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    To Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, who created a game that never ends.

      

    



  	
        
            
            All warfare is based on deception. — Sun Tzu, The Art of War
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Chapter 1: A Visit to Baker Street
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A thick fog shrouded London, turning the grimy streets into ghostly corridors of the great city. The dim light of the lamps barely pierced the dense veil. The muffled sound of hooves on the cobblestones and the carriages slowly vanishing into the whitish haze created an atmosphere of mystery and seclusion.

In the cozy sitting-room at 221B Baker Street, silence reigned. Dr. Watson sat in an armchair by the fireplace, leisurely turning the pages of the morning paper. A light aroma of tobacco lingered in the air—on the table, a pipe, left by its owner, was still smoking.

Sherlock Holmes stood by the window, observing the dim gas lamps and the silhouettes of passersby as they disappeared into the fog. He was without his coat, dressed only in his waistcoat, with his arms crossed over his chest. His gaze was focused, yet pensive.

"You are unusually silent, Holmes," Watson broke the silence, looking up from his paper. "I must confess, it worries me far more than your experiments with chemical reagents."

Holmes offered a faint smile without turning around.

"Silence, Watson, is at times more useful than words."

He approached the fireplace, picked up his pipe, and took a deep draw.

"Today's Times reported that a diplomat from France, Sir Henry Douglas, has arrived at the port of London," Watson remarked, folding the newspaper. "It seems you were acquainted with the gentleman?"

Holmes released a thin stream of smoke and nodded.

"Oh, yes. A most cautious man, if not to say secretive. However..." he paused, "he does everything in his power to appear impeccably honest."

"I don't think there is anything reprehensible in that, Holmes."

"Therein lies the problem, Watson," Holmes smirked. "An impeccable reputation is also a mask of sorts."

At that moment, there was a loud knock at the door. Mrs. Hudson, with a touch of anxiety on her face, peered into the room.

"Mr. Holmes, you have an urgent visitor."

Over her shoulder, a tall figure in a long overcoat appeared. It was Mycroft Holmes, Sherlock's elder brother, known for his sagacity and influence in government circles. His appearance at Baker Street heralded the beginning of a new investigation or the arrival of vital information.
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Chapter 2: The Mystery of the Missing Letter
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"The more impeccable the facade, the greater the secrets behind it."

A light rain had begun to fall, streaking down the windowpanes in dark rivulets, as if trying to reveal the secrets hidden behind them. Mycroft Holmes stood by the fireplace, his imposing figure casting long shadows on the walls of the sitting-room. He appeared as imperturbable as ever, but a barely perceptible tremor in his fingers, as they toyed with his watch chain, betrayed a hidden tension.

"A most unpleasant business, Sherlock," Mycroft began, his voice even, yet one could detect a faint tremor in it—a detail only someone who knew him truly well could perceive.

"As is any matter you deign to handle personally, Mycroft," Holmes noted calmly, settling back into his armchair. His movements were unhurried, yet they concealed a hidden energy, a readiness for action.

Watson, sitting in the armchair opposite, observed the elder Holmes intently. He knew that if this man, known for his secrecy and influence, had troubled himself to come to Baker Street in person, then the matter was truly of grave importance.

"A theft, I presume?" Holmes leisurely reached for his pipe, his movements as fluid and deliberate as a cat poised to spring.

"Yes. And not a simple one," Mycroft paused, his gaze growing more intent, more piercing. "A letter has gone missing."

Sherlock Holmes raised the mouthpiece to his lips but did not draw upon it. His eyes narrowed, and he looked at his brother with a searching, questioning gaze.

"Curious."

Mycroft watched him intently, his face a mask of absolute inscrutability.

"It vanished from a safe at the Diogenes Club."

A silence fell upon the room, broken only by the crackling of the logs in the hearth. Watson frowned, knitting his brows.

"Forgive me, Mycroft, but I always considered your club to be a place where any form of curiosity is considered bad form," said Watson, his voice filled with sincere bewilderment. "How could such a brazen theft have occurred?"

The Diogenes Club was known as the most private establishment in London. Conversation was discouraged, and strangers were strictly forbidden. It was a sanctuary for those who valued solitude and silence, where any member could enjoy peace without fear of bothersome attention.

"That is precisely what makes the matter so complex," Mycroft said, adjusting his cuffs, his movements as precise and measured as ever. "The safe was not forced. The lock remains intact. But the letter is gone."

Holmes slowly exhaled a plume of smoke, his expression calm, but a flicker of keen curiosity flashed in his eyes.

"And to whom did it belong?"

"To Sir Henry Douglas," Mycroft replied.

Watson raised his eyebrows in surprise.

"The diplomat who returned from France?"

"The very same," Mycroft confirmed.

"What was the nature of the letter?" Holmes asked.

Mycroft shook his head.

"Of the utmost importance."

Holmes nodded but did not press for details. He knew Mycroft would not reveal more than he deemed necessary.

"And who first noticed it was missing?" Holmes continued.

"Douglas himself," Mycroft clarified.

"Convenient," Holmes grunted.

A corner of Mycroft's mouth twitched almost imperceptibly.

"You are as perceptive as ever, Sherlock."

Holmes leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers, gazing thoughtfully into the fire.

"So, the letter has vanished. There was no forced entry. And the suspect?"

Mycroft paused.

"On the street, near the club's entrance, the servants saw a stranger. He was described as a man of medium height, dressed in a grey coat and a hat."

Watson leaned forward, his eyes alight with interest.

"And you believe this man is connected to the theft?" he asked.

Mycroft spread his hands in a gesture of feigned indifference.

"I believe nothing, Watson. I am merely conveying the facts."

Sherlock Holmes slowly rose to his feet. The familiar fire of the hunt lit up in his eyes, heralding the start of a fascinating chase.

"I take it, Mycroft, that you wish for me to look into this matter?" he said, his eyes narrowing slightly.

"It would be advisable," Mycroft replied curtly.

Holmes smirked and reached for his frock coat.

"Well then, Watson, put on your overcoat. We are going to the Diogenes Club."
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