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Part One: The Irregulars Take the Case

Chapter 1: A Shilling from Baker Street
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The fog came down over London like a grey blanket pulled tight, and Wiggins liked it that way. Fog meant nobody looked too closely at a boy slipping between the carts on Marylebone Road, and nobody looked too closely at a boy meant a boy could go anywhere he pleased.

He was twelve years old, though he could not have said exactly when his birthday fell, and he was the leader of the Baker Street Irregulars, which was a grand way of saying he was in charge of about a dozen ragged children who knew every alley, drainpipe and rooftop between the Marylebone Road and the river. They earned their pennies running errands, carrying messages, and, once in a while, working for the strangest man in London.

That morning a boy called Tuppence came skidding round the corner of Gloucester Place with his cap askew.

"Wiggins! He wants you. Number 221B. Says it's urgent."

Wiggins did not need to ask who he was. There was only one man in London who summoned street children the way other gentlemen summoned cabs, and that was Mr Sherlock Holmes.

The housekeeper, Mrs Hudson, opened the door with the particular sigh she reserved for the Irregulars, and up the seventeen steps Wiggins went, two at a time, until he stood in the sitting room where Mr Holmes sat folded into his armchair like a closed pocketknife, and Dr Watson stood by the window with his hands behind his back.

"Wiggins," said Holmes, without turning from the fire. "How many of your Irregulars can keep their mouths shut for a whole day?"

"All of them, sir, if there's a shilling in it."

A thin smile. "There is rather more than a shilling in this one. Watson, show him the telegram."

Watson passed over a slip of paper. Wiggins could read well enough — Nell had taught him, in exchange for half his supper most weeks — and what he read made the small hairs rise on his arms: a naval document, one of the most secret in England, had vanished from a locked office at the Foreign Office, and nobody could explain how.

"You want us to find a piece of paper," said Wiggins slowly.

"I want you to find whoever is carrying the piece of paper," said Holmes, "which is a rather different matter, and one far better suited to children who nobody suspects than to policemen who announce themselves with their boots."

Wiggins grinned. It was not every day that Sherlock Holmes told you that your greatest talent was being ignored.

"There's a second matter," Holmes went on, "which may or may not be connected, and that is precisely why I want you looking into both. A racehorse named Midnight vanished from its stable in Sussex two nights ago, the night before the document disappeared. Coincidence is a lazy word, Wiggins. I do not trust it."

"What do we do first?"

"You do what you always do," said Holmes, turning at last, his grey eyes bright. "You watch. You listen. And you tell nobody — nobody at all — what you are watching for."

Wiggins tucked the telegram inside his jacket, next to his heart, and went down the seventeen steps rather more slowly than he had come up them, because for the first time in his life, he felt the weight of being trusted.
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Chapter 2: The Gang Assembles
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By the time the church bells struck four, Wiggins had gathered his two best Irregulars in the coal cellar behind Mrs Turner's bakery, which was warm, dry, and smelled permanently of yesterday's bread.

Nell arrived first, ducking through the low doorway with her red hair escaping its plait. She was eleven, and the fastest runner in six streets, and she kept every secret ever told to her the way a miser keeps coins.

"Well?" she said. "Tuppence said it was urgent."

Ozzy arrived a moment later, ten years old and small for his age, which he considered his greatest professional advantage. He could fit through a window no grown man could dream of, and through most windows no other child could manage either.

"Is it a murder?" Ozzy asked hopefully, settling onto an upturned crate.

"No," said Wiggins. "It's better. It's a secret."

He told them everything — the missing document, the missing horse, Holmes's strange certainty that the two were joined by some invisible thread. Nell listened without interrupting, which was her way, and when he had finished she said only, "Where do we start?"

"The Foreign Office," said Wiggins. "Someone walked out with that paper, and someone doesn't vanish into fog without leaving a footprint somewhere."

"And the horse?" said Ozzy.

"That's further off. Sussex. We'll need a plan for that one."

They spent the next hour making a map on the cellar floor with a stub of chalk — Whitehall marked with a cross, the stable in Sussex marked with a horseshoe scratched crooked by Ozzy, Baker Street marked with a star because, as Nell pointed out, that was where the answers always seemed to end up even when the questions started somewhere else entirely.

"We can't just walk up and ask the clerks who stole a naval secret," said Nell.

"No," Wiggins agreed. "But clerks eat lunch. And clerks talk, when they think nobody worth noticing is listening."

Ozzy grinned, delighted. "That's us. Nobody worth noticing."

"Exactly us," said Wiggins, and for the first time since the telegram, he allowed himself to feel something like excitement instead of fear. Somewhere out there, in the fog and the gaslight, a thief was walking free with one of England's greatest secrets folded in his pocket. And three children with a stub of chalk and a coal-cellar map were going to find him before the grown-ups even finished arguing about where to start looking.
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Chapter 3: The Document That Wasn't There
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The next morning's newspapers said nothing at all, which was itself rather telling, Wiggins thought, because a stolen naval treaty ought to have been shouted from every headline in London. Instead there was silence, the particular silence of important men trying very hard to appear as though nothing at all was wrong.

He took Nell and Ozzy to Whitehall dressed as three children selling matches, which was not far from the truth since Wiggins did, in fact, have a box of matches, purchased that morning for exactly this purpose.

The Foreign Office was a grand building of grey stone with tall windows, and clerks came and went through its doors all morning like ants from a hill, each one clutching papers, each one looking faintly harassed.

"There," Nell murmured, nodding toward a thin young man in an ill-fitting coat who kept glancing over his shoulder as he walked. "That one's frightened of something."

"Could just be frightened of his employer," said Wiggins. "Half of London is."

Still, they followed him at a careful distance, all the way to a chophouse on the corner where he sat alone and ate his lunch far too quickly, as a man does when he wants an excuse to leave a place.

Ozzy, small and unremarkable, slipped inside and settled at the next table with a penny bun, close enough to hear the thin clerk mutter under his breath, more to himself than to anyone else: "Should never have let it out of the safe. Never."

That was all. The clerk paid his bill and hurried away, and Ozzy came bursting back to report every word, breathless with the thrill of it.

"He let it out of the safe," Wiggins repeated. "Not took it. Let it out."

"Meaning someone asked him to," said Nell slowly. "Meaning he's not the thief. He's the door the thief walked through."

Wiggins felt the shape of the mystery shift under his feet like ice on the Serpentine — solid one moment, uncertain the next. This was not simply a matter of catching a man with his hand in a drawer. Someone had persuaded that frightened clerk to open a locked safe, and that someone was still out there, unseen, unhurried, and very much in control.

"We need his name," said Wiggins. "And we need to know who he's frightened of."
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