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Chapter One

   The Bookstore Assassin!

   I’m Rani, Rani Ramgoolam, investigative journalist! Not long ago, I won the Camberford Herald’s Junior Journalist competition. I also won my very own lighthouse, after solving a tricky treasure trail to uncover the late Lord Harrington’s dire secret and missing millions. With a bit of help from my nani, of course!

   Since then, my head teacher, Mrs Gardiner, has let me set up an online school newspaper – the Linwood Lens. The parents all love it and Mrs Gardiner can’t believe how many kids have been submitting stories. So far I’ve reported on the end-of-year school show and sports day, as well as writing book and film reviews. But I want to find something BIG to write about. Maybe even something exciting enough to get into the local paper too. I was hoping that this would be the day I scooped a great story!

   It was the first Saturday of the summer holidays and Nani and I were queuing in Inglenook Books for Jack Sheridan, author of the Baldini Investigates series, to sign copies of his latest novel, A Tomb of Gold. As possibly the number one fan of both the Detective Baldini TV series and books, Nani had read the book the very day it came out and was thrilled when she’d found out the author was coming to Camberford.

   “Where is he?” she demanded, bouncing on the balls of her feet as she stretched to look over the heads of the crowd. “Can you believe it, Coco? We’re going to meet the man who created Baldini – the greatest detective in the world!”

   “There’s still ten minutes to go,” I said, linking arms to stop her bouncing around the shop in excitement.

   “Do you think Jack has met Baldini himself?” she asked.

   “You mean Donnie di Marco? The actor who plays him in the TV series?” I said, worried that Nani actually thought Baldini was real.

   “I’ll ask him!” said Nani, pulling away from me. “If he ever turns up!”
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   I had to admit that I was getting impatient too. Nani had insisted on arriving over an hour early, and I was getting more and more nervous about my plan to ask Jack Sheridan for an interview. He’d started his career as an investigative journalist and I hoped he might even have some advice for me.

   TEN MINUTES TILL BEDTIME! squawked my African grey parrot, Cookie. Dad had insisted that we take him with us so that he could do his marking in peace.

   The sun was streaming in through the little panes that made up the windows of the old-fashioned bookshop. From outside it looked as though the walls were bulging and I liked to imagine it was because of all the amazing stories filling the shop. Cookie was having great fun strutting along the polished wooden bookshelves.

   PULL UP YOUR SOCKS! MERRY CHRISTMAS! He let out a loud bullfrog croak, making sure everyone could hear him.

   I heard the bell above the door tinkle and turned to see a girl with pink stripes in her wavy blonde hair breeze into the shop. She lit up the room like a glitter ball as the sun danced off her blue sequinned jacket.

   “Lexi Steel,” I groaned to myself. Camberford’s most fame-hungry YouTuber.

   “Hi, Rani!” said the boy following her, brushing his fringe out of his eyes. He was pointing a phone camera at Lexi as she searched for the spot with the best lighting.

   “Hey, Ollie.” I smiled at my classmate then waved at his sister. “Hi, Lexi.”

   Ollie gave a slightly embarrassed grin when Lexi didn’t reply, too busy getting her pose right for the camera to notice me. Ollie had recently volunteered to be photographer for the Linwood Lens. Maybe he’d be able to get some good photos of Jack today, if Lexi allowed him a moment to himself to take them!

   “OK, you’re live in three…two…one…” Ollie told Lexi as she stood in the middle of the room, hand on one hip, the other held out to indicate the queue behind her.

   “Welcome to Steel Reveals!” she announced, far too loudly for the little shop. “The channel that brings you all the latest excitement from Camberford. This is Lexi Steel with an astounding reveal LIVE from Inglenook Books, where Jack Sheridan, creator of the one and only Detective Baldini, will soon be signing his new book, The Golden Tomb.”

   “A Tomb of Gold,” I corrected under my breath. “It’s only written on every poster in here!”

   “What did you say, Coco?” asked Nani as she craned her neck to see if there was any sign of the author.

   “Nothing, Nani,” I said as I watched Lexi posing in front of one of the posters, which featured Baldini chasing his arch-enemy Molinari into a golden temple decorated with statues of Hindu gods.

   “However, I can exclusively reveal that this signing isn’t the only reason Jack Sheridan is in town.” Lexi paused and smiled at the people in the queue, who were now turning their heads to listen. “You might have heard that his latest novel is being made into the very first BALDINI MOVIE…but that’s not all! Several scenes are going to be filmed right here in Camberford!”

   Nani’s head whipped round so fast her long black plait skimmed the top of my head. “Baldini is making a movie?” she gasped. “Here?”

   The crowd gabbled excitedly among themselves as they waited for more information. Lexi couldn’t possibly be right. Could she?

   Lexi beamed from ear to ear, basking in the full attention of the crowd. Cookie was surprisingly quiet as he watched the Lexi show from his shelf, head cocked to one side.

   A woman dressed in a trench coat and hat, just like Baldini’s, dropped her armful of Jack Sheridan books and stared at Lexi, open-mouthed. “When?” she squeaked.

   “Where?” called out a man in a T-shirt with one of Baldini’s catchphrases on it: I’ll take it from here!

   I reached into my back pocket for my notebook. If Lexi was right, this would make a brilliant story.

   “That’s not all,” primped Lexi, ignoring their questions. “Who has two thumbs and a starring role in the chase scene?” She pointed to herself with both thumbs. “That’s right, THIS girl!”

   “Ayo! That one, acting with Baldini?” Nani shook her head. “The world’s gone mad!”

   I stared at Lexi in astonishment. Was she really going to star in a Baldini movie? Before Lexi could say anything more, a tall woman with long braids, wearing a purple suit and pointy pink shoes, appeared behind Ollie and drew her finger across her neck as a sign for Lexi to stop recording.

   “That’s all for now, fans,” said Lexi, eyeing the woman nervously. “Don’t-forget-to-like-and-subscribe!” She froze with a smile for the camera as Ollie stopped filming.

   LIKE-AND-SUBSCRIBE, LIKE-AND-SUBSCRIBE, screeched Cookie, trying to get Lexi’s attention.

   I watched as the woman pulled Lexi and Ollie aside and had a short, sharp conversation with them. She spoke with an American accent. I couldn’t really hear what she was saying, but it was clear that she was someone important and she wasn’t happy with Lexi revealing information about the film. Ollie always looked a bit embarrassed when he was shooting videos with his sister, but this was the first time I’d seen Lexi look unsure about anything. I edged a little closer to listen in.

   “Can we still be in the film, Tess?” Lexi begged. “I won’t stream anything else live and I’ll send you every one of my videos to check before I post them.”

   “Please don’t.” Tess pinched the skin between her eyebrows and sighed. “Look, we’re announcing it here today anyway, but this is the second time I’ve had to warn you to watch what you say. Any more leaked information and I’ll recast the role of Screaming Girl in Crowd!”

   I turned away quickly as Lexi caught my eye and guessed I’d overheard. Even though she’d exaggerated her part, I was still impressed that she was going to be in a real movie and amazed that she hadn’t posted a dozen videos the second she found out she’d been cast in the film.

   The shop quietened down as everyone got back in line. Lexi and Ollie sank into the bean bags in the children’s section, faces flushed after their telling-off.

   “Can you believe it?” I said. “A Baldini movie, being filmed here in Camberford!”

   “I know, Coco! Who would have thought it! Maybe we can… Woo-hoo!”

   Nani’s reply turned into a whoop as the crowd erupted in applause, sending Cookie flapping from bookcase to bookcase.

   WOO-HOO! HAPPY BIRTHDAY! SHUSH, COOKIE!

   A door at the back of the shop had opened to reveal a tall man wearing a dark grey corduroy jacket over a black T-shirt and jeans. He pushed his grey-brown hair out of his face with one hand and smiled at the crowd. Jack Sheridan had arrived!

   “Hello, Camberford!” He waved to the queue inside the shop and to the line outside, which now snaked past the window and down the high street. “Thank you for joining me. I’m looking forward to meeting each and every one of you.”

   The crowd applauded again.

   “We love you, Jack!” cried a lady in a purple fox-print shirt and green jeans, who was standing in front of us.

   Jack sat down at a small table, flexed his fingers and pulled out a gold fountain pen. The people in the queue chatted excitedly among themselves as he got to work. The line gradually began to go down as he signed books and chatted with each fan before posing for photos.

   “I wonder why they decided to film some of the movie here?” I said to Nani.

   The lady in front of us whipped round, brown curls bouncing.

   “They’re only just back from India, you know,” she told us. “They’ve been filming out in Kerala for over a month, and…” she looked both ways then whispered behind her hand like a very bad spy, “I heard a rumour that the film is cursed!”

   “How do you know that?” Nani whispered back.

   The woman tapped the side of her nose. “I’m Bea. From Bea’s Baldini blog. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?” She looked a bit deflated as we smiled blankly and shook our heads.

   “But now we have!” I said politely.

   “And we can’t wait to read it,” added Nani.

   The woman beamed and pushed a card into Nani’s hand.

   Bea Butterworth
Librarian
Camberford Carnegie Library

   “That’s my work card, but I’ve written the blog address on the back. Any time you have a Baldini question, I’m your girl!” She then went back to craning her neck to try and see Jack over the heads in front.

   Ollie had started filming again, but Lexi was a lot quieter since Tess’s warning. Suddenly a noise rang out through the hubbub – Cookie’s bullfrog croak. He was bobbing up and down, wings raised as he croaked angrily down at something on the other side of the bookshelf.

   “Cookie! Come here!” I called, but he was too worked up to listen.

   CHEEKY-CHEEKY! CALL THE COPS! YOU’RE GOING TO JAIL, PAL!

   “Shh, zako!” Nani scolded him in Creole. “Quiet, monkey!”

   I peered round the shelf to see what Cookie was looking at. A cloaked, hooded figure slipped past the end of the aisle, heading towards the back of the shop. Cookie flapped over to the next bookcase to follow them. What were they doing?

   I peeked down the next row of shelves. The figure was reaching into their pocket as they crept along the aisle, their face hidden by the shadow of their hood. As I grabbed Nani’s arm to tell her, the figure darted past us. They leaped out into the centre of the room, cloak swirling, and pulled out a long, thin item from their pocket. A blowpipe!

   I thought of all the mystery stories I’d read where poisoned darts were shot through blowpipes. Surely that couldn’t happen in a little bookshop in Camberford?

   “This is where your story ends!” came a cold and eerily familiar woman’s voice from under the hood.

   Lexi let out a loud scream.

   Jack stood up behind his signing table. “You? No, it can’t be!” he shouted. “What do you want?”

   “Your doom!” The woman laughed and lifted the blowpipe to her blood-red lips, aiming it at Jack as everyone else stood frozen in shock. “So long, Sheridan!”

   Without thinking, I snatched the Baldini book from Nani’s hands and swung it round like a shield in front of Jack as a feathered dart flew towards the stunned author. It worked! It stopped the dart! The attacker gave a shriek of rage and swirled round to run for the door. But she wasn’t quick enough.

   “Villain!” yelled Nani, launching herself at the fleeing would-be assassin and tackling her to the floor.

   As the woman struggled to get away, Nani sat down firmly on her back. Jack Sheridan had gone a funny colour as the bookshop staff tried to pull him into the safety of the back room. Some of the crowd were applauding, while Cookie was screeching like a siren. Ollie was still filming, but Lexi was dumbstruck for once.

   I stared down at the feathered dart, which had bounced off the book. I picked it up carefully by the feathered end in case someone stood on it. The sharp metal tip looked strange. I looked closer, then gave it a wiggle – it wasn’t metal. It was rubber!

   “The dart wasn’t real!” I called out. “Look!” But I was drowned out in the din as people rushed to help Nani. As the cloaked woman wriggled around to try and escape, her hood fell down. The crowd gasped.

   “Molinari!” cried Nani, falling back in surprise. The would-be assassin was none other than Baldini’s arch-enemy!

   CALL THE COPS! VILLAIN! YOU’RE GOING TO JAIL, PAL! WAOW-WAOW-WAOW-WAOW! 
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   Cookie flapped overhead as Molinari scrambled to her feet and made a break for the door. It swung open just as she reached it. A man in a trench coat stood framed in the doorway. He had impossibly dark hair for his age, a triangular goatee beard and a twirly moustache. He caught Molinari by the arm.

   “I’ll take it from here!” he said with a smile as he stroked his moustache.

   “Ayo! Baldini!” Nani clapped her hands to her face and fell back in a swoon as her hero bowed to cheers from the crowd. Jack Sheridan managed to shake off the stunned booksellers and strode over to join Baldini and Molinari. All three held hands and took a bow.

   My face flushed beetroot red as I realised it had all been just an act – a stunt for the signing. And we had spoiled the whole thing! Not only that, Ollie had it all on camera. There was no way Lexi wouldn’t post such a juicy video on her channel.

   AYO! LIKE-AND-SUBSCRIBE, LIKE-AND-SUBSCRIBE!

   Lexi laughed and winked at the camera. “Listen to the bird, viewers!”

   My cheeks burned and I tried not to look at Renata Fonteyne, the tall actor with silver-streaked black hair who played Molinari. She was bent over, holding her back as she glared at Nani. But Nani was oblivious, gazing adoringly at Baldini. Or rather Donnie di Marco – the actor who played the detective in the TV series.

   “We’re delighted to be here in Camberford for the next two weeks, wrapping up filming on A Tomb of Gold,” said Jack. “Please meet our director, Tess Stamford.” He gestured to the woman who had told Lexi off for talking about the movie.

   “We look forward to being neighbours for a while!” she said with a little wave.

   “Thank you, Camberford!” added Donnie, blowing kisses to the crowd as Cookie made his own kissy noises from a nearby shelf.

   As the applause finally died down, Donnie stepped forward and took Nani’s hands to help her to her feet, then beckoned me over to hold my hand up in the air.

   “With heroes like these on the streets of Camberford, its residents have nothing to fear from the likes of Molinari!” He gave Renata a nudge as the crowd applauded once again. She flicked back her cape and sniffed theatrically, before shooting Nani another sharp look. Nani didn’t notice. She was holding tight to Donnie’s hand, grinning dazedly.

   “On with the signing!” said Jack.

   ON WITH THE SHOW! squawked Cookie.

   The queue re-formed but some members of the crowd hung back to have their photos taken with Donnie and Renata. Nani had one of the booksellers take loads of photos of us with Donnie, who seemed only too happy to pose for the camera. I noticed that the people queuing for photos with Renata all wanted her to pretend to be murdering them or to glower at the camera, which she was very good at.

   “Now how about a photo where you kneel and take my hand?” said Nani. “Just like when Baldini asks Lana Lane to marry him when they’re marooned on that island in A Tomb of Gold?”

   “My dear lady,” said Donnie. “Perhaps we could allow other people take some photos too?”

   “Ayo! Of course!” said Nani as she finally realised she was holding up a large queue of fans.

   “I can’t believe you sat on Renata!” I said as we got back in line to have our book signed.

   Nani shrugged. “I’d do it again, Coco. Did you see Donnie help me up?” She let out a dreamy sigh. Bea turned around, just as starry-eyed as Nani.

   “You know he always wears his costume from the day they start filming until the final scene?” she told us. “He’s such a professional!”

   “My saviours!” said Jack Sheridan as we reached the front of the queue and Bea Butterworth scurried away, hugging her signed books tightly.

   “Bonzur! Ki manyèr?” Nani burst out, so excited that she slipped into Creole.

   “That means hello, how are you?” I translated as she handed over her copy of A Tomb of Gold.

   “And hello to you, Mrs…?” asked the author, pen poised.

   “Sita Ballah,” said Nani.

   “Nani is Baldini’s biggest fan,” I told him, still nervous about talking to a famous author. “She’s read all of your books and watched every episode of Baldini Investigates.”

   “Is that so?” said Jack. He wrote Nani’s name and put his big, looping signature on the first page of the book.

   “We even solved a mystery of our own a few weeks ago,” said Nani. “We followed a trail of clues to uncover a terrible secret.”

   “And recovered a hoard of stolen loot!” I added.

   “My word,” said Jack, in the way adults do when you’ve said something they don’t quite believe. “I suppose you want to be a detective when you grow up?”

   I shook my head. “I want to be an investigative journalist. Just like you, before you started writing novels. It was amazing that your article on the Harrisburg Heist led to the capture of the whole gang.”

   Jack stared at me in surprise as he handed the book back to Nani. “I wrote that article thirty years ago.” He said. “That’s great research, kid – the most useful skill for an investigative journalist.”

   I curled my toes and wished I had half of Lexi’s confidence as I asked the question I’d been dying to ask since I got here. “Impressed enough to let me interview you?” I held up my notebook. “It’s for my school paper.”

   Jack raised an eyebrow, then grinned and nodded to a young man in a checked shirt that looked two sizes too big for him. “Tell you what, speak to Matt, my assistant. We’re not filming tomorrow so you can both come down to the unit base and do the interview there.”

   We left the bookshop in a daze, Matt’s card safely tucked into Nani’s copy of A Tomb of Gold. I couldn’t believe we had been invited to visit the unit base, which Matt had explained was where the cast and crew lived while working away from home. I could just imagine the faces of my friends when they read my exclusive behind-the-scenes interview with Jack Sheridan.

  

 
  
   
Chapter Two

   A Rocky Start

   “You knew?” Nani cried, wagging her finger at Mum across the kitchen table as we sat eating biryani with mango kutcha pickle. “You knew they were making a Baldini movie in town and didn’t tell me?”

   OH-OH! Cookie hid his head under his wing. NAUGHTY-NAUGHTY, ZAKO-MONKEY!

   “Anu had to sign an agreement with the film company,” said Dad, trying to keep the peace. “She couldn’t have said anything, even if she wanted to.”

   “That’s right,” said Mum as Dad checked his phone, which had just pinged. “I was sworn to secrecy until the announcement.”

   I stared at her, puzzled. “Only people involved in the film have to sign those. Don’t they?”

   Mum grinned. “I’ve been dying to tell you both.” She leaned across the table. “The very last scene they’re filming in Camberford is set in a treasure chamber where Baldini’s fiancée gets sealed in a chest and pushed into a pool. Guess where it’s happening!”

   TAKE A GUESS! BUZZ! INCORRECT!

   “Grenard’s bank?” It was the only place that held treasure that I could think of.

   BUZZ-BUZZ-BUZZZZZ!

   Mum shook her head. “The treasure is supposed to be hidden in the cellars of an old mansion. So they’re going to use—”

   “The cellars under the museum where you work!” I gasped. Mum had taken me down there a few times. The cellars were amazing high-vaulted chambers. There was even an empty pool from back when the building was a hotel with a Turkish spa. Usually the cellars were filled with all sorts of items that weren’t on loan or display.

   “Yes! They’ve been there a week already setting up. The treasure was supposed to have been stolen from a Hindu temple so I’ve been advising the set designers on how to make everything look authentic. I’m letting them use some exhibits from the museum too. I can’t wait for you to see the set. They’re even going to fill the old spa pool.” She paused and cocked her head to one side. “I also can’t wait to hear how you managed to wrangle a set visit and an interview with Jack Sheridan!”

   “Hmm, I can help with that!” said Dad. “A friend just asked if this was my mother-in-law!” He held up his phone to show Lexi and Ollie’s YouTube video of their big reveal from the bookshop.

   Mum’s hands flew to her mouth as she watched Nani leap on to Renata Fonteyne. The video already had several hundred likes.

   “Ayo!” cried Mum, shaking her head as she watched. “That poor woman!”

   AYO! echoed Cookie. NAUGHTY-NAUGHTY. LIKE-AND-SUBSCRIBE!
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   Mum pulled into the tree-lined grounds of the big old museum, with its green-tiled roof and fancy stonework, at around ten the next morning. Everything looked quiet and normal until we drove round the building to the staff car park. I gasped as I saw that the big field at the back, which was usually just used for picnics, was full of trailers, motorhomes and cabins. I clutched my notebook to my chest, excited to ask Jack the questions I had written down yesterday evening.

   BEEP! BEEP! MIND HOW YOU GO!

   “Did you have to bring Cookie?” Mum sighed.

   BRUSH YOUR TEETH, CHEEKY CHOPS! COR, DOESN’T TIME FLY?

   “Jack said it was fine,” I told her as Nani and I undid our seat belts.

   “After all, Cookie did help us save Jack’s life,” added Nani.

   “Really? From a fake dart?” said Mum, one eyebrow raised. “I’ll take him. I’ve got to go and meet the set designers in the cellars. He can’t cause much trouble down there.”
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