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The Alchemist
I listened to the birds chirp­ing, the rust­ling of the trees, the quack­ing of the ducks. The traffic noise of a met­ro­pol­is was far away, just a muffled hum in the back­ground.

I'd been look­ing for­ward to this week­end for ages. The flight to Lon­don was su­per early and on time, and get­ting to the hotel was a breeze. My room wasn't ready yet, so I left my lug­gage at the re­cep­tion and de­cided to have a bit of a wander around the city.

I even­tu­ally ended up on a park bench in St James's Park. I sat down, stretched out my legs, res­ted my arms on the back of the bench, and soaked up the warm sun.

I nod­ded off for a second. My head dropped to the side, and I startled awake. “You can sleep to­night,” I scol­ded my­self quietly and shif­ted in­to a less com­fort­able po­s­i­tion.

But it was no use. The sun, the rust­ling, it was al­most med­it­at­ive. My eyes fluttered shut again, and I…

“Wake up, right now!” a brisk voice shouted. “I don't pay you to take naps here!”

“But I'm on hol­i­day,” I mumbled sleepily.

Right. I was on hol­i­day. I was sit­ting on a park bench in Lon­don, miles away from work.

Some­thing wasn't right.

And why was it sud­denly so chilly?

I blinked cau­tiously. My head was rest­ing on the smooth sur­face of a sol­id oak desk. To my right sat an an­tique writ­ing set, the quill dipped in ink, and next to it an oil lamp whose soot-blackened glass barely let any light through.

As I sat up, she was stand­ing right in front of me: a wo­man in a fit­ted black jack­et over a high-collared white shirt. She had her hands on her hips and was shak­ing her head in dis­ap­point­ment.

It was Miray.

I let my gaze wander around the room. It didn't look quite like an of­fice or a liv­ing room. A shop win­dow and a glass door sep­ar­ated us from a snowy street.

Two desks faced each oth­er like rivals. I was sit­ting at one, the oth­er evid­ently be­longed to her.

At the back of the room, a chaise longue and a wing­back chair offered a place to linger, with a cast-iron stove ra­di­at­ing cosy heat between them. An open door­way led in­to a small kit­chenette, and next to it, a massive shelving unit took up the en­tire wall. It was heav­ily laden with books and news­pa­pers, sor­ted by some sys­tem I couldn't fig­ure out.

Only then did I no­tice the writ­ing on the win­dowpane. In gold let­ter­ing, it read: Miray & Co. In­quiry Of­fice.

“In­quiry Of­fice?” I muttered.

Miray nod­ded. “Looks like I'm run­ning a de­tect­ive agency in Lon­don.”

“Lon­don!” I cried, baffled. “I'm in Lon­don right now. I mean, the real me is there right now.”

“Let me guess: you stuffed your face with a massive por­tion of fish and chips and then nod­ded off on a park bench?”

I laughed out loud. “Al­most. I haven't eaten any­thing yet.”

I walked over to the win­dow and took a look out­side. A few fine snow­flakes were dan­cing down onto the pave­ment.

“What day is it today?” I asked.

“The sixth of Janu­ary 1882, ac­cord­ing to the pa­per.” She gave a crooked grin. “My birth­day.”

“Your birth­day?” Sur­prised, I went over and gave her a hug. “Happy birth­day, Miray. You have kept re­mark­ably well for be­ing surely over minus a hun­dred years old.”

She gave me a side­ways look. “That doesn't ex­actly sound like a com­pli­ment.”

A man stopped in front of our shop win­dow. Tall, middle-aged, wrapped in a heavy over­coat. He wore a pristine top hat and car­ried a walk­ing stick with an en­graved knob. His face was lined, his eye­brows bushy, and he spor­ted a care­fully trimmed grey mous­tache be­neath his broad nose.

“Finest tweed,” I noted without tak­ing my eyes off the win­dow. “The guy's got money. A banker, maybe? Or a politi­cian?”

She stepped closer. “Did you no­tice the pres­sure marks on the bridge of his nose? Two small, sym­met­ric­al idents. The man wears a pince-nez, and not just oc­ca­sion­ally, but for hours on end.”

“He could be an ac­count­ant.”

“An ac­count­ant?” Miray laughed out loud. “Trust me, they don't use bank­notes for loo roll. His coat alone prob­ably cost a num­ber-crunch­er's an­nu­al salary. Plus the stick and the top hat. No, he's loaded, or at least he's do­ing everything he can to look like it.”

Out­side, the man pulled out a pock­et watch, popped it open, and stared at it as if hold­ing an or­acle that wouldn't give him an an­swer. Then he snapped it shut again and slipped it in­to his pock­et. He stroked his mous­tache, his gaze wan­der­ing ab­sently in­to the dis­tance.

“Who's he wait­ing for?” I asked.

“I don't think he's wait­ing,” Miray said quietly, as if the man could hear us. “He doesn't have the nerve to come in.”

The man's eyes fell on the win­dow let­ter­ing once more. He sighed. Then, as if a switch had been flipped, he straightened up and struck his stick in­to the snow. Res­ol­ute steps car­ried him to the door. A bell on a coil spring greeted him with a soft, bright chime as he pushed it open and stepped in­side.

He looked at us. First at me, then at Miray, then back at me. Fi­nally, he ap­proached me and offered his hand.

“Mr Miray?” he spoke in a deep, self-as­sured voice.

I looked at him awk­wardly, then ges­tured with a flat hand to­wards my boss. He fol­lowed my ges­ture. Sur­prise was writ­ten all over his face.

“Miss… Miray?”

His voice didn't sound quite as con­fid­ent as be­fore.

She nod­ded ser­i­ously.

“A most un­usu­al name,” he re­marked, whilst clasp­ing her hand.

“It's from the Ori­ent. Means some­thing like 'ruler of the moon'.” Her gaze drif­ted to me. “And this is my as­so­ci­ate, Mr Di­an.”

He looked at me in sur­prise.

“Yet an­oth­er un­com­mon ap­pel­la­tion. Does it hail from the Ori­ent as well?”

I shook my head. “My mum ad­mired the Prin­cess of Wales. If I'd been a girl, she would've named me Di­ana. But I turned out to be a boy, so…”

He in­ter­rup­ted me. “The Prin­cess of Wales? Her Roy­al High­ness Prin­cess Al­ex­an­dra of Den­mark? I con­fess, I fail to grasp the con­nec­tion.”

I looked at Miray. She was wear­ing an amused grin, eagerly watch­ing to see how I'd wriggle my way out of this mess. I hadn't con­sidered that the fam­ous Lady Di wouldn't be born for an­oth­er eighty years.

“My mum had a bit of a weird sense of hu­mour,” I said evas­ively.

Miray shook her head gently. It was a feeble at­tempt, but it seemed to sat­is­fy our guest.

“Who do we have the pleas­ure of speak­ing with?” she took over.

The man cleared his throat. “My name is Charles Wel­ling­ton, of the Lan­caster & Wel­ling­ton In­sur­ance Com­pany.”

Miray poin­ted to the chaise longue, and he grate­fully took a seat. She settled in­to the wing­back chair her­self.

I brought Wel­ling­ton and Miray a cup of tea. Then I poured one for my­self and re­treated be­hind my desk. From here, I had a good view of them both.

Miray dropped a sug­ar cube in­to her tea be­fore look­ing at our guest.

“I as­sume it wasn't the mys­tery be­hind our names that brought you to us.”

Wel­ling­ton nod­ded. “The Lan­caster & Wel­ling­ton In­sur­ance Com­pany is a nas­cent en­ter­prise,” he com­menced, “yet we hold ourselves to the most ex­act­ing stand­ards, and we already en­joy the con­fid­ence of a most dis­tin­guished cli­en­tele.”

Miray placed her cup on a small table and stood up.

“Mr Wel­ling­ton, if you've gone to the trouble of vis­it­ing just to sell us an in­sur­ance policy, I'm afraid…”

He im­me­di­ately waved her off.

“Nay, nay, it is noth­ing of the sort. One of our es­teemed cli­ents is the Roy­al Art Gal­lery. Its dir­ect­or, Mr Stirl­ing, hav­ing con­cluded pro­trac­ted ne­go­ti­ations with the Wille­mshuis in the Neth­er­lands, has se­cured the loan of a paint­ing by an artist named Ver­meer for his ex­hib­i­tion.”

“Jan Ver­meer?” Miray dropped back in­to the arm­chair and leaned to­wards Wel­ling­ton. Her in­terest was piqued.

“You are ac­quain­ted with the name?” Wel­ling­ton's eyes widened.

“Of course.”

“You are ex­cep­tion­ally well-in­formed, Miss Miray! Jan Ver­meer is gen­er­ally quite un­known bey­ond the circles of art con­nois­seurs.”

Miray smirked, a fleet­ing twitch at the corner of her mouth. “I'm con­vinced that'll change one day,” she said mys­ter­i­ously. “Since you sought us out, I'm as­sum­ing the paint­ing nev­er made it to the Roy­al Art Gal­lery?”

Wel­ling­ton nod­ded gravely. “The work was con­veyed by ship from 's-Graven­hage to Lon­don and ar­rived early this morn­ing at the St Kath­ar­ine Docks. Mr Stirl­ing him­self was present to re­ceive it at the store­house. There­after, it was trans­por­ted to the mu­seum un­der po­lice es­cort. Upon their ar­rival, the paint­ing had van­ished without a trace.”

“Did they get Scot­land Yard in­volved?” I asked.

“Nat­ur­ally. How­ever, Scot­land Yard is far more in­ves­ted in the ap­pre­hen­sion of the cul­prit.” Wel­ling­ton took a sip. His hand trembled slightly as he set the cup down. “Should the in­sured sum fall due, the Lan­caster & Wel­ling­ton In­sur­ance Com­pany would find it­self in ex­ceed­ingly dire straits. Our para­mount ob­ject­ive is the re­cov­ery of the paint­ing. Who­so­ever pur­loined it is a mat­ter of sec­ond­ary im­port­ance to us. My sec­ret­ary re­com­men­ded that I en­trust your es­tab­lish­ment with its re­triev­al.”

Miray looked at me. I gave her a quick nod. It was ob­vi­ous: this was our ad­ven­ture.

“I'll take the case, Mr Wel­ling­ton,” she said. “I'm sure the paint­ing will be back in its own­ers' hands in no time.”

Wel­ling­ton nod­ded grate­fully. “If you would be so kind as to ac­com­pany me to the mu­seum? They are already await­ing our ar­rival.”

I was glad to fi­nally get out of the stuffy of­fice, but the air out­side was hardly any bet­ter. The chim­neys of the houses were smoking, blanket­ing the street in a thick smog that felt like breath­ing syr­up. The soot burned my nose and settled on my tongue, bit­ter and metal­lic.

The muffled clat­ter of horse hooves drif­ted over from some­where. A pa­per­boy was selling an ex­tra edi­tion about the miss­ing paint­ing, his voice sound­ing far away. The cold slowly crept through my coat, mak­ing me shiver.

Wel­ling­ton trudged a few steps ahead through the snow. He raised his walk­ing stick, wav­ing it at a driver sit­ting on the box of a Clar­ence car­riage who seemed to be wait­ing for him.

“You got a lead already?” I whispered to Miray.

She gave a quick shrug. “I don't have the faintest idea where the paint­ing might have gone.”

“So now what?”

I felt her arm link through mine. She pulled me close, and my heart skipped a beat when we looked at each oth­er.

“Now? Now we're go­ing to hear what Stirl­ing has to say for him­self.”

No soon­er had we climbed in­to the Clar­ence and taken our seats on the cold leath­er than Wel­ling­ton in­struc­ted the driver to take us to the Roy­al Art Gal­lery. The driver urged the horses on, and the car­riage bumped roughly over the coarse cobble­stone streets.

The mu­seum was an im­pos­ing build­ing stretch­ing over four floors. It was built from dark sand­stone that looked al­most black in the gloomy day­light.

Two guards stood in front of the main en­trance with its grand oak doors. When we got out, they watched us sus­pi­ciously. It was only when they re­cog­nised Wel­ling­ton, who was pay­ing the driver, that their ex­pres­sions re­laxed, and they let us pass in­to the build­ing.

Wel­ling­ton led us straight in­to the of­fice, where three gen­tle­men were already wait­ing for us.

The bloke in the ex­pens­ive suit be­hind the wide desk was un­doubtedly Stirl­ing. His black handle­bar mous­tache was neatly trimmed, his pos­ture up­right, but his eyes gave away that today was really not his day.

Next to him sat a slim man with a full blonde beard and a stiff col­lar that didn't quite match the rest of his suit. He drummed his fin­gers im­pa­tiently on the arm­rest, his lips pressed to­geth­er like someone who could lose his tem­per at any mo­ment.

A little to the side, next to the table, stood a man in a crumpled mack­in­tosh. His face was weath­er-beaten, and his gaze scru­tin­ised us with the fo­cus of a man used to ob­serving people.

The man be­hind the desk stood up and walked over to us.

“Stirl­ing, Dir­ect­or of the Roy­al Art Gal­lery,” he an­nounced without any pre­amble. “To my left sits Mr Kuiper, Dir­ect­or of the Wille­mshuis. And this…” He ges­tured to­ward the fig­ure in the mack­in­tosh, who was siz­ing us up with a sul­len glare. “…is In­spect­or Leb­lanc of Scot­land Yard.”

Stirl­ing offered me his hand without so much as glan­cing at my com­pan­ion. “I am most grat­i­fied to make your ac­quaint­ance, Mr Miray.”

“Di­an,” I replied curtly.

“I do not com­pre­hend.”

“My name is Di­an.” I poin­ted to my part­ner. “This is Miss Miray. I'm her as­so­ci­ate.”

Stirl­ing looked at Miray in ir­rit­a­tion, then glanced at Leb­lanc for help.

“There is a cer­tain de­tect­ive resid­ing in Baker Street,” he grumbled. “Re­puted to be a rather cap­able fel­low.”

“The repu­ta­tion of the Miray & Co. de­tect­ive agency is im­pec­cable and pre­cedes them,” Wel­ling­ton as­sured hast­ily. “Of this, I have per­son­ally sat­is­fied my­self.”

Stirl­ing stud­ied Miray for a long mo­ment, then nod­ded. “Very well. I trust you shall soon bring us tid­ings of good cheer, Miss Miray. Or, bet­ter yet, the paint­ing it­self.”

He offered us seats at his desk be­fore drop­ping back in­to his chair.

“Have you been ap­prised of the par­tic­u­lars by Mr Wel­ling­ton?”

He opened a ci­gar box and held it out to us.

Miray de­clined with a quick wave of her hand. “Only that a paint­ing by Ver­meer got lost on its way from the ware­house to the mu­seum.”

It was Kuiper who pro­tested. “It was not merely a paint­ing, Miss Miray. It was the Al­chemist, without ques­tion one of Ver­meer's greatest mas­ter­pieces.”

“How big was it?” Miray asked.

“Roughly 12 by 10 inches.” Kuiper held an in­vis­ible can­vas in his hands, barely lar­ger than a sheet of pa­per. “A most un­com­monly small format for Ver­meer. Yet, what ab­so­lute per­fec­tion con­fined to such a mod­est space.”

“And the paint­ing def­in­itely ar­rived safely in Lon­don?”

Stirl­ing took a ci­gar from the box and snipped the end off. Then he took over the con­ver­sa­tion again.

“Nat­ur­ally. I ven­tured to St Kath­ar­ine Docks in per­son to re­ceive Mr Kuiper. He had the paint­ing in his pos­ses­sion with­in a locked trans­port crate. I sat­is­fied my­self upon the very spot of its un­blem­ished ar­rival fol­low­ing the voy­age.”

He popped the ci­gar in his mouth, lit it, and took a quick puff.

“Mr Kuiper and I forth­with con­veyed the crate to the car­riage and pro­ceeded to the mu­seum. There, Mr Pritchard, my cur­at­or, was already await­ing our ar­rival. To­geth­er, we car­ried it in­to the ex­hib­i­tion hall. Alas, upon open­ing it, the crate was en­tirely bare. The paint­ing had van­ished.”

Miray fanned the smoke away from her face be­fore press­ing on with her ques­tions.

“Who drove the car­riage?”

“Why, I did so my­self.”

“Did any­thing hap­pen on the way? Were you held up or forced to go off your planned route?”

Stirl­ing's jaw tightened. He shot me a quick glance. It clearly bothered him that a wo­man was ask­ing him such ques­tions, and he ex­pec­ted me to step in. When I just gave him a ser­i­ous look, he turned back to Miray.

“Wheth­er I took a de­tour? By no means,” he said sharply. “I se­lec­ted the most dir­ect route to the mu­seum. Mr Kuiper sat be­side me upon the coach­man's box, and an es­cort from Scot­land Yard ac­com­pan­ied us the en­tire length of the jour­ney. We did not halt a single time, and all pro­ceeded pre­cisely to plan. What is the in­tent of these in­quir­ies, Miss?”

Miray ig­nored his re­mark. “When you opened the crate, it was com­pletely empty?”

“In­deed.” Stirl­ing's ex­pres­sion hardened. “Do you cast doubt upon my word?”

He looked at Leb­lanc, his gaze a mix of out­rage and a si­lent plea for backup.

Leb­lanc cleared his throat and took a step for­ward. “The mat­ter stands ex­actly as Mr Stirl­ing has re­coun­ted. The crate con­tained noth­ing but the cloth in which the paint­ing had been swathed.”

“The cloth?” Miray rubbed her chin thought­fully. “Why would someone nick the paint­ing but leave the cloth be­hind? I'd like to see it.”

Grump­ily, Leb­lanc turned around, picked it up from a chair be­hind him, and handed it to Miray. It was a plain grey lin­en cloth, crumpled in sev­er­al places. She looked it over, let­ting the fab­ric slip through her fin­gers. Then she un­fol­ded it, held it up, and ex­amined both sides.

“Have you no­ticed the mono­gram yet?” she asked, point­ing to a small sig­na­ture in one corner. It looked like a red an­chor form­ing the let­ters JB.

“The cloth ori­gin­ates from the Wille­mshuis,” Stirl­ing said, turn­ing his gaze to Kuiper.

The lat­ter shook his head, baffled. “We do not mark our lin­ens in such a fash­ion.”

“Pray, let me see that!” Leb­lanc snatched the cloth away.

He stared at the em­broid­ery, then pursed his lips. “Bish­op,” he grumbled, let­ting the cloth drop.

“Bish­op?” Stirl­ing re­peated.

For a brief mo­ment, a proud smile flickered across Leb­lanc's face. “That is the mono­gram of Jack Bish­op. A thief of most ex­traordin­ary au­da­city, who has been caus­ing us no end of trouble for quite some time. To you, Miss Miray, he is surely no stranger.”

“Oh yeah,” I chimed in, giv­ing Miray a pro­voc­at­ive look. “You know Bish­op well, don't you?”

I knew she'd be just as clue­less about his his­tory as I was. Now it was my turn to watch her wiggle her way out of this mess.

She glared at me, her eyes nar­row­ing in­to slits.

Then she put on a face like she'd known all along and turned to Leb­lanc. “The hon­our of shar­ing the tale of Bish­op nat­ur­ally be­longs en­tirely to the In­spect­or. I in­sist.”

Leb­lanc nod­ded ap­pre­ci­at­ively.

“Jack Bish­op is no or­din­ary foot­pad. Nu­mer­ous burg­lar­ies of banks and mer­chant houses are laid at his door. He breaches locks and safes as though they were left un­fastened. He in­vari­ably leaves his mono­gram be­hind, an an­chor whose arms take the shape of a JB.”

Leb­lanc's voice soun­ded al­most rev­er­ent.

“Two years past, we ap­pre­hen­ded him just as he pur­posed to clear out a ves­sel bound for Ire­land. Ten years of pen­al ser­vitude at Dart­moor awaited him, a just and fit­ting pun­ish­ment. Yet, a mere fort­night ago, he broke free.” He clenched his fist. “He has not dealt in stolen art thus far, but he will pil­fer vir­tu­ally any­thing that can be con­ver­ted in­to coin. This case bears his un­mis­tak­able sig­na­ture. I shall ini­ti­ate a man­hunt for him post-haste.”

Stirl­ing nod­ded in sat­is­fac­tion be­fore rising to his feet.

“Cap­it­al, Miss Miray. It would ap­pear the case is thereby as good as solved.”

“The paint­ing isn't back yet,” Miray replied, stand­ing up as well. “I'd like to do a bit of my own dig­ging.”

Stirl­ing ex­changed an amused side­long glance with Leb­lanc. “If it is your wish, Miss Miray. Mr Pritchard re­mains en­tirely at your dis­pos­al.”

We said our good­byes and left the mu­seum. Once we were out on the street, we both took a deep breath.

“A mas­ter thief, then,” I said. “And Scot­land Yard is already hot on his trail.”

“Maybe.” Miray nod­ded, but she didn't look thrilled. “Am I the only one won­der­ing how the thief man­aged to nick the paint­ing from a guarded, mov­ing car­riage?”

“I'm sure Bish­op will ex­plain that to us once we've got him.”

She tapped the tip of her nose. A ges­ture I knew all too well by now. I let her think in peace.

“Let's head to the docks,” she said even­tu­ally. “Maybe we'll fig­ure some­thing out down there.”

She hailed a small cab and told the driver to take us to St Kath­ar­ine Docks. The car­riage bumped along the way even worse than the Clar­ence that had brought us to the mu­seum.

The cab, the driver right in front of my nose, the horse pulling us, it all felt al­most touristy. Like some theme park ride do­ing a tour of Vic­tori­an Lon­don.

Ex­cept it wasn't. There were no cars for miles, no neon signs, and I couldn't hear the wail of po­lice sirens or the roar of aero­planes.

“Miray?”

“Mhm?”

“What do you think? Is this world here real? I mean, are we ac­tu­ally in Lon­don in 1882 right now?”

“Here we go again,” she groaned. “We've already settled this, Di­an. This is all a dream, a fig­ment of my ima­gin­a­tion. You in­cluded. Just deal with it.”

There it was again, that claim that I didn't ex­ist. I tried to shake the thought out of my head.

“That's not what I mean, Miray. I mean… Maybe it ac­tu­ally is a dream, like you say. In which case, noth­ing we do would have any real con­sequences.”

I hoped Miray would catch my drift. But she just looked at me, bored.

“But maybe it's not a dream, maybe it's real­ity,” I car­ried on. “Maybe we really are here. Would our ac­tions have an im­pact on our present, then?”

“You mean like the time para­dox in rub­bish Hol­ly­wood films?”

“Ex­actly what I mean. What if I make sure my par­ents nev­er meet? Do I just cease to ex­ist the mo­ment I go back?”

She gave a short snort. “I don't even know my bio­lo­gic­al par­ents.”

I'd for­got­ten about that. But that wasn't the point any­way.

“Fine, dif­fer­ent ex­ample. Let's say I crash the car­riage. Will our world be totally dif­fer­ent if I ac­ci­dent­ally kill Queen Vic­tor­ia in the pro­cess?”

Miray rolled her eyes. “The only thing you're killing is my pa­tience.”

It was point­less try­ing to talk to her about it. Frus­trated, I stared out at the street, watch­ing the shop­fronts and houses roll by.

The cab pulled up near St Kath­ar­ine Docks. We'd have to walk the last bit, so we made our way through the slush and trampled snow.

The ware­house stood right on the quay­side. Just next to a large gate lead­ing in­to the build­ing, there were sev­er­al empty wooden crates, care­fully stacked and lined up al­most like a massive table.

A young bloke was stand­ing next to one of the crates, rub­bing his chin thought­fully. He wore a baggy brown coat, a black bowl­er hat, and some rather wild mut­ton chops fram­ing his mouth.

When he spot­ted us, he came over. “Van­ished, simply van­ished, this Van Meer. Quite in­cred­ible, is it not?”

“Ver­meer,” Miray cor­rec­ted him, point­ing at the little note­book he was grip­ping like a weapon. “Press?”

He nod­ded. “Thompson, Even­ing Stand­ard. And whom might you be?”

“Miray, Miray & Co. In­quiry Of­fice.”

“A lady sleuth?” He used his pen­cil to tip his bowl­er hat back on his head. “Where will it all end?”

“Don't know. Per­haps with lady re­port­ers who don't ask stu­pid ques­tions.”

For a mo­ment, Thompson's mouth hung open. “Are you pur­su­ing the case?” he fi­nally asked.

“Could be.” She glanced over at the crates, then thumbed in their dir­ec­tion. “Were you there when Mr Stirl­ing took de­liv­ery of the paint­ing?”

“For what reas­on ought I to di­vulge any­thing to you?” He smiled wear­ily. “We both earn our daily bread by way of in­form­a­tion. You had best do your own sniff­ing.”

Miray shrugged. “Suit your­self. You'll find out about the mono­gram soon­er or later any­way. Worst case scen­ario, you read about it in an­oth­er even­ing pa­per.”

Thompson's eyes widened. “A mono­gram?”

Miray gave a broad grin.

He pressed his lips to­geth­er, tap­ping his pen­cil against his note­book. Then he let out a loud sigh and nod­ded in resig­na­tion.

“Mr Stirl­ing made a most tre­mend­ous fuss over the af­fair. He had in­vited every chap from the Even­ing News to the Times who pos­sessed two legs and the abil­ity to hold a pen­cil. It oc­curred out here. He set the crate down, un­fastened the pad­lock, un­wrapped the pic­ture from its cloth, and ex­hib­ited it to us.”

For a brief mo­ment, he grim­aced. “'Twas small, the paint­ing. Nigh on tiny. De­pic­ted a fel­low, it did. Stand­ing at a table by the win­dow. Aside from that, books, bottles, flasks, and such­like. I haven't the faintest no­tion why it oc­ca­sioned such a stir. Paint­ers of his ilk are ten a penny.”

“Yeah, yeah…” Miray waved her hand im­pa­tiently in the air. “What happened then?”

“Then? Noth­ing at all. He wrapped the pic­ture back in the cloth and sol­emnly held it aloft once more. Fol­low­ing that, he re­placed it with­in the crate and locked it. He car­ried it to the car­riage. Then he and the Dutch­man de­par­ted. Ac­com­pan­ied by an es­cort quite fit­ting for a state vis­it.”

Miray looked over at the wooden crates by the ware­house. “Bit of a weird spot out here to show off a paint­ing, don't you think?”

“I can­not say. He claimed it was far too dim in­doors to prop­erly ad­mire the brush­work. I my­self am not par­tic­u­larly in­clined to­wards the arts.”

His face turned grave. “Now, what is this about a mono­gram?”

“It was on the cloth,” I replied.

He shook his head. “Im­possible. There was no mono­gram present. Every one of us laid eyes upon the cloth as he un­veiled the pic­ture.”

“Fact is, there was one on it at the mu­seum. An an­chor that looks like a JB.”

Thompson's jaw dropped. “JB?” he stammered. “Jack Bish­op?”

I nod­ded. “Scot­land Yard is already after him.”

His hand flew to his bowl­er hat. “By Jove, that is a sen­sa­tion!” he cried. “Pray, do not breathe a word of it to a soul! I shall run this ex­clus­ively in the even­ing edi­tion.”

He legged it, look­ing like he'd just found a gas leak in a match fact­ory. Reach­ing the road, he ran right in front of a cab, which braked just in time. He hopped in and waved his arms wildly un­til the driver got the mes­sage.

I watched the car­riage dis­ap­pear in­to the fog.

“Well, we can rule out the paint­ing go­ing miss­ing here,” I noted.

“Looks like it.” Miray groaned quietly. “Let's head back to the mu­seum. Maybe we'll spot some­thing on the way.”

I had a look around. I re­cog­nised this area from the guide­book I'd flicked through back home.

“Got ten minutes spare?” I asked.

Be­fore she could an­swer, I grabbed her hand and pulled her along. She fol­lowed, her face a mix of curi­os­ity and im­pa­tience.

We passed Tower Hill, Lower Thames Street and reached a me­mori­al.

“A sight­see­ing tour? Ser­i­ously?” Miray poin­ted at the sixty-metre-high column stick­ing out of the ground in front of us. “What is that?”

“The Monu­ment,” I ex­plained. “It com­mem­or­ates the Great Fire of Lon­don, which star­ted in a bakery here in 1666 and nearly burned down the whole city.”

She looked up un­eas­ily at the square view­ing plat­form un­der a golden flame at the top. “I hope you're not plan­ning on drag­ging me up there.”

“Nah.” I waved her off de­fens­ively. “I just need you to keep a lookout.”

I pulled a knife from my pock­et and flicked it open.

“Keep a lookout?”

“You'll see.”

Then I got to work on the base of the monu­ment while Miray stood be­hind me keep­ing an eye on the street. When I was done, I in­spec­ted my art­work: a little heart in the stone with the let­ters D and M in­side.

Miray looked at me like I'd com­pletely lost the plot.

“For etern­ity,” I ex­plained. “Build­ings come and go, but The Monu­ment is still stand­ing. As soon as I wake up from this dream world, the first thing I'll do is check if the carving is still there.”

“Gen­er­a­tions of school kids are go­ing to won­der who the van­dal was.” Miray grinned. “Let's go. We've got a job to do.”

We headed back to the dock and hailed a cab. Miray asked the driver to take us to the Roy­al Art Gal­lery by the safest route.

“The safest, miss?” he re­peated. “I needn't pon­der on that long. The high road leads dir­ectly there. The nar­row by­ways would be a most un­ne­ces­sary de­tour, they would.”

Then we set off. We took the route back the way we came. The roads got wider and busier the closer we got to our des­tin­a­tion. It would have been ab­so­lutely im­possible to break in­to an es­cor­ted car­riage and tamper with the crate while on the move.

The cur­at­or was already wait­ing for us at the mu­seum. Pritchard was a young bloke, barely older than twenty. His mouth had a friendly smile, but his eyes gave it away. The grief over the lost paint­ing had clearly hit him hard.

“Have you man­aged to dis­cov­er aught of im­port­ance?” he asked anxiously.

Miray shook her head. “Noth­ing,” she said, dis­ap­poin­ted. “The paint­ing was shown to the press at the ware­house, so it def­in­itely made it to Lon­don. And there's no way any­one broke in­to the car­riage dur­ing trans­it.”

I could only see one pos­sib­il­ity left. “It must have been nicked here in the mu­seum.”

Pritchard shook his head. “Mr Stirl­ing, Mr Kuiper and I fetched the crate from the car­riage to­geth­er and brought it in­side. It was still sealed when we placed it in the ex­hib­i­tion hall. Mr Stirl­ing and Mr Kuiper gave an ad­dress to a small gath­er­ing of es­teemed guests. They un­locked it with great ce­re­mony, but alas, noth­ing but the cloth re­mained with­in.”

“Could Bish­op have hid­den in the car­riage?” Miray asked. “He would have had plenty of op­por­tun­ity to tamper with the chest dur­ing the jour­ney.”

“Well, pray, see for yourselves.”

Pritchard led us to the car­riage parked in the mu­seum's court­yard and un­locked it. With a ges­ture, he in­vited us to look in­side.

The car­riage was ob­vi­ously de­signed for trans­port­ing goods. The in­side was empty. Just two nar­row planks at­tached to the side walls, run­ning from the front to the back to serve as make­shift benches. Nobody could have hid­den un­der them.

The win­dow panes were in­tact, the win­dows them­selves locked and could only be opened from the in­side. There wer­en't any oth­er doors, flaps, or open­ings apart from the door we were cur­rently stick­ing our heads through.

“The paint­ing can't have gone miss­ing here,” Miray said. “That just leaves the hall.”

“I should be hon­oured to es­cort you there,” said Pritchard.

He took us from the court­yard up a spir­al stair­case to where the paint­ing was meant to hang. Everything was already prepped for it. The room was heated and fest­ively dec­or­ated. The nicest, bright­est bit of the wall had been cleared. The empty crate sat un­der­neath it, the pad­lock still hanging from it. It was open but looked com­pletely un­dam­aged.

“Poor Mr Stirl­ing,” Pritchard said be­hind us. “The paint­ing had en­tirely cap­tiv­ated him. He even had a frame craf­ted to the ex­act di­men­sions and hung upon the chosen spot. Every even­ing he stood be­fore it, quite for­get­ting the world around him as he mused upon the Ver­meer. Today it was to have taken its right­ful place there. And now it has van­ished.”

His voice cracked a bit. The loss seemed to be really get­ting to him.

“It is dread­ful. The paint­ing is a unique mas­ter­piece, quite ir­re­place­able. Not to men­tion the ru­in­ous mark upon our repu­ta­tion. It took us tre­mend­ous ef­fort to per­suade the Wille­mshuis to loan us the Al­chem­ist. You simply must re­trieve it!”

“We'll do what we can,” Miray prom­ised. “The paint­ing can't have just van­ished in­to thin air.”

We'd checked the route from the docks to the des­ig­nated wall without find­ing a single clue. There was noth­ing more we could do, so we said our good­byes to Pritchard and left the mu­seum.

It was already get­ting dark out­side. Starving, we wandered around the city and even­tu­ally ended up in Pic­ca­dilly. The place was buzz­ing, the street a sea of people from all walks of life, clat­ter­ing cabs, and flick­er­ing gas lamps. Down a side street, we spot­ted a cho­p­h­ouse that smelled ab­so­lutely glor­i­ous and popped in. In­side, the smell of char­coal and roast meat was even stronger.

It was the per­fect spot to cel­eb­rate Miray's birth­day with steaks like I'd nev­er had be­fore in my life. They were massive, juicy, and still sizz­ling on the plate. But Miray was just pick­ing at her food. Her mind wasn't in this loud, warm room, but some­where else en­tirely.

By the time we got back to the of­fice, it was night­time. Miray put the kettle on and re­treated to the wing­back chair.

I op­ted for the chaise longue, stretch­ing out and nurs­ing my full stom­ach.

“How can you lie down now?” she com­plained. “We haven't achieved any­thing.”

“Why? It could hardly be go­ing bet­ter, don't you think? We had the best steaks of our lives while Scot­land Yard does all the hard graft for us. Now all we have to do is wait for Leb­lanc to nick the thief and find the paint­ing, and then we can wake up.”

“Don't you think that's a bit too easy?” She nudged the chaise longue with her foot. “What's the point of this dream trip if there's noth­ing for us to do but sit around killing time?”

I sighed. “Maybe you're see­ing prob­lems where there aren't any, Miray. It's a dream. Who says it al­ways has to have a point? Re­mem­ber the fancy res­taur­ant in Dubai? There was noth­ing to do there either but clear the plates they put in front of us.”

“I don't think…” Miray star­ted, when there was a knock at the glass door.

It was Leb­lanc.

I opened the door and in­vited him in. He shuffled slowly over to the chaise longue, sat down, and warmed his hands by the stove.

I brought him a cuppa. He took it grate­fully, popped in two sug­ars, and stirred it ab­sent-mindedly while we watched him eagerly.

“Bish­op was a blind al­ley,” he fi­nally broke the si­lence. “I re­ceived word but a mo­ment ago that he was ap­pre­hen­ded four days past, whilst at­tempt­ing to re­lieve a villa of its jew­els. He has been breath­ing the whole­some air of Dart­moor pris­on ever since.”

“Not great news,” Miray said, giv­ing me that look that let me know I'd been wrong.

Leb­lanc nod­ded wear­ily. “Fur­ther­more, it has reached the ears of the even­ing press that we un­covered a mono­gram and are seek­ing Bish­op. Scot­land Yard now looks thor­oughly fool­ish. I should dearly like to know how those scrib­blers caught wind of it.”

Miray and I laughed awk­wardly. I cleared my throat. “Maybe we men­tioned some­thing like that when we bumped in­to a re­port­er at the docks.”

Leb­lanc stared at me. “You told a journ­al­ist that we had dis­covered a mono­gram?”

“It was a trade,” I tried to jus­ti­fy my­self. “In re­turn, we got the in­tel that Stirl­ing showed the paint­ing to the press at the docks. So it's def­in­itely reached Lon­don, at least.”

“A mere glance at today's Times would have suf­ficed for that.”

Leb­lanc rubbed his fore­head. But he didn't seem prop­erly angry, more ex­hausted. He put his cup down and slapped his hands flat on the table.

“Every rail­way sta­tion and ar­ter­i­al road out of Lon­don has been sealed. My men are thor­oughly ques­tion­ing former con­victs presently resid­ing with­in the city. Who­so­ever has stolen the paint­ing shall fall in­to our net, soon­er or later.”

Then he thanked us for the tea. I showed him to the door and saw him off on the street.

“So much for 'Scot­land Yard do­ing the hard graft for us'.” Miray had sunk deep in­to the arm­chair. “It could take weeks or months for Leb­lanc to get any­where. Maybe he won't even find the thief. I don't fancy sit­ting around here wait­ing for fate to take pity on us.”

I nod­ded. “I'll ad­mit you're right. We need to do some­thing ourselves. But what?”

I went over to the win­dow and looked out. It was snow­ing again, tiny flakes dan­cing in the dim glow of the gas lamps. Even here in the warm, be­hind the glass, I could feel the freez­ing cold out there.

Then I had an idea. I turned around and was just about to speak when Miray im­me­di­ately cut me off.

“Don't say it,” she pleaded, “please.”

“How do you know what…”

“I bet you were just about to sug­gest let­ting the de­tect­ive on Baker Street do the dirty work.”

I shrugged. “And what would be so bad about that?”

She looked at me, out­raged. “Have you got no pride?”

“There's noth­ing wrong with ask­ing someone for help.”

She poin­ted at the book­case. “Let's search the news­pa­per archives for clues in­stead.”

I looked at the stack of news­pa­pers. It wasn't an archive, it was a com­plete timeline of the last ten years. At least.

“That'll take all night,” I groaned.

“Then we'd bet­ter get star­ted.”

We split the archive in­to even and odd months and searched for any­thing re­lated to the case.

After a while, I found some­thing.

“Here's an art­icle about Jack Bish­op break­ing out of Dart­moor two weeks ago. They don't know how he man­aged it. Maybe he had help from one of the guards.”

Miray shook her head. “You heard Leb­lanc. Bish­op is out, he's got an alibi.”

“True.”

“But what do you make of this?” Miray poin­ted to an art­icle in her pa­per. “The Roy­al Art Gal­lery had a paint­ing nicked four years ago too. The dir­ect­or at the time had to resign over it, and Stirl­ing – who was the mu­seum's cur­at­or back then – stepped in­to his shoes.”

“Maybe the same thief?”

“Pos­sible. It prob­ably wasn't dif­fi­cult; se­cur­ity was sup­posedly an ab­so­lute joke. As the new dir­ect­or, Stirl­ing im­me­di­ately made sure noth­ing like that would hap­pen again.”

I gave a massive yawn.

“You can barely keep your eyes open,” Miray no­ticed. “Get some sleep.”

I nod­ded grate­fully. “And you?”

“I'll stay in my chair and keep search­ing.”

I snuggled in­to my coat and got com­fort­able on the chaise longue. Then I watched Miray as she tackled the next news­pa­per.

The crack­ling of the fire and the soft rust­ling of the pa­per fin­ished me off. After a few minutes, I was fast asleep.

In my dream, I'm stand­ing in a dark, nar­row stair­case in front of a door. I open it and step in­to a Vic­tori­an room, lit and heated by a roar­ing log fire. Near the fire­place is an in­vit­ingly large sofa, and op­pos­ite it, a wing­back chair.

On the oth­er side of the room is a hotel bar, mod­ern and geo­met­ric. It looks com­pletely out of place. Be­hind it stands Miray in a flaw­lessly white bar­tender's suit.

“Good even­ing, Dr Hilton,” she greets me.

“Dr Hilton?” I ask, con­fused, and step closer.

She hands me my busi­ness card. “Yeah, Dr Di­an Hilton, bot­an­ist.”

A bot­an­ist? I can't help but think of my mum, who al­ways says that un­der my care, even plastic flowers with­er.

“And you are?” I ask.

“Miss Swift, ob­vi­ously, the best fe­male de­tect­ive in Lon­don.”

I clear my throat. “Prob­ably the only fe­male de­tect­ive in Lon­don, too.”

She tilts her head and looks at me, of­fen­ded. Then she hands me a filled whisky glass.

“I made you a Snow­ball.”

I take the glass and smell it.

“This is just sherry,” I point out.

She nods. “I didn't mean the drink.”

And then she lobs a snow­ball right in­to my face. The snow is wet and cold. I try to wipe it off, but it sticks to my skin like chew­ing gum.

Some­thing shook me.

“Get up, Di­an,” I heard Miray's soft voice.

My face still felt wet and cold. I blinked and saw her sit­ting next to me on the edge of the chaise longue. The bags un­der her eyes gave away that I was prob­ably the only one who had man­aged to get any sleep that night.

Then I no­ticed she was hold­ing snow in her hand.

“Ser­i­ously? Did you just rub snow in my face?” I asked in­dig­nantly.

She com­pletely ig­nored it and brushed the stuff off her hands.

“Did you know the post here is de­livered up to twelve times a day? You can send a let­ter in the morn­ing and have a reply by the af­ter­noon.”

I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. “You mean like a Vic­tori­an text mes­sage?”

“Yeah. I wrote Stirl­ing a let­ter say­ing we'll have re­turned the paint­ing to its right­ful own­er by to­night.”

“Wasn't that a bit too op­tim­ist­ic? When I fell asleep, we didn't even have a lead.”

“We need to get go­ing.” She handed me my shoes. “We've got an eight o'clock ap­point­ment with Leb­lanc at the docks.”

“And what are we do­ing there?”

With a massive grin, she poin­ted to a little jew­ellery box sit­ting on her desk.

“I'm go­ing to do some ma­gic.”

Leb­lanc was already wait­ing by the ware­house when we ar­rived. He was vis­ibly shiv­er­ing and looked at Miray grump­ily as she walked up to him.

“Miss Miray,” he said with a raspy voice, “I have been toil­ing over this case half the night and found no slum­ber. For this ren­dez­vous, I was com­pelled to forgo break­ing my fast with my dear wife. I do sin­cerely hope this en­deav­our proves worth­while.”

“It will, Mr Leb­lanc.” She nod­ded slowly. “I'm sure it will.”

She placed the jew­ellery box on the crates next to the ware­house, un­locked it, flipped the lid open, and pulled out a grey lin­en cloth.

“May I have your pock­et watch, Mr Leb­lanc?” she asked, hold­ing out her hand.

The in­spect­or eyed Miray sus­pi­ciously. Then he pulled his watch from his pock­et and handed it to her hes­it­antly.

“‘Tis an heir­loom from my grand­fath­er. Whatever you in­tend to do with it, I shall re­quire it back in the end. And per­fectly in­tact, I say.”

“Noth­ing will hap­pen to your watch,” Miray prom­ised, start­ing to wrap it care­fully in the cloth. “That is, if I don't mess up.”

Then she showed us the res­ult. The shape of the watch was clearly vis­ible un­der the lin­en.

She gently placed the cloth in­to the little box. Then she closed the lid and turned the key.

She handed the box over to a be­wildered Leb­lanc. “Look after it care­fully if you want your watch back.”

She gave me the key. “That's for you, Di­an. And don't let it out of your sight for a second.”

Leb­lanc grunted briefly. He pulled at the lid, but it was locked tight.

“Now what?” I asked.

“Now?” Miray poin­ted to a pub just across the street. “None of us have had break­fast yet, right?”

The pub door creaked softly as we opened it. The room in­side was ba­sic but clean. The walls were wood-pan­elled up to waist height, white­washed above. A bit of sparse day­light filtered through the win­dows, al­most mak­ing it look like the place was still closed. The smell of scrambled eggs and fried ba­con gave it away, though.

Leb­lanc breathed in­to his hands and rubbed them to­geth­er. He spot­ted a table near a stove and headed straight for it. We fol­lowed and sat down. He plonked the box onto the table where he could keep a good eye on it.

The land­lord came over, a scrawny bloke with a mous­tache, and looked at us ex­pect­antly.

“Eggs and ba­con. And a brandy,” Leb­lanc said gruffly. “To ward off the chill,” he ad­ded, al­most apo­lo­get­ic­ally.

The land­lord cleared his throat. “This es­tab­lish­ment is a Tem­per­ance Bar, good sir. We serve no in­tox­ic­at­ing spir­its here.”

Leb­lanc let out a short laugh. “A Tem­per­ance Bar upon the docks? Do you truly be­lieve that to be a prudent no­tion?”

Then he ordered tea. We fol­lowed up with a hearty break­fast and cof­fees.

“Any news?” I asked Leb­lanc while we waited for the grub.

He twis­ted his mouth. “Not ex­ceed­ingly much. Our usu­al sus­pects are clean thus far, pos­sess­ing either alibis or oth­er tribu­la­tions of their own. A few Lon­don­ers provided tips, which we pur­sued, alas to no avail. One gen­tle­man brought us a paint­ing – a most trans­par­ent for­gery – and de­man­ded a re­com­pense.”

He shif­ted nervously on his chair, then looked at Miray. “Where­fore have you summoned me hith­er?” he asked brusquely. “I should hope it was not merely for this par­lour leger­de­main.”

“I will ex­plain it to you in a mo­ment,” she replied. “Let's have break­fast first.”

Right on cue, the land­lord came out of the kit­chen and set down three gen­er­ously loaded plates for us.

After we had eaten and Miray began talk­ing about the weath­er, Leb­lanc grew im­pa­tient. Ab­sent-mindedly, he reached for his watch, but could not find it. Startled, he pat­ted down his coat pock­ets. Then his eyes fell on the little box.

“When do you in­tend to re­turn my timepiece?” he grumbled.

Miray nod­ded. “I think I've kept you wait­ing long enough. Di­an, got the key?”

I reached in­to my coat pock­et, pulled out the key and handed it to Leb­lanc.

He pulled the box to­wards him, un­locked it and opened the lid. Then he reached in­side, pulled out the cloth and laid it on the table in front of him. He un­fol­ded it slowly, as if ter­ri­fied of dam­aging the del­ic­ate item in­side.

His hand froze. The col­our drained from his face.

The cloth was empty.

“This can­not be,” he cried in alarm. He looked in­to the box, lif­ted it, turned it up­side down. But there was noth­ing left in­side.

He stared at Miray in ab­so­lute hor­ror. “How is this pos­sible? The cas­ket was locked tight, I veri­fied it my­self. I had it upon my per­son the en­tire time, betwixt my hands or be­fore my very eyes.”

“And the cloth?” she asked.

He held it up. In one corner was a mono­gram, an em­broidered JB.

“Bish­op!” Leb­lanc shouted, gob-smacked. “This is ut­terly pre­pos­ter­ous.”

“It is. Tell me what you saw.”

“Well… you took my watch, swathed it in the cloth. Then you presen­ted it to me once more, ere pla­cing it in­to the cas­ket and turn­ing the key.”

“Al­most right.”

With a massive grin, she reached in­to her coat pock­et, pulled out a cloth and un­wrapped it. In­side was Leb­lanc's pock­et watch. He picked it up, in­spec­ted it from all angles, as if he couldn't quite be­lieve it was ac­tu­ally his.

“But my watch was wrapped in the cloth, I saw it my­self. Un­less…”

Leb­lanc sud­denly beamed, as if he'd had a rev­el­a­tion.

“I com­pre­hend… You swapped the timepiece with an­oth­er, pri­or to pla­cing it in the cas­ket. A clev­er par­lour trick, Miss Maskelyne, but pray tell, why did I not find the oth­er watch?”

“There is no oth­er watch. I set everything up in the night. I placed a cloth in the box. Onto a second cloth, I em­broidered the mono­gram. Then I dampened it, wrapped it around my pock­et watch and placed it out­side in the snow. After a while it was frozen stiff and had taken on the shape of the watch. It took me sev­er­al at­tempts be­fore I man­aged to get my watch out and close the fi­nal folds so that it looked con­vin­cing. For the rest of the morn­ing I kept the pre­pared cloth with me, al­ways mak­ing sure that it did not thaw.”

She moved her hands like a ma­gi­cian.

“I showed you your watch, wrapped it in the cloth from the box, but then I secretly swapped it for the frozen du­plic­ate. You thought you were see­ing your watch, but what I ac­tu­ally put in the chest was the second cloth with the mono­gram. An empty shell in the shape of a watch, noth­ing more.”

Now I got how the trick worked. “Over here by the stove, the cloth thawed out, col­lapsed and dried. And just like that, it looked like the watch had van­ished.”

Leb­lanc's mouth was hanging open.

“But that means…” he star­ted.

Miray nod­ded. “Stirl­ing. Spot on. He had a sim­il­ar frame made, just like the cur­at­or told us. But not to find a suit­able spot for the paint­ing. He needed it to make a frozen cloth with a sim­il­ar out­line. Then he per­formed the ex­act same trick out­side the ware­house in front of the gathered press and swapped the paint­ing. Didn't you find it weird that he chose to present such a valu­able paint­ing out­side on a freez­ing winter's day of all days?”

His fist slammed onto the table. “Mr Stirl­ing stated that the ware­house was too dim for the press. It struck me as rather pe­cu­li­ar straight­away.”

“Your in­stincts were right. In­side the warm ware­house, the pre­pared cloth would have thawed too early and giv­en his trick away. It only thawed back at the mu­seum while Stirl­ing was giv­ing his speech.”

“But where is the paint­ing? We searched every­where thor­oughly, the car­riage, even the gar­ments. Mr Stirl­ing in­sisted upon it. Yet we found noth­ing.”

Miray jerked her thumb over her shoulder to­wards the ware­house. “There's only one pos­sib­il­ity: he hid it here.”

Leb­lanc jumped up. “We must search the premises, forth­with!”

“Or,” Miray said calmly, “we wait un­til Stirl­ing brings it to us him­self.”

I hes­it­ated. Then it dawned on me. “Your let­ter to him!”

She grinned. “Ex­actly. My mes­sage say­ing we've found the paint­ing by to­night should have him prop­erly pan­ick­ing. All we need to do now is wait and have a cup of tea.”

So we waited. The hours ticked by. Even­tu­ally, it turned in­to the af­ter­noon.

We were still watch­ing the ware­house from the pub. The docks were bust­ling with activ­ity, but there was no sign of Stirl­ing.

We were just about to give up when an older gent came hob­bling along the quay. In front of the ware­house, he glanced around. He looked like a typ­ic­al dock work­er, wear­ing tattered clothes and a flat cap. His face was filthy and covered in soot, his full beard mucky. Once he was sure nobody was fol­low­ing him, he went in­side.

Leb­lanc looked al­most dis­ap­poin­ted. “Blackened face, cap pulled low, a coun­ter­feit beard… What a truly wretched dis­guise. Well then, let us ap­pre­hend Mr Stirl­ing.”

We left the pub and po­si­tioned ourselves next to the ware­house gate. We waited there, but noth­ing moved.

Then a side door at the far end opened. Stirl­ing slipped out. He was still wear­ing his dis­guise, but now he had a bag tucked un­der his arm.

“Halt!” Leb­lanc bel­lowed. “Stand your ground! Scot­land Yard!”

Stirl­ing jumped. Then he hugged the bag tightly to his chest and bolted.

“For­get it,” Miray said. “Not on my watch.”

She shot off after him like a grey­hound.

Leb­lanc threw his arms up. “Re­main where you are, that is far too per­il­ous!”

I nod­ded slowly. “Yeah,” I muttered. “Stirl­ing must be men­tal.”

“Stirl­ing?” Leb­lanc stared at me in dis­be­lief. “Why Stirl­ing? I spoke of Miss Miray!”

I couldn't hold back a massive grin.

Stirl­ing ran as fast as he could, but Miray was quick­er. She grabbed him by the shoulder, caught his arm, and twis­ted it be­hind his back. He cried out and froze on the spot.

Then he let Miray march him over to us.

“Here's our cul­prit,” Miray said proudly. “And the Ver­meer is def­in­itely in the bag.”

Leb­lanc opened it and pulled out a paint­ing. It really was the Al­chemist.

“Thus ends your ca­reer as dir­ect­or, Mr Stirl­ing,” Leb­lanc pro­claimed. “Your pre­pos­ter­ous dis­guise could not de­ceive us.”

Miray cleared her throat. “It's not Mr Stirl­ing.”

She pulled the man's flat cap down. And she was right. The bloke had blackened his face. The filthy, full beard, how­ever, was real.

We re­cog­nised him in­stantly.

“Mr Kuiper!” Leb­lanc cried in as­ton­ish­ment. “It makes no sense what­so­ever!”

“On the con­trary, it fi­nally makes sense,” Miray countered. “Mr Stirl­ing wouldn't have re­ceived a penny from the in­sur­ance through the theft, but rather the Wille­mshuis, and with it Mr Kuiper.”

She turned to her pris­on­er.

“You teamed up, didn't you? Stirl­ing staged everything per­fectly. The press call to prove the paint­ing ar­rived in Lon­don. The es­cor­ted trans­port meant to de­flect any sus­pi­cion from you. The speech at the mu­seum, dur­ing which the cloth thawed. He swapped the paint­ing here at the ware­house. And while the press were watch­ing him carry the crate to the car­riage, you took the op­por­tun­ity to hide the paint­ing.”

“Lelijk kreng!” hissed Kuiper, spit­ting at Miray's feet.

Miray twis­ted his arm an­oth­er cen­ti­metre. Kuiper gasped, his knees buck­ling.

Then she con­tin­ued. “Stirl­ing learned from the press that Jack Bish­op had es­caped. That suited him per­fectly. He em­broidered the mono­gram onto the cloth to lay a false trail and buy time. He would al­most have suc­ceeded, had Bish­op not been caught again.”

“But pray, what was Stirl­ing's motive?” asked Leb­lanc. “He stood to gain noth­ing.”

“He wanted the paint­ing. When he was still a cur­at­or at the Roy­al Art Gal­lery, a pic­ture went miss­ing. Back then, they blamed it on in­ad­equate se­cur­ity and sacked the former dir­ect­or. I'm pos­it­ive that if you turn his rooms up­side down, you'll find a nice little private col­lec­tion that was about to get a Ver­meer rich­er.”

Leb­lanc had mean­while fished some hand­cuffs out of his coat and slapped them on Kuiper. He hauled him for­ward, head­ing for Scot­land Yard.

After a few steps, he sud­denly stopped and turned back to us.

“Miss Miray, Mr Di­an,” he said, “should you ever choose to re­lin­quish your de­tect­ive agency, I im­plore you to call upon me. Scot­land Yard is ever in need of cap­able in­vest­ig­at­ors such as yourselves.”

Then he gave Kuiper a hard shove, and they van­ished around the next corner.

The green circle had long since ap­peared on our wrists, and yet we were still drawn back to our of­fice for a while. Miray sank in­to her wing­back chair, I stretched out on the chaise longue. Just like al­ways.

“So your real self is in Lon­don too?” Miray asked.

I nod­ded. “Prob­ably get­ting a sun­burn on a park bench right about now.”

She looked at me in si­lence for a while.

“I still think this is all just ima­gin­a­tion,” she said even­tu­ally. “But next time, you'll have to tell me if your scribble was still on the Monu­ment.”

The little bell above the door rang, mak­ing us both jump.

Wel­ling­ton stepped in. He looked re­lieved.

“I have just re­turned from Scot­land Yard,” he said. “Thanks to your en­deav­ours, the paint­ing is re­covered, and wholly in­tact. The Lan­caster & Wel­ling­ton In­sur­ance Com­pany is deeply in your debt.”

Miray smirked. “You'll see just how deep when you get the bill.”

He paused for a mo­ment, then nod­ded. “Mr Leb­lanc has had the premises of the mu­seum thor­oughly searched. They dis­covered a ward­robe in the cel­lar that con­cealed a door. Be­hind it lay a small cham­ber filled with paint­ings and sculp­tures, all of them pur­loined.”

“Bet Mr Stirl­ing wasn't too thrilled about that,” Miray re­marked.

Wel­ling­ton smiled. It was the first time I'd seen him smile. “I can as­sure you, Miss Miray, he was most ir­ate when Mr Leb­lanc clapped him in irons and marched him away.”

An ap­pre­ci­at­ive nod.

“My sec­ret­ary was not mis­taken in her judge­ment of you. I as­sure you: should we ever re­quire the ser­vices of a de­tect­ive again, my path shall lead dir­ectly to your door.”

He put on his top hat, tapped his cane on the floor once, bid us farewell, and left.

“An­oth­er happy cli­ent,” I com­men­ted, once the door had shut be­hind him.

Miray nod­ded. “It's al­most a shame we have to leave this place. I was just get­ting used to hav­ing my own de­tect­ive agency. But let's not drag it out any longer, Di­an. I bet you're dy­ing to go find out what happened to your en­grav­ing.”

She opened her arms wide and gave me a tight hug. Our eyes met.

“Un­til the next ad­ven­ture, Di­an.”

“Yeah, un­til the next ad­ven­ture.”

Then we touched our tat­toos.

Two dogs growled loudly, wak­ing me from my sleep. I looked around. St James's Park, the park bench. In front of me, a pit­bull and a mastiff bark­ing at each oth­er, their own­ers be­hind them des­per­ately tug­ging at the leads.

I was back.

I had to get my bear­ings for a second. I grabbed my smart­phone. It was too far to walk from the park to the Monu­ment, but the fam­ous Tube would get me there in just a few minutes.

Shortly after, I was stand­ing in front of the me­mori­al. The area had changed massively. In the dream world, there was a large square and wide streets here. Now everything was cramped, built up, with of­fice blocks jut­ting out of the ground.

The Monu­ment it­self, how­ever, had barely changed. The weath­er had chipped away at the stones a bit, and yet, over a cen­tury later, it still looked just as im­pos­ing as it did when I was here with Miray.

I knew ex­actly which stone I'd scratched my mes­sage in­to. The spot was near the bot­tom, some­what hid­den and easy to miss if you didn't know where to look.

I was sure. Ab­so­lutely sure.

And yet, the stone was un­touched. My en­grav­ing wasn't there. It had nev­er been there.

“So it was just a dream after all,” I groaned quietly, rub­bing the back of my head.

Then I couldn't help but grin. Either that, or my little piece of art ex­ists in Miray's present in­stead.
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