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Prologue
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Time, my friend, does not flow the way you think it does.

A thief is telling you this. But such a thief—he leaves no fingerprints, is immune to bullets, is erased from memories but is never forgotten. His name: Arsène Lupin. The greatest phantom of the century, the craftiest secret, the most defiant smile.

The legend that his grandfather Maurice Leblanc immortalised in novels was long believed to have been trapped between the dusty pages of books. Yet the truth is far more terrifying—and far more thrilling: Lupin’s blood still circulates in this very age. A hidden inheritance ticking inside a pocket watch, a microdot engraved into a diamond, a lost Rembrandt, and time itself imprisoned in a watchmaker’s eyes.

These are not fiction. These are truths that breathe on every page of this book.

If you are reading these lines, you are no longer an ordinary reader. You are now a time traveller. Because you, just like Arsène, have heard that whisper rising from the ashes of the past:

“Find me.”

Two words. The first note of a century-old riddle. And this note stretches from Paris’s drizzling rain to the misty canals of Amsterdam, from Venice’s flooded library to Prague’s mirrored labyrinth, from the waters of Istanbul’s Golden Horn to Rome’s catacombs, then on to the sands of Giza and the endless whiteness of Antarctica.

Being the grandson of Arsène Lupin is not easy. His enemies have no faces—some wear a collector’s mask, some a cardinal’s robe, and some are ghosts made of time itself. His allies harbour dark secrets: an old woman hiding behind an antique shop, the granddaughter of a countess, or even a grandfather believed to be dead.

But your greatest enemy will be the reflection you see in the mirror. And that reflection will whisper to you:

“It’s not about stealing time. It’s about living it. But first, you must face your own lost day.”

This book is not a detective story. Nor is it merely an adventure novel. It is an appointment with time itself.

In each chapter, a different riddle awaits you in a different city, a different age. In Venice, in a submerged library hall, you will risk your life for a golden gear. In Prague, inside a labyrinth of mirrors, you will fight your own clone. In Istanbul, in a cellar beneath the Galata Tower, you will gasp for breath between the flying blades of a weather vane. In Rome, beneath the moonlight streaming through the Pantheon’s oculus, you will see a beating heart inside a sarcophagus. In Giza, in the shadow of the Great Pyramid at high noon, you will face a pharaoh’s curse. In Antarctica, in the ancient city beneath the ice, at that dreadful moment when time stands still, your breath will freeze.

And at the end of all this, in Paris, on the narrow streets of Montmartre, you will return to the house where you were born.

There, in your mother’s arms, as a newborn baby, you will see that first tear in the fabric of time. And you will understand that:

You are not a lost day. You are the sum of all lost days.

Why should you read this book?

Because you are bored. Right now, at this very second, you are bored of the rhythm of your life. The same awakenings, the same tiredness, the same screens, the same messages. Something is missing. Something inside you stirs—something you can’t put into words. An adventure. A secret. An escape. Or maybe a truth.

This book will whisper that truth to you. But first, you must make a promise:

“While reading, I will stop time. Because on every page, I will be ready to face my own lost day.”

Yes. Because Arsène Lupin’s story is, in truth, your story.

Like him, you have losses. Like his enemies, you have invisible fears. Like him, you are searching for something: meaning, excitement, or just an escape. But this book offers you not an escape, but a confrontation. A confrontation with time. With yourself. And most importantly, with what you have lost.

If you are holding this book, know that it was written with you in mind. Its writer stayed awake for hours, changed paragraphs countless times, read dialogues aloud to himself. Just like a watchmaker patiently bending over a tiny gear to fit it into place. Because this book is not just a story. It is a monument buried in time. And whether to open the door to that monument is entirely up to you.

What do you say? Will you open it?

Right now, this very second, you must make a decision. Will you turn the page and say, “Yes, I want to be part of this adventure”? Or will you put the book back on the shelf and say, “Maybe one day”?

Know this: time does not wait. And Arsène Lupin does business not with those who hesitate, but with the brave.

Still undecided?

Then let me ask you one final question:

“If you could go back in time and change a single moment, which moment would you choose?”

Now, raise your hand and place it over your heart—the left side, where it beats. Do you feel it? That ticking. That is the sound of time. And that sound says to you:

“Start reading. Because every passing second is a candidate to become a lost day.”

Arsène Lupin is winding his pocket watch. The gears are turning. Time is about to stop.

And you, right in the middle of this sentence, are holding your breath, waiting.

Now, what will happen?

This is why you must read this book.

Because you are not looking for an ordinary story. You are looking for something that speaks to you, breathes with you, ticks with you. And this book is exactly that.

Now the decision is yours. Turn the page. Enter the first chapter. Step into Paris, into that drizzling October rain. And sit down next to the man standing by the window, one hand holding warm coffee, the other holding the pocket watch he inherited from his grandfather.

He will whisper to you:

“Time is the greatest illusion created by mankind. He who controls time, controls reality.”

And you will whisper back:

“Then teach me how to control it.”

And the adventure will begin.

From the ashes of the Blind Watchmaker,
The Keeper of Time,
The Grandson of Arsène Lupin
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Chapter 1: Grandfather’s Ghost
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As the drizzling October rain over Paris pierced the grey back of the Seine with countless needles, Arsène Lupin stood by the window, a cup of lukewarm coffee in one hand and his grandfather’s pocket watch in the other. The enamel work on the watch’s lid—a curved letter L—misted over and gleamed with the warmth of his palm. What the hands showed was no longer just time; it was the shadow of a pendulum swinging between past and present. Outside, the locks hanging on the wooden railings of the Pont des Arts whispered of rusting loves with the faint shimmer of wet metal. Arsène pressed the watch to his chest. The great Arsène Lupin, immortalised in the lines of his grandfather Maurice Leblanc, used to wind this watch before every heist, checking the perfect harmony of its gears with his fingers. “Time,” the legend went, “is the greatest illusion created by mankind. He who controls it, controls reality.”

Now the grandson of that great master—a man carrying his own name like a secret through the noisy corridors of the twenty-first century—took out the same watch and wound it. The steel whisper of the gears filled the room. Today he would be Paul Dubois, a watchmaker. A humble craftsman who had come from the Jura mountains of Switzerland, hands calloused from mending watches, eyes tired from peering through loupes. Yet ordinariness was an art for Arsène—an art crafted with the patience of a painter who hides the boldest strokes in the faintest corners of the canvas.

He took the last sip of his coffee. The bitterness lingered on his palate as the sharp lines of his plan sharpened in his mind. The invitation to the Drouot Auction House tonight was in his inside pocket, right over his heart. The embossed lettering on the invitation read like Braille beneath his fingertips: “The Blue Moon Collection – Van Cleef & Arpels Special Exhibition and Auction.” But what interested Arsène was not the collection’s star, the twenty-two-carat “Tear of the Sun”—at least, not in the way everyone else thought.

In one of the notebooks his grandfather had left behind, there was a page from 1943, the paper yellowed, the ink faded in places. On the margin, a barely legible handwriting had scribbled: “The Tear of the Sun is not just a stone; it is a key. The master who cut it was a blind Jewish goldsmith in Amsterdam. Inside the stone, he placed a microdot hidden from the eyes of a Nazi officer. On that microdot are engraved the coordinates of the lost Rembrandt. But that is not the real issue. The real issue is that the only instrument capable of reading that microdot is a magnifying glass made by the same master. And that magnifying glass is with a watchmaker named Paul Dubois.”

When Arsène first read these lines, he smiled at the twist of fate. His grandfather had, years ago, assigned a role to the grandson he had never met, gifting him a name. Now, as that name slipped through the door of the auction hall, he felt the weight of an antique magnifying glass in his pocket. Its handle was ivory, its frame gold, and its lens so clear that when you looked through it, the world appeared as perfect as if it had just sprung from God’s sketchbook.

The hall was the product of an architecture that married the opulence of the old regime with modern minimalism. Abstract paintings hung inside gold-leaf frames on the walls; crystal chandeliers shattered the cold LED light streaming from the ceiling into rainbows. Guests held champagne glasses with elegant fingertips, smiling at each other with the weight of their fortunes. Arsène, as Paul Dubois, moved through this crowd like a shadow. His back slightly hunched, his steps hesitant, his eyes on the floor... until he saw the glass display case in the centre of the room.

Inside the case, on a dark blue velvet cushion, lay the Tear of the Sun. The diamond resembled a trapped flame; each time the light struck it, blue and orange sparks clashed in its depths, as if the birth and death of stars were happening simultaneously. Arsène held his breath. This stone was at the heart of a century-long chase—of betrayals, murders, and a lost work of art. But what fascinated him most was the microdot inside the stone; for that dot held not just the coordinates of a painting, but perhaps the coordinates of a soul.

He slipped through the crowd and approached the display case. He had already analysed the security system: motion sensors hidden in the ventilation grilles in the ceiling, ultra-fine conductive wires embedded in the glass of the case, pressure plates on the floor, and infrared cameras scanning every corner. The security concept of the modern world was like a perfect watch mechanism—every gear in its place, every spring’s tension calculated. But for Arsène, perfection always contained a vulnerability. Because perfect systems never account for the unexpected. And Arsène Lupin was a master of being the unexpected.

His eyes caught the auctioneer’s assistant standing right next to the case. A tiny USB drive dangled from her necklace; the drive contained the emergency codes for the case and the backup codes for the biometric locks. She had no idea, but that elegant piece of jewellery on her neck was the real key to the Tear of the Sun. Arsène slipped a hand into his pocket and turned the magnifying glass between his fingers. Time to move to the second phase of his plan.

Just then, a ripple went through the entrance of the hall. The murmur of the guests rose and fell for a moment. When Arsène turned his head, he saw the man entering: the Shadow Collector. Arsène had given him that name, because no one knew his real name; he was known only as the silhouette behind offshore accounts, shell companies, and transactions lost in the dark corridors of the art world. Tall, thin, hair greying at the temples, eyes as cold as a winter sea. He walked with two burly bodyguards beside him, freezing the very air around him. He headed straight for the display case and stopped a few steps away from Arsène.

“The Tear of the Sun,” the man whispered, his voice like wind seeping between tombstones. “I’ve been after it for years. But how many people remain who know its true value?”

Arsène’s face held Paul Dubois’s faint smile. “Stones,” he said in a humble voice, “are sometimes just stones, monsieur. And sometimes... as vital as the smallest gear inside a watch.”

The Collector looked at this ordinary watchmaker with surprise. But Arsène had already lowered his head and was moving away from the display case. Before leaving, however, he flicked a tiny magnet from his pocket—in an almost invisible motion—towards the metal fitting behind the woman. The magnet stuck to the USB drive at the end of her necklace, releasing it from its clip with a tiny click. The drive slid down her back and fell onto the carpet. At the same moment, Arsène bent as if to tie his shoelace, picked up the drive, and palmed it. The whole motion had been as silent and fast as a breath.

He headed to the restroom. Locking the cubicle door, he took out a slim laptop—a leather-bound device that looked like an old book. He plugged in the USB drive, bypassed the encryption layers in seconds, and brought up the security protocols of the display case on the screen. As his fingers danced over the keyboard, a thin smile appeared on his lips. The system was well protected against any external attack, but it was completely vulnerable to an internal intervention—that is, using the system’s own backup codes. Arsène added a tiny time delay to the protocol: exactly seven minutes. The case alarm would activate not at the scheduled time, but seven minutes later. A duration as short as a rest in a piece of music, yet one that would completely change the symphony.

He shut down the computer, wrapped the USB drive in a handkerchief, tucked it into his pocket, and left the restroom. When he returned to the hall, the auction was about to begin. As the guests took their seats, Arsène sat in one of the back rows and raised the magnifying glass to his eye. The lens cast an almost invisible reflection onto the glass of the display case. In that reflection, he saw the position of the microdot inside the stone—a tiny deviation shining like a treasure marker on a map. The coordinates clarified in his mind: Amsterdam, the old Jewish quarter, the address where an antique shop now stood.

But he planned to deliver his real surprise right in the middle of the auction. As the auctioneer raised his gavel, the lights in the hall would flicker for a moment, then die completely. In that darkness, Arsène would already be at the display case, open it with the backup codes, and take the Tear of the Sun into his hand. But he would not steal the stone. He would only read the microdot with his magnifying glass, memorise the coordinates, and put the stone back exactly where it was. When the lights came back on, everything would appear as before, and no one would notice anything—until the Shadow Collector bought the stone, examined it in his private laboratory, and realised that the microdot had been erased, its secret evaporated into thin air.

At exactly twenty past eight, the plan activated. The lights went out. Darkness draped the hall like a cloak. Screams, confused murmurs, the crackle of security guards’ radios... Arsène played the darkness like an instrument and moved towards the display case. His fingers found the biometric sensor on the edge of the glass; he fed the backup fingerprint data from the USB drive into the sensor via an ultra-thin silicone pad he had developed. The display case opened silently. The diamond sat in his palm, as cold as ice yet as alive as a beating heart. He raised his magnifying glass and looked into the stone.

And at that moment, deep within the stone, beyond the microdot, he saw something he had never expected: a reflection. Not his own face, but a much older, much more familiar face. His grandfather’s face. The face winked. Arsène’s blood froze. The microdot held not only the coordinates of the Rembrandt but also a message: “My grandson, if you are reading these lines, know that the real heist is only beginning. Find me.”

The lights came back on. Arsène had already replaced the stone, closed the display case, and returned to his seat. The crowd was still in the grip of chaos; the Shadow Collector was barking orders at his bodyguards. But Arsène, clutching the magnifying glass tightly in his pocket, made for the door. Outside, the rain had stopped. Paris’s wet streets had turned silver in the moonlight. In his pocket, his grandfather’s pocket watch was ticking, marking a new time.

“Find me.”

Two words. The first note of a century-old riddle. Arsène Lupin turned up his collar and melted into the night. Behind him, on the end of an invisible string, trailed the traces of both a ghost and his own destiny. And this game was only just beginning.
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Chapter 2: The Watchmaker’s Shadow
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When he arrived in Amsterdam, the fog had wrapped the city’s canals like a burial shroud. Arsène Lupin looked out of the train window and saw his own reflection as a ghost floating on the water. Beside him, his grandfather’s pocket watch in the pocket right over his heart beat like a steady pulse. The watch’s ticking merged with the rhythm of the wheels on the rails, as if time itself had become part of the journey. Only three hours and twenty-seven minutes had passed since he left Paris; but for Arsène, each minute felt like a century, sprouting new questions.

“Find me.” Two words his grandfather had whispered from the microdot engraved inside the diamond. Not a command, but an invitation. A challenge. And Arsène, as the last link in a family that had never turned down an invitation, could not ignore the call. But what he really wondered was: could the great Arsène Lupin, immortalised in Maurice Leblanc’s novels, truly have foreseen the future well enough to leave a riddle for his grandson? Or was this someone else’s game, designed to lure him into a trap?

The train slid beneath the neo-Gothic arches of Amsterdam Centraal Station. By then, Arsène had already completed the mental transformation needed to assume a new identity. He was now Émile Verhaeren, a Belgian antique watch collector. An old tweed jacket on his back, tired but knowledgeable eyes, and fingertips calloused from watchmaking. He had supported this identity with documents meticulously gathered from a small shop in Brussels: fake invoices, club membership cards, even a photograph from a congress of the Belgian Watchmakers’ Association two years earlier, showing his face with its features subtly thinned by Photoshop.

He left the station and walked along the Damrak. The narrow houses on both sides of the canals leaned against each other like old friends, disappearing and reappearing in the mist. The jingling of bicycle bells, the distant screech of trams, and the lazy lap of water against the stones by the quay formed the city’s own symphony. Arsène had already memorised the address in his grandfather’s notebook: Jodenbreestraat 42. The old Jewish quarter. Now, a few blocks from the Rembrandt House Museum, a street lined with antique shops and art galleries.

But before going there, he needed a coffee. He had to clear his mind, review the fine details of his plan. He stopped in front of a small café whose sign read “Café de Sluyswacht.” He went inside. Old maps of Amsterdam hung on the walls, centuries of soot darkened the wooden beams on the ceiling, and a fire crackled in a fireplace in the corner. Arsène sat at the table next to the fireplace, his back to the wall, and ordered an espresso. While waiting, he took out his grandfather’s pocket watch, opened its lid, and examined the inner mechanism through his tiny magnifying glass.

It was something he
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