the room.

Moreau said quietly: “Without your name these works would not have

passed.”
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The professor slowly leaned back. This time the smile vanished alto-
gether. He had not expected this amount of documentation.

“You have been thorough,” he said. “And fortunate.”

“Perhaps.” Holmes’s voice did not change. “You made the workshop
available. You authorized the materials. You confirmed the shipments.
You received payment.”

A pause.

Holmes now drew from the inner pocket of his coat a letter, which
with exquisite calm he placed before Delacroix. “You should read this.”

Delacroix hesitated for a moment, as though he wished to reject it,
but his gaze had already fallen on the paper. He picked it up and let
his eyes move over the lines, first quickly, then more slowly. The change
came gradually. The confident composure in his face withdrew, and
something else emerged—not doubt, but recognition. His hand paused
briefly at the end of the letter, as though he wished to hold on to the final
word.

When he looked up, his gaze was no longer the same. “...where did you
find her, Claire Delatour?” he asked.

Holmes leta faint smile pass across his face. “That s naturally a secret.”
He paused briefly. “But you may proceed on the assumption that she is
prepared to testify.”

The professor closed his eyes for a moment.

“I facilitated,” he said at last. “I did not think—"

Holmes did not interrupt him.

“I thought,” the professor continued, “that they were limited recon-
structions. Private collections. No museums.”

“The system was larger,” said Holmes.

The professor looked directly at him. “Yes.”

“But you were not the architect.”

“No.”

“You received instructions.”

The professor hesitated for a second. “Yes.”

“From whom?”
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The professor’s expression closed. “I did not know the face. Only the
messages.”

“A name?” Holmes asked.

“Only a reference,” said the professor softly. “Never a meeting.”

“Does the name ‘Montfaucon’ mean anything to you?” Holmes asked
further, prepared to register every movement or expression in the pro-
fessor.

Delacroix did his utmost to appear unaffected as he shook his head.
But the small tremors and the extra blink had already been noted.

A knock sounded at the door.

The professor straightened his back. But otherwise did not react.

The knock came again. This time more firmly.

Professor Delacroix’s gaze moved toward the door, but he said noth-
ing.

Holmes shifted slightly to one side. “You should open it,” he said
calmly.

The professor remained seated a moment longer, as though still seek-
ing a final theoretical escape. But the documents lay there on the desk,
ordered and unambiguous. His signatures. His approvals. The regular
deposits. And not least the letter from Claire Delatour.

There was nothing left to relativize. He rose, and the door was opened.

Two officials from the Stireté entered. Not hurriedly. Not theatrically.
They greeted the room briefly.

The foremost spoke formally.

“Professor Armand Delacroix?”

“Yes.”

“You are hereby placed under arrest on suspicion of complicity in sys-
tematic art forgery, financial gain, and misuse of academic facilities.” The
words were delivered with the same dry precision that had characterized
Holmes’s presentation.

The professor instinctively adjusted his cuffs. “Naturally,” he said.

No protest. No agitation. Only a brief, measuring movement of the
gaze toward Holmes. “You have been... thorough.”

Holmes did not answer.
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Moreau stood still. There was no triumph in his face.

The professor took his jacket from the back of the chair. Foramoment
he hesitated at the desk, as though wishing to straighten a stack of papers.
Then he let them lie. “The school?” he asked briefly.

“Will be closed temporarily, until the matter has been investigated.”

It was the first moment at which something in his face changed. Not
only his freedom—but his name—had been compromised. He nodded.
“Very well.”

He moved toward the door between the officers. His steps were still
dignified, but slower than before. At the threshold he paused for a sec-
ond. “Truth,” he said without looking back, “can be brutal.”

Holmes replied calmly: “Only when it has long been postponed.”

The door closed. The sound was muted. In the office the fragment,
the transport lists, and the empty chair remained behind.

Moreau said nothing.

Holmes gathered up the documents.

“How did you find her so quickly?” Moreau asked.

Holmes looked toward the window. “Truth is often only a hair’s
breadth from the lie.”

Holmes concluded the letter:

As regards the Paris branch of this enterprise, it must be stated that
its activity has been halted. Professor Delacroix admitted his role as
intermediary and recipient of payment but denied any knowledge of the
overarching structure.

It seems to me, however, unlikely that a man of his caution would
involve himself without a guarantee of protection. He is a link. Not the
source.

Although Professor Delacroix’s admission satisfies the legal require-
ments of responsibility, there remains, in my view, a technical inconsis-
tency that cannot be explained by his role alone.

The method by which the canvases were treated, particularly the use
of certain chemical preparations for artificial aging, points not toward

Paris.
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The professor may have made rooms and materials available. He may
have received payment. But the hand that developed and standardized
the technique is another.

So long as this technical source remains unidentified, the matter can-

not be regarded as concluded.
—S.



Moreau’s Arrest

LETTER XIV

November 17, 1891
Paris

It was my intention to leave Paris before the end of the week.

Professor Delacroix’s detention had temporarily halted the local ac-
tivity, but the technical traces pointed, as previously mentioned, in an-
other direction. I had therefore arranged to meet Monsieur Moreau in
his gallery the following morning in order to discuss certain practical
matters concerning the material before I took further steps.

The gallery was quiet that morning. The light fell obliquely through
the high windows and illuminated the hanging works with an almost
ironic dignity.

Moreau was standing by the desk when I arrived. “You are leaving,” he
said without preamble.

“Yes.”

He nodded. “Rome?”

“It seems to me necessary.”

He drew a slow breath. “I had hoped Paris would be sufficient.”

“Apparently not.”

There came aknock at the door, firm and deliberate. Moreau looked at
me. I registered a slight alteration in his gaze—not fear, but recognition.

He went himself to open it.
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Two men entered. Dressed in civilian clothes. A third followed behind
them.

The last of them to enter spoke calmly. “Monsieur Moreau?”

“Yes.”

“You must come with us.”

No hand was laid upon him. No voice was raised.

“The charge?” Moreau asked.

“Complicity in art forgery,” the man replied. “Professional collabora-
tion with Professor Delacroix.”

Moreau looked at me. His gaze was clear. “Delacroix’s revenge.”

I stepped forward. “This is a misunderstanding,” I said.

The man replied, “That will be clarified.”

Moreau took up his hat. He adjusted his coat. “Itis no use,” he said.

As he passed me, he paused for a moment. Our eyes met.

The door closed. The gallery was still once more.

*kk

Later that same day, I went to the Streté.

I was received politely, but with a certain reserved tone.

It was put forward that Monsieur Moreau, through his professional
relationship with Professor Delacroix, had possessed knowledge of and
possibly taken part in the forgery enterprise that had now been uncov-
ered.

Reference was made to earlier collaborations. To joint exhibitions.
To financial connections. At first examination the documentation ap-
peared plausible. Moreau had for several years had an acknowledged
relationship with the professor. He had publicly criticized him. But he
had also worked with him. A construction that might be represented as
complicity.

I observed, however, that the timing seemed to me unusually precise.
The arrest took place less than twenty-four hours after the professor’s
detention.
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I was not granted access to Monsieur Moreau. The investigation was,

as it was put, “ongoing.”
Conclusion of the letter:

It seems to me probable that this move is intended to isolate me from an
informed ally, rather than to solve a crime. The charge against Monsieur
Moreau is formally coherent, but methodologically convenient.

I find it difficult to imagine that Professor Delacroix possessed the in-
fluence required to set such a counteraction in motion from his present
position. That strengthens my assumption that the structure we have

only partly touched operates with a wider reach than first supposed.
—S.

kKX

When Ilaid theletter aside, the fire in the grate had burned lower, and the
light in the room seemed gentler to me than when I had begun reading.

There now lay a small stack of envelopes upon the table before
me—each bearing Holmes’s familiar, sharp hand, each carrying traces of
his movement through Paris.

At the outset I had read them with a certain unease.

Holmes’s decision to operate under the name Sigurdson, his constant
noting of repetitions in his field of vision, his attention to glances, to
distances, to slight displacements in human behavior—all this had in the
first letters carried a tone that might be mistaken for mistrust. But as the
case unfolded, it became clear to me that this was not mistrust. It was
vigilance. Thatis a distinction only those who have seen Holmes work at
close quarters fully understand. Mistrust seeks confirmation of danger.
Vigilance merely registers patterns. And in Paris I had again recognized
the latter.

The Holmes I had known before his long absence was not a man who
hunted shadows. He was a man who gathered them.
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That the matter of the art forgeries seemed solved was in the following
weeks confirmed by other means. In an issue of The Times from the
middle of June of that same year, I found a brief notice in which it was
stated that a larger circle of art dealers and intermediaries in Paris had
been questioned in connection with an extensive forgery affair. Professor
Delacroix’s name was mentioned in passing, and reference was made to
an “international connection.”

A French newspaper, clippings from which Holmes had later en-
closed, spoke of a “coordinated effort against organized art fraud.” The
language was triumphant. As it often is when authorities wish to signal
closure.

But I knew that Holmes did not share that feeling. His letters bore no
mark of victory. They bore the mark of something having been set in
motion, and of much else that would follow.

There was in his tone a clarity I had not read since before the dreadful
confrontation at the Falls. Not youthful overconfidence—he had never
possessed that—but a precise and measured sharpness. He was no longer
the man who had just escaped death. He was once more the man who
analyzed it. I cannot deny that this brought me a certain relief. For al-
though Holmes has often been accused of coldness, I have always known
that his sharpness was his defense. When it dulls, he becomes vulnerable.
When it returns, it is the world that ought to be on guard.

The Paris affair thus seemed, outwardly, to be concluded. But More-
au’s arrest—and the technical connection to which Holmes kept refer-
ring—did not allow me to believe that the matter was exhausted.

I gathered the letters together. There were still three remaining, un-
opened. I must admit that I hesitated for a moment before reaching for
the next. For I knew that when Holmes writes without triumph, but

with precision, it is seldom the final chapter.



The Hotel Room

LETTER XV

November 21, 1891
Paris

I'had just set down the wood splinter upon the table and was in the act
of gathering my notes when there came a discreet knock at the door. The
sound was so light that it might have been produced by accident, but its
precision excluded chance. I remained standing for a moment without
answering. There followed no voice, no repetition. Instead, there came
the faint rustle of paper being pushed across the floorboards.

I went to the door and picked up the folded slip. It bore no envelope
and no handwriting he immediately recognized. Before I had finished
reading the contents, I had taken a few quick steps toward the window
and drawn the curtain aside.

The street below lay muted in the late light. A single figure was just
rounding the corner. The silhouette was familiar: the tall hat, the calm
and measured gait, the discreet distance from passersby. There was noth-
ing in the movement that betrayed haste or nervousness. It was a man
who knew he was not being followed.

Ilet the curtain fall again and returned to the table.

On the slip there were only a few words:

Gare de Lyon. 6:40
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Roma.
Montfaucon.

No signature. No explanation.

I'read the name once more, this time more slowly. Montfaucon. It bore
not the sound one normally associates with France, nor entirely with
Italy, but had a foreign, eastern tone. I picked up the piece of wood and
examined the incision again. The two letters I had noted earlier could
without difficulty be read as M and F.

I took up my pen and wrote the name down beside the drawing of
the mark, comparing the proportions, the slope of the letters, the way in
which the cut in the wood had begun and ended. A hand that cuts its
own mark leaves behind a different motion from one that merely copies.

After that I folded the slip and placed it carefully in my inner pocket.
That a specific train departure had been given seemed to me more signif-
icant than the destination itself.

Rome was no IOHgCI‘ an assurnption. It was a next Sth.

*kk

Before morning had fully arrived, Holmes left his hotel. The streets lay
cool and almost empty, and the moisture of night rested like a thin layer
over the cobblestones. The city seemed less insistent in these hours, as
though it had not yet decided what it wished to be that day.

He went on foot for the first part of the way. Not from necessity, but
for the sake of clarity. Once a decision has been taken, movement gives it
strength.

The prison lay to the east, a solid building without architectural am-
bition. Its walls were neither old enough to be historical nor new enough
to be impressive. They served their purpose.

Holmes gave his name at the gate—Harald Sigurdson.
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The guard regarded him for a moment before sending word inside.
Some time passed. An officer received him in a sparse office, where the
air carried a faint smell of paper and disinfectant.

Holmes presented his request for a brief meeting with Monsieur
Moreau.

The request was politely, but firmly, refused.

The investigation was ongoing. Access restricted. No exceptions.

Holmes did not argue in volume. Instead, he submitted that he could
contribute information that would be relevant to the matter. He referred
to his role in the exposure of Delacroix’s enterprise and suggested that
Moreau’s position might be misunderstood without context.

The officer’s reply remained unchanged. The charge against Monsieur
Moreau was serious and rested upon documentation that could not yet
be presented to outsiders.

Holmes noted the phrases documentation and not yet presented.

He asked for confirmation that Moreau was in good condition.

This was confirmed.

The officer then handed him a brief declaration, allegedly signed by
Moreau himself. It was juridically sober and contained neither protest
nor explanation. Only a formal expression of willingness to cooperate.

Holmes read it slowly. The handwriting was calm. There was no
tremor in the strokes. He folded the paper and returned it.

“You expect the matter can be settled quickly?” he asked.

“We hope so,” the officer replied.

Holmes nodded. He asked no further questions. Before leaving the
building, he requested paper.

The officer hesitated but pushed a pad and a pen across the desk.
Holmes wrote without haste, but without pause. When he was finished,
he folded the sheet once and sealed it with a small dark drop of wax from
a stick he carried with him.

He handed it across the desk.

“For Monsieur Moreau,” he said. “Personally.”

The officer regarded the seal, nodded, and laid the letter aside.
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Holmes said nothing further. He knew that words spoken in a corri-

dor vanish. Words delivered in writing may survive.

My dear Monsienr Morean,
Since circumstances prevent a personal meeting, I take the liberty of setting
down these lines in order to clarify my intention.

The matters we have jointly examined in Paris have—despite their
local manifestation—consistently pointed toward a technical and logisti-
cal origin outside France. In particular, the composition of the chemical
preparations, the provenance of the wood, and certain financial connections
all argue that the true structure lies elsewbere.

1 therefore consider it necessary to follow these traces to Rome.

1 entertain no doubt that your involvement in the matter will be rep-
resented as more active than it has in truth been. The documentation
presented will no doubt appear coberent, but I am convinced that it will
not withstand a full technical review.

1 shall keep you informed, in so far as circumstances permit it.

Since direct correspondence under your present conditions will scarcely
be advisable, I have taken the necessary precaution that certain commau-
nications may be conveyed through a person whom you have alveady had
occasion to observe under changing conditions. Should you need to let me
know something, or should circumstances alter, it will be sufficient for you
to confide in her in whatever guise she may find it appropriate to assume.
She will understand what ought to be understood.

In this connection I take the liberty of observing that not all roles borne
with conviction are made for the stage alone.

Should your present situation have been brought about by the same
structure we have only partly touched, it may prove that your temporary
absence from public life is not merely a burden, but also a protection.

1 hope the matter will be resolved in your favor.
With unchanged regard,
HS.



THE HOTELROOM 149

When he stepped out again, the light had grown clearer. Paris was wak-
ing. He paused for a moment before the walls. Moreau had not protest-
ed. That meant one of two things. He was convinced that the truth
would emerge of itself. Or else he did not wish anything to emerge yet.

kKX

Watson noticed that the next-to-last letter from Paris bore a different
character from the preceding ones. The envelope was dated from the
Gare de Lyon, and the stamp had been impressed with the haste only
stations can produce. The paper was lighter than that Holmes usually
employed, and the writing a shade more compact—as though ithad been
written standing up or on an uneven surface. The letter, too, was shorter.
Before I broke the seal, I observed that the date lay close to Moreau’s
arrest. There was in this coincidence of time a weight I could not over-
look. I'laid another piece of wood upon the fire and sat down at the table.
Then I opened the letter.



The Departure

LETTERS XVI AND XVII

November 18, 1891
Gare de Lyon, Paris

My dear Watson,

I write these lines in the waiting room, where the morning traffic is
only just beginning to gather itself into its daily crescendo. Stations have
always interested me, not for their architecture, but for their concentra-
tion of purpose. Here gather people who are either fleeing, secking, or
carrying something they do not wish to leave behind.

The Gare de Lyon is no exception.

The roof is borne by iron structures whose geometry is only partly
concealed by steam and motion. The platform lies bathed in a gray light
thathas notyet decided to become day. The luggage is stacked in irregular
formations; the wear on a valise often tells more of its owner than the
name tag.

It seems to me that a man may disappear here without hiding himself.

The ticket office is already surrounded by a small circle of travelers
whose destinations may be read in their footwear and hand luggage.
Those who travel south prepare themselves differently from those who
merely move between the provinces.

My train departs at 6:40.

I have chosen to arrive in good time, not from fear of being followed,

but because departures require observation. He who wishes to guard
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himself against interference should first determine whether interference
in fact exists.

Thus far, nothing has given me cause to alter my assessment.

Paris has yielded what the city could yield. Its role in the matter is, as I
have previously noted, structural rather than original.

I'leave it without regret.

The platform was opened a few minutes before departure, and the
movement gathered itself into a calm advance toward the carriages. I
chose a compartment near the middle of the train, neither at the front
nor at the rear, and placed my luggage above the seat without attracting
further notice.

The interior was of the usual southbound sort: upholstered seats, a
light dust in the corners, and that characteristic smell of wood and coal
which has already crossed more borders than the passengers yet have.

When the train set itself in motion, I let my gaze rest on the plat-
form’s slow withdrawal. The structure of the station passed by in frag-
ments—iron, glass, uniforms, hats.

Among them I noticed a familiar silhouette.

The man in question moved without haste along the length of the
train and entered a carriage farther forward, without turning his head.
I found no reason to alter my plan. It is sometimes useful to know that
one does not travel alone. Whether this presence is accidental or intended
remains to be seen.

The train left Paris at 6:40.

—S.

kKX

Watson now held the last letter in his hands before him. He had already
skimmed several of the previous letters more than once, not from doubt,
but from that particular uneasiness that follows when a matter seems
concluded and yet has not been understood. Now he sat with the final
letter in his hands. In several ways different from the others—a slight-
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ly uneven fold, a stamp from a smaller French station, the name half
smudged by the handling of the journey.

Outside Baker Street the evening had fallen heavy and misty. A carriage
rolled by with a muted clatter, and the hearth behind him gave off a
steady, almost soothing crackle. The room, which had so often formed
the setting for Holmes’s sharpest analyses, seemed to him now larger and
quieter.

He turned the envelope between his fingers and made a kind of brief
reckoning of the latest events. The Paris matter had, according to the
newspapers, been brought to an end. And Moreau.

Watson leaned back and looked into the flames for a moment.

Moreau’s arrest had been mentioned only briefly—as an accomplice,
as a possible link in the chain. Nothing in the reports bore the mark of
the character Holmes had described. There was something unjust in the
dry phrasing, something unfinished.

Holmes’s letters, by contrast, had carried another tone in the last
pages. Less ironic. More concentrated. As though his attention were no
longer directed toward what was visible, but toward what still eluded
him.

Watson broke the seal.

The paper unfolded with a faint rustle.

At the top stood a date and the name of a station that Watson only
vaguely recognized from the map of France—a way station, neither large
nor significant, a point on the line between Paris and the southern bor-
der.

He drew a quiet breath.

This was the last letter from France. And he had the feeling that it was
not merely an ending.

November 18, 1891
Gare de Valence
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The station from which I write is neither large enough to attract at-
tention nor small enough to escape it. Valence lies as a discreet link
in the chain between north and south, a necessary halt rather than a
destination. The train stops here not from desire, but from duty.

The platform is narrow and sober. A canopy of iron and glass casts
a pale light down over the few travelers who have left their compart-
ments to stretch their legs. Steam drifts heavily across the tracks in
slow clouds, as though the engine itself hesitates before continuing its
southern movement. The metallic thythm of the wheels, as the brake is
loosened and tightened again, forms a monotonous accompaniment to
the transition of the journey.

There is something temporary about such places. One remains here
without arriving. Faces are seen for a moment and disappear again into
the corridors of the carriages. Suitcases are set down and lifted up again
with the same lack of attachment that marks conversations between
strangers who know they are not to meet again.

I'am now on my way south, and with every stop the landscape changes
in character. Paris’s dense streets have already been replaced by open
fields and lower buildings, and here in Valence one feels clearly that the
direction is fixed. The line leads onward. Not back.

The locomotive gives off a short, sharp burst of steam. A station
attendant moves along the line of carriages with a lantern in his hand,
checking, methodical. Everything takes place with that same impersonal
precision that characterizes every transition.

It is a fitting place in which to gather the threads.

Paris is, in the official sense, concluded. But I have learned that con-
clusions are often merely geographical. Not structural.

Professor Delacroix is under arrest.

The legal apparatus has done its part with an efficiency that leaves no
room for interpretation. The documents spoke for themselves, and the
institution’s gates are temporarily closed. Paris will discuss the matter for
a time, before the city again turns its attention to the next phenomenon.

Moreau, by contrast, remains detained.
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His position is less clear in the eyes of the public, and in a system
where connections are weighed more heavily than intentions, clarity is
not always the first thing to be produced. I have done what I could, but
that part of the case must for the present rest in French hands.

Formally speaking, the affair is concluded in Paris.

Structurally speaking, it is not.

The fragment of the frame lies in my inner pocket. The small splinter
of wood with its incised marking, whose very simplicity is its strength.
The button, dropped in the course of a flight whose owner has not
yet declared himself. The slip that was pushed under my door with a
precision that leaves little to chance. And the name.

The name stands there as a reference without a face.

Inow possess the pieces, but not the coherence that can assemble them
without speculation. Itis too early to conclude. Any premature synthesis
would be a weakness, not an insight.

The train has set itself in motion again.

The compartment is upholstered in dark fabric that has absorbed
decades of conversation. The wood panels bear traces of hands and dust
from travelers who have passed through the same space leaving behind
nothing but impressions. An elderly gentleman opposite me holds his
newspaper too close to his face. Two seats farther down, a commercial
traveler and a younger student discuss prices and provinces in subdued
tones. A woman in black sits with her hands folded around a small bag,
as though the journey itself were an ordeal.

Valises have been placed upon the luggage racks with varying degrees
of order. Leather, canvas, metal fittings.

And hats.

Hats on the racks. Hats on empty seats. A dark felt hat placed by itself,
as though its owner had merely left it for a moment. A taller model
farther ahead, presumably belonging to some official. A softer variety
that might suit any traveler desirous of anonymity.

It is an odd detail of railway compartments that hats are often seen
before faces.

I notice them all.
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Not because I expect to find what I seek, but because repetition is
rarely accidental.

The rhythm of the compartment became more even as the train gath-
ered speed. The conversations softened, and the monotonous sound of
the wheels against the rails established itself as a background that made
clear thought possible.

It seems to me that in every inquiry there comes a moment when one
must choose between waiting and acting. In Paris I have to some extent
allowed myself to be observed, as one allows a shadow to move until its
direction may be determined. Such a method has its justification. But it
also has its limit.

I let my gaze travel once more through the compartment and rose
without haste, as though I merely wished to stretch my legs.

The corridor was narrow, but sufficient. I passed compartment after
compartment, letting my gaze rest on hands holding books or cigarettes,
on the distribution of dust along sleeve edges, on the little metal labels
that certain travelers allow to remain on their valises long after arrival.

One hat that appeared familiar proved to belong to a commercial
traveler from Lyon whose conversation with a fellow passenger revealed
an accent inconsistent with my interest. Another, who wore his felt hat
alittle too low over his brow, had hands bearing the characteristic traces
of ink and coal—more a writer than an observer.

I stopped at the junction between the cars and let the movement of the
train pass through the handle in my hand.

Observation has always been my most reliable instrument. Not in its
dramatic form, but in the persistent, almost trivial registering of what
others overlook.

It is possible that in Paris, I allowed myself for a moment to be guided
more by the movements of others than by my own. That mistake I have
no intention of repeating.

I continued through the train.

If a man chooses to follow, he must also choose to be seen.

I found him in the foremost carriage, where the light was a shade

dimmer and the conversations fewer.
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He was sitting alone by the window; the hat placed upon his knees
rather than on the rack—as an object not readily set aside. The coat was
dark, though not new. The shoes bore the marks of cobblestones and not
of country roads. His hands were steady.

I sat down opposite him without asking.

He raised his eyes, gave a brief nod, and looked again out at the passing
landscape.

“The train moves steadily this evening,” I said.

“Yes,” he answered. “It does, once the direction has been fixed.” His
voice was neither deep nor sharp. It was matter of fact.

“Southward?” I said.

“That depends,” he said. “For some, south is a destination. For others,
merely a transition.”

“One may follow the current,” he continued, “or move oneself a little
ahead of it. It is a matter of timing.”

“Or of knowledge,” I said.

He looked at me for the first time with a little more attentiveness.
“Knowledge,” he repeated. “Is seldom complete.”

The train gave a slight shudder as it passed over a junction.

“You are traveling to Rome?” he asked without looking directly at me.

“Iam.”

“It s a city of many layers.”

“Like Paris,” I said.

“Like any city in which structures age, but do not disappear.”

I allowed a short pause to fall.

“Have you ever heard the name Montfaucon?” I asked, as though it
were no more than a chance recollection.

His hand moved slightly on the hat. Not much. But enough.

“Names,” he said calmly, “are often less interesting than what lies
behind them.”

“Then you do not know it?”

“I’know many names.”

“But not this one?”

He looked at me now, directly.
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“IfIdid,” he said, “it would scarcely alter the direction.” There was no
hostility in his gaze.

“You are following me,” I said, by way of statement. “You have done
so since I arrived in Paris. And also, now that I am leaving it.”

He did not confirm it. He did not deny it either.

“And itappears probable that you also on one occasion saved me from
a bullet.”

Again, no answer, though a faint smile.

After this I rose and returned to my compartment without asking
further. The conversation had produced no admission, but neither had
it produced any denial. In that sense it was satisfactory. In other respects,
insufficient.

The train had now settled into a more stable rhythm. The darkness
outside had grown denser, broken only from time to time by distant
lights from smaller towns that slid past like brief memories. I sat by
the window and let my gaze follow the reflection of the compartment’s
interior in the glass.

At the next station I saw him again. He passed along the platform
without haste, the coat scarcely moving, the hat now properly placed
upon his head. He did not look in. He did not stop.

I registered the movement in the glass rather than directly. The silhou-
ette was the same one I had earlier seen in the reflection of mirrors. He
entered a carriage farther forward. That was sufficient for me to know.
We now share the journey to Rome, I suppose.

His identity remains unknown to me, and his position unresolved. He
has acted neither as an enemy nor as an obvious ally. His presence has
nonetheless been constant, and constancy is rarely without purpose.

I have not yet decided whether he follows me—or leads me.

kKX
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Watson let the letter rest a moment in his hands before slowly folding it
together.

The fire in the grate had gone out, and the shadows in the room had
changed their form since he began reading. It had grown late; that kind
of silence that comes only in London when even the most persistent cabs
have withdrawn, and the street outside lies muted beneath a thin mist.

He laid the paper atop the other letters and let his hand rest upon the
stack, as though their weight had altered in the course of reading. Paris
was now behind them—atleast on paper. The arrest had been made, the
matter reported, the institution closed. So, it stood in the newspapers.
So, it stood in Holmes’s own words.

And yet Watson sensed an odd displacement.

In his early letters from Paris Holmes had been sharp, yes, but also
watchful. There had been a hint of shadow, as though he were still
measuring the space around him. In the last pages this tone had changed.
Less defensive. More concentrated. Like a man who no longer merely
registers the movements of others but again chooses his own.

Watson leaned back and looked toward the empty chair beside the
desk.

There was something particular in reading Holmes’s words in the ab-
sence of his voice. The letters bore his clarity, his cool precision, but they
could not convey the almost imperceptible intensity that Watson knew
so well. That intensity which came when Holmes’s thoughts moved
from suspicion to pattern.

Outside, a late pedestrian went by, the footsteps muffled against the
pavement.

Watson gathered the letters into an ordered stack and let his gaze rest
upon the topmost one. The last from France.

Paris was concluded. But the journey was not.

Watson remained seated for another moment before straightening and
collecting his thoughts with the same methodical calm he used in his
medical practice.

Formally, the art forgery in Paris had been brought to a stop.
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The structure that made it possible was, however, not merely a Parisian
matter. In his last lines from France Holmes had made it clear that
the arrest of an operator does not necessarily affect the architect. The
documents had revealed technique and distribution. But the name—the
one name entered only as a reference—remained without a face.

Watson let his gaze travel over the folded letters.

Holmes was on his way to Rome.

Notin order to resume what had already been proved, but to find what
had not yet been.

Watson let his gaze return to the final line of the letter.

“I'have not yet decided whether he follows me—or leads me.”

He repeated it silently to himself.

It was a peculiar formulation. Holmes seldom surrendered himself to
beingled. In all the years Watson had known him, he had seen him accept
information, work with police authorities, and even allow himself to
be assisted by unexpected sources—but never passively. Holmes moved
forward of his own will, and when he seemed to follow another man’s
trail, it was usually in order to understand its direction, not to let himself
be guided.

And yet.

Watson could not deny that there had been moments when Holmes
had acknowledged the value of a hidden hand. An informant who did
not wish his name spoken. A discreet message. An unexpected warning
whose origin remained unconfirmed.

The hat man—this persistent silhouette—had acted neither as an ob-
vious enemy nor declared himself as an ally. He had intervened, yes, but
without claiming credit. He had sent a note, but without explanation.
And now he shared the journey south.

Watson folded his hands before him.

If Holmes was truly uncertain whether he was being followed or led,
then the situation must be more finely woven than the letters yet re-
vealed. That troubled him slightly. Not because he doubted Holmes’s
judgment, but because he knew that uncertainty was seldom a casual

element in his friend’s analyses.
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He could not determine whether the hat man represented danger or
protection. And he sensed that Holmes had not yet done so either.

Watson gathered the letters carefully and laid them in a neat stack on
the desk. It was a motion he often made when he wished to create order
in more than papers alone. He looked at the envelopes for a moment, as
though the very distance between the city names carried a significance
not yet fully uncovered. Paris had had its logic, its structure, its disclo-
sure. But Rome—Rome was different.

Watson rose and went toward the fireplace. It still gave off warmth,
though the fire was gone. On the table beside the empty armchair lay
Holmes’s violin, which he had left behind before his departure. The
strings glimmered faintly in the subdued light.

He stopped and let his gaze rest on the chair. The room was full of his
friend’s absence.

Watson placed the letters in the box and then in the drawer and closed
it slowly.



