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For every reader who has ever been underestimated,

and for every quick, quiet mind that notices more than anyone gives it credit for.
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A NOTE TO THE READER

[image: ]


This story takes place in London in the year 1894, in the same foggy streets and gaslit rooms made famous by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's tales of Sherlock Holmes. You may recognize a few familiar names and places tucked among the pages — Baker Street, Mrs. Hudson, Dr. Watson, Inspector Lestrade, and Holmes himself. But the heart of this particular story belongs to someone Conan Doyle never wrote about: a clever, quick-fingered orphan named Fen Sparrow, and the real historical detail that some of the great detective's most valuable helpers were, in fact, a band of street children he called the Baker Street Irregulars.

The Irregulars appear only briefly in the original stories, but the idea of them stayed with readers for over a century, precisely because it suggests something wonderful: that courage, cleverness, and the ability to notice what others miss are not qualities reserved for grown-ups, or for the wealthy, or for anyone in particular. They belong to anyone willing to look closely enough at the world around them.

This book imagines what it might have been like to be one of those children — to be trusted with something that mattered, at an age when most people assume you're too young to matter much at all.



PART ONE: THE RECRUIT
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Chapter One: A Pickpocket's Morning Gone Wrong
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The fog came up off the Thames that morning thick as wool, and Fen Sparrow loved it for exactly that reason. Fog was a pickpocket's best friend. It turned gentlemen into grey shapes, turned shopfronts into smudges, and turned a quick hand into an invisible one.

Fen was twelve years old, though she looked younger when she wanted to and older when she needed to, and she had been picking pockets on the streets around Covent Garden since she was eight. She did not enjoy it. She was good at it, which was a different thing entirely, and being good at something you do not enjoy is its own kind of misery.

That particular Tuesday in April of 1894, she had her eye on a tall gentleman in a grey coat who kept checking his pocket watch with the nervous frequency of a man who did not trust his own timing. He checked it, tucked it away, checked it again. Fen watched from a doorway, counting the seconds between checks, learning his rhythm the way a fisherman learns a river.

She made her move as he passed the flower stall, brushing his side with the practiced clumsiness of an ordinary bump, apologizing before he'd even registered the contact. The watch was in her palm and her palm was in her pocket before he finished saying, "Quite all right, quite all right."

Covent Garden at that hour was a churning river of people — flower girls calling out prices, a fruit-seller's cart wheel stuck fast in a rut, two constables strolling with the unhurried confidence of men who believed nothing much happened before noon. Fen had learned to read a crowd the way other children read picture books: which faces were distracted, which pockets bulged carelessly, which set of eyes might, just might, be watching her instead of the other way around. It was exhausting work, though nobody who saw a girl idling by a flower stall would have guessed it. Being invisible, Fen had discovered, took a great deal more effort than being noticed.

She was three steps away, feeling pleased with herself in the hollow way she always did, when a hand closed around her wrist. Not the gentleman's hand — his was still patting his waistcoat in confusion. This hand belonged to someone else entirely: a boy, perhaps fourteen, with sharp eyes and a cap pulled low, who had apparently been watching her work the whole time.

"That's a Holmes job," the boy said quietly, nodding toward the gentleman. "You just robbed a man under surveillance."

Fen's stomach dropped. "Under whose surveillance?"

"Mine," the boy said. "And about six others you didn't spot, which tells me you're new at this or you're careless. Either way, you're coming with me before that watch gets us both arrested."
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Chapter Two: Caught — By the Wrong Man
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The boy's name, he told her as he steered her briskly around a corner and into a narrow lane that smelled of coal smoke and cabbage, was Tam Reilly, and he did not work for the police, which was the only thing that kept Fen from bolting.

"I work for Mr. Sherlock Holmes," Tam said, as though this explained everything.

It did not explain anything to Fen, who had heard the name the way most Londoners had — in hushed, admiring tones, usually followed by some story about a murder solved from the mud on a man's boots — but who had never expected to hear it spoken by a boy her own age in a filthy lane behind a fishmonger's.

"The detective," she said slowly.

"The detective," Tam agreed. "And that gentleman you just robbed is a witness in one of his cases. If that watch goes missing and he reports it, Scotland Yard comes sniffing round this whole street, and Mr. Holmes's whole operation gets noticed by people who oughtn't notice it. So." He held out his hand. "The watch."

Fen considered running. She was fast, and Tam, for all his confidence, did not look faster than her. But something in the way he'd said *Mr. Holmes's operation* — like he was proud of it, like it was something worth being part of — made her hesitate.

She handed over the watch.

Tam turned it over in his fingers, then, to her surprise, handed it right back. "Return it yourself," he said. "Bump into him again. Same trick, opposite direction. It's good practice, and it'll teach you something about doing this the smart way instead of the greedy way."

Fen turned the watch over once more before handing it back, admiring, despite herself, the fine engraving on its case. It was the kind of thing she would ordinarily have sold within the hour, no questions asked, to a fence off Seven Dials who never looked too closely at where anything came from. Handing it back felt strange, almost wasteful — and yet she found she didn't much mind the feeling, which surprised her more than anything else that morning.

"Why do you care how I do it?"

Tam shrugged, but his eyes were measuring her the way Fen measured a mark. "Because you're fast, and you're patient, and you counted his watch-checks before you moved. That's not nothing. Mr. Holmes is always looking for eyes and hands he can trust on the street. Might be you're one of them. Might be you're not." He started walking. "Only one way to find out."
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