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CHAPTER ONE
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"How about we check out 221B Baker Street, where Sherlock Holmes lived?" Luke suggested with a spark of excitement. "That’d be cool."

"Luke, Sherlock Holmes wasn’t even real," Jason replied, raising an eyebrow.

"I know that," Luke grinned, "but it’s still one of the most famous streets in London."

Luke Mills, Jason Betelli, and Julie Kostas—also known as the kid detectives—had one week left of their London holiday. The previous week, they’d solved the mystery of a missing student, Stefan Bodich, who was now back at school.

"I think there’s a Sherlock Holmes Museum there," Julie chimed in. "And a hotel, a restaurant, maybe other themed shops."

Jason wrinkled his nose. "A museum for a fictional guy? Seriously?"

"Why not?" Luke said with a shrug. "People from all over the world visit Baker Street. Must be worth seeing."

Baker Street lay in the heart of the Marylebone district in central London. After checking the map, the trio hopped on the Tube at Farringdon Station, catching the Hammersmith and City Line westbound. Fifteen minutes later, they were stepping onto the platform at Baker Street Station

221B Baker Street is a fictional address. The Museum is housed in a Georgian townhouse that closely matches the description of Holmes’ residence in the stories. It has three floors. The ground floor is a gift shop selling souvenirs, books, and items such as deerstalker hats  (Sherlock Holmes wore a deerstalker hat in all the stories) and magnifying glasses. Jason loved it. He bought a red deerstalker hat, saying he would always wear it on their future cases.

It was a great place to buy small items that could not be purchased any where else. All three of them bought small Sherlock Holmes memorabilia for their families. On the first floor, the centre-piece of the museum is a meticulously recreated study and sitting room as described in the Sherlock Holmes books. It is furnished in Victorian style with objects like a chemist’s set, a violin, pipes, and Holmes’ detective tools. Adjoining the study is Dr. Watson’s bedroom with medical tools and Victorian décor.

The second floor has scenes from the Sherlock Holmes stories with wax figures from the books such as the hound of the Baskervilles, and Professor Moriarty, plus various memorabilia. A letters and documents section showcases letters and documents that pretend to have been written by the characters themselves. Mrs Hudson’s room, the lady who was Sherlock Holmes’ house keeper, is on the third floor. Items belonging too Holmes and Dr. Watson such as clothing, weapons, and case related props are also displayed on this floor.

Throughout the museum, the walls, staircases, and hallways, are adorned with photographs and illustrations from the stories, as well as original artwork depicting scenes from various cases. The Museum is designed to create an atmosphere for visitors of the world of Sherlock Holmes, with authentic Victorian furniture, decor, and personal items that make you feel like you’ve stepped into the pages of the stories. The museum is a true depiction of the  period, giving a glimpse of life in late 19th-century London.
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After two hours of exploring every nook and cranny of the museum, the kids finally took a break, heading to the McDonald's at the far end of Baker Street for some much needed food and drink. While they were eating, the Manager appeared with another man, both of them scanning the floor with intense concentration. They moved between tables, crouching low and peering underneath, as if hunting for something lost—or something hidden.

After five minutes of searching in vain, they gave up, empty-handed. The man looked visibly agitated, his eyes darting around in frustration. After a tense, hurried exchange with the Manager, he walked out of the restaurant.

As Julie adjusted in her seat, she heard a faint clink. Something small rolled across the floor, it had been under her shoe. It was a small flash drive.

“This might have been what they were looking for, she said, I must have had my sneaker on it.”

When they asked the waitress to tell the manager they might have found what he was looking for, he quickly came over to their table. When they showed him the flash drive and explained how Julie had it unknowingly under her foot, the Manager said, “that man didn’t say exactly what we were looking for, only that he’d lost something and asked if he could search for it. He didn’t leave any contact details either. Maybe if you take it and plug it into your computer, you’ll find some information about the owner."
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Later that evening, Julie slid the flash drive into her laptop as Jason and Luke crowded around, their eyes wide with anticipation, eagerly peering over her shoulder. Disappointment set in quickly. The flash-drive's content was nothing but ten JPEG images—real estate photos of houses, a few beach scenes, and three photo shots of sunsets.

"Well that can't be what the guy was looking for," Jason muttered, shaking his head. "He was way too desperate for it to be a few images on a flash-drive. Whatever he was looking for—it would be more than this.”

Luke and Jason, losing interest, drifted away. A few minutes later, Julie's voice broke the silence. "Guys, come check this out—something unusual here!"  

The boys hurried back, curiosity sparked, and leaned in over Julie’s shoulder to get a closer look at the screen.

Julie continued, "Since these are all your average JPEG’S, their file sizes should be pretty close. But the three sunset photo’s file size is noticeably larger than the rest."

"Why is that so unusual?" Luke asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Well,” Julie said thoughtfully, “maybe there’s something hidden in the image, something we can’t see with just our eyes.”

"Can people really do that with computers?" Jason asked, intrigued. "I mean, hide stuff inside images? Is that something that happens a lot?"

“Yes,” Julie said, “it's called Steganography. It’s a method for hiding information within other data. It’s an alternative to encryption. It lets you pass messages or data to someone without others having any possibility of seeing it. I read the other day of a Chinese man who was arrested for using Steganography to illegally send business information to China. It’s almost impossible for anyone to detect.”

Luke pondered for a moment. "And there must be a way to reveal it; otherwise, the people it was sent to wouldn’t be able to find it."

Julie nodded eagerly. "Absolutely! You can download software from the internet that uncovers anything hidden. There's a free one called Open-Steg that does just that."

Julie had the boys full attention now.  ‘Let’s go for it,’ Jason said with a spark of excitement.”

It took Julie a few minutes to find and download Open-Steg. “Right, now I will apply it to the first sunset JPEG,” she said when it was ready. “The software will take about five minutes to do it’s inspection, then it will create a file of anything hidden.”

Luke and Jason were completely blown away. Their experience with computers was limited to sending emails and using their phones, this was a whole new world for them.

"How do you know so much about this stuff, Julie?" Jason asked, as they waited for the software to finish its task.

“It’s because it is a sort of hobby with me, she answered shrugging, it is something I’m interested in, so I get to know a lot about it. The same as anything
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