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I am 007 and three quarters. And before you ask, no, I haven't gained any extra quarters. I've been checking very carefully. Every morning I stand with my back to the door-frame, heels pressed flat, chin held high, and draw a neat little pencil line exactly where the top of my head reaches. So far, not a millimetre of upward movement. I've decided quarters are like seeds: they take their own sweet time, and rushing them only confuses them. Being seven and three quarters is actually the ideal age anyway. You're old enough to read real books, tie your own shoelaces (usually), and spot things grown-ups walk right past, but you're still young enough that people smile instead of sighing when you say "code name." That is, as I've noted before, a tactical advantage.

Life at the base had settled into a very agreeable rhythm. The Golden Key glowed from its shelf, right next to the Silver Bell. Every morning I gave them both a quick nod, like greeting old friends. Every evening, if something good happened (if I solved a puzzle, or Joy brought lollipops, or Leo told a joke so terrible it deserved celebration) I gave the bell a tiny, soft ring. Ting. And sometimes, if I listened very closely, I could almost hear it answer back.

Everyone was wonderful. Dr K always had time to explain things. Joy always hummed songs that got stuck in your head in the nicest way. Leo was always Leo: cheerful, loud, fond of cake, and owner of the most terrible joke collection in three counties. Mrs Patel baked things that smelled like sunshine and happiness. Ms Okafor in the craft room had glitter in her hair permanently now, and she said it was "a fashion choice, not an accident." Mrs Henderson kept the library so quiet you could hear a page turn from the far wall. Mr Torres tended the plants so well they practically waved when you walked past. Everything was peaceful. Everything was pleasant.

And then, disaster struck.

It happened on a Tuesday. Tuesdays are usually excellent days. There's warm porridge with honey for breakfast, the library gets new books, and Leo wheels the trolley round twice. This Tuesday started perfectly, until Mrs Patel carried in the big silver tray.

"Here we are!" she announced, lifting the lid with a grand flourish. "Fresh from the oven, still warm, chocolate chip cookies! Extra chips, just how you like them!"

We all leaned forward eagerly. The tray was famous. Mrs Patel's chocolate chip cookies were legendary. People talked about them in whispers. They were soft in the middle, just crunchy enough at the edges, and absolutely bursting with chocolate, so many chips that they were practically chocolate held together with a little bit of biscuit.

The lid came off.

The tray was empty.

Not "someone ate them all" empty, though that would have been understandable. Not "I left them in the kitchen" empty. Completely, totally, suspiciously empty. Not a single crumb remained, and in the very centre, where the biggest, most perfect cookie should have sat, lay a crumpled piece of paper.

Dr K picked it up. They read it aloud, and their voice wobbled. I think they were trying not to laugh:


The cookies are gone, the tray is bare,
I've whisked them off to somewhere fair!
If you want them back, every crumb,
Follow the clues and come, come, come!
Five riddles clever, five riddles tough,
Solve them all, or they're eaten up!

A silence fell over the room. Then Leo's eyes went wide. "Stolen? The cookies? Who would do such a thing? That's practically a crime!" He looked genuinely shocked. "I mean, cookies!"

"Someone with excellent taste," I said, buttoning my silver-grey jacket with slow, deliberate care. "And someone who thinks they're very clever."

Dr K handed me the note. "Five riddles. Five stops. And," they said, pointing a finger at me, half-stern, half-smiling, "you know the rule. Rest when the amber light glows. No racing yourself ragged after cookies. Deal?"

"Deal!" I saluted. "Mission: Save The Cookies is officially underway!"

I checked my kit. Magnifying glass: polished. Notebook: open, page headed THE GREAT COOKIE CAPER — CASE NOTES. Pencils: sharpened. Compass: pointing true. And just in case, I slipped an apple from the bowl into my pocket. Detective work builds an appetite.

CLUE ONE — Where Colours Dance

I unfolded the note again and read the first riddle carefully:


Where colours dance upon the wall,
The brightest place of all!
Rainbow ribbons, glitter glue,
Your first small clue is waiting for you!

That was easy! The craft room!

I set off immediately, walking briskly but with dignity, as befits an agent on a serious mission. The corridor was bright and warm. Sunlight spilled through the high windows, turning the dust motes into tiny floating gold. When I reached the craft room door, I pushed it open and stepped inside, and for a moment I just stood and admired it.

It was the brightest, most cheerful room anywhere. Every wall was covered floor to ceiling with paintings: dragons breathing fire, ships sailing on purple seas, kittens wearing top hats, spaceships landing on smiling planets. Ribbons in every colour of the rainbow hung from the ceiling, swaying gently in the soft breeze from the open window. Shelves groaned with paints, crayons, wool, buttons, beads, and a jar of googly eyes that really did seem to watch you from across the room. And glitter was everywhere. On the tables. On the chairs. Floating in the air. In the sunlight.

Ms Okafor was standing by the window, brushing sparkles from her eyebrows. She turned and beamed. "Early mission?"

"Very," I said. "Clue one says 'where colours dance.' That's here."

"Spot on." She nodded toward the big wooden easel at the far end. "Look behind the purple dragon. And mind his tail. He's very proud of it."

I walked over. The dragon was magnificent, with deep violet scales, emerald eyes, and wings spread wide. Tucked safely behind his canvas was a second folded note. I pulled it free carefully so I wouldn't disturb the dragon. It read:


Well done! You're on the trail,
Now go where stories never fail!
Pages turning, worlds so far,
Find the book with the silver star!


CLUE TWO — Where Stories Sleep

The library! I knew exactly where to go. I walked fast but steady along the corridor, notebook tucked tight, mind racing. The library door had a brass knocker shaped like an owl, and when I pushed it open, the room wrapped around me like a warm coat.

It was quiet in there, the kind of quiet that feels like a hug. Sunlight streamed through tall arched windows, slanting across rows and rows of bookshelves that climbed all the way to the ceiling. Books of every size and colour stood in neat rows: fat ones, thin ones, old ones with leather spines, new ones with shiny covers. There were armchairs big enough to disappear into, and a window seat piled high with cushions.

Mrs Henderson looked up from her desk over the top of her spectacles. "You're very bright-eyed this morning," she said softly.

"On a mission," I whispered, because you always whisper in the library. "Looking for a book with a silver star."

She smiled. "Third shelf up, right-hand side. And do try not to knock over the stack of fairy tales. The giant is rather grumpy if he falls."

I found it straight away. It was a deep blue book, bound in cloth that felt soft and




CLUE THREE — Where Time Ticks









CLUE FOUR — Where Water Plays






CLUE FIVE — Where Green Things Grow
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