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            CHAPTER ONE
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         The Hotel Anise’s cable car creaked ominously as it made its way up the side of the mountain, past bearded goats clinging on to the craggy outcrops. Alice tried not to think of how old the cable car was or how many times it had hauled hotel guests from the lush valley below to the warm welcome of Monsieur Boucher’s luxury hotel at the top.

         Sat beside her on the cushioned bench, rifling through the pile of books in her lap for the fiftieth time, was Alice’s mother, Madame Éclair. She was equally distracted, but not by the prospect of plummeting to the valley floor.

         “Cheeses of the Auvergne, Pâtissière Exemplaire… Oh, where is it?” she muttered, her head buried in the pile of books. “Alice, did you bring that excellent book on quiche that I bought last week?”

         Alice forced herself to stop thinking about how thick the cable from which they were dangling was and shook her head.

         “You brought that cake book that Claude gave you though,” said Madame Éclair in a bemused tone. “I don’t know why. We won’t be making anything sweet all week.” She motioned to the flock of goats 3picking its way down one of the mountain paths and sighed happily. “This is the home of the best cheeses in France and Monsieur Boucher wants us to teach his chefs how to make croissants, quiches and gougères, not sweets. Oh, Alice, just think of how much extra business we could get from moving into teaching at France’s grand hotels! I wonder if we should consider taking on extra staff for Vive Comme L’Éclair.”

         Madame Éclair sighed again and sank back on to the seat to think, leaving Alice to slip a hand into her bag to check that her cake book was there. Her mother was right that she wouldn’t need the book for cooking, but wrong that she wouldn’t need the book at all. Alice didn’t need it for recipes. It was a communication device.

         “I know you know every recipe in here by heart,” her friend and fellow spy, Claude, had said as he handed it over to her a few months before. “But we need to both have the same book so that I can send you messages.”

         They had been sipping hot chocolate by one of Paris’s bridges and, after ordering a plate of mille-feuille, which Claude assured her were not up to the 4standards of Vive Comme L’Éclair, he had shown her how the code would work.

         “One-three-two, four point three,” Claude said. “The first number is the page, the second is the line and word.”

         Alice had opened the book and turned to page 132. It was a recipe for vanilla scones.

         
            Vanilla Scones

            This recipe is one of my favourites. It was created for my grandmother’s hotel in Lausanne and is bound to meet with admiration whenever you use it…

         

         “Line four, word three… Meet!”

         “So now you know why we both need the same book,” Claude had said. “Oh, and if I send you a simple message like one-three-two you’ll understand it at once, won’t you?”

         Alice frowned and shook her head.

         “It will just mean I want some scones.” Claude grinned.

         Alice patted the book in her pocket. Her mother was here to bake, but she was ready for spywork, the moment Claude gave her the signal. 5
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         The cable car shuddered and slowed as it neared the station at the top of the mountain. Alice’s mother began to gather their luggage together and Alice pulled her coat a little more tightly around her neck. She hoped she had packed enough jumpers. Back home, Paris was in the middle of one of its heatwaves, but it was cold up here at the top of the mountain in spite of the brightness of the sun. They stepped out of the car on to firm ground and turned to see the Hotel Anise.

         Modelled on France’s beautiful châteaux, the hotel had hundreds of windows, around which the stonework had been so intricately carved that it looked as though it had been piped on to the hotel’s façade. There were circular towers on each end of the building, and a row of chimneys billowing smoke indicated that, however cold it was outside, the hotel would be welcomingly cosy.

         “Excellent,” murmured Madame Éclair. “A cup of coffee first, I think, and then we can explore.” And she set off up the path towards the entrance.

         Alice smiled. After a busy Easter season, a relaxing 6week in the mountains was just what both of them needed.
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         At the end of their first afternoon in the hotel kitchen, Alice’s mother declared that Monsieur Boucher’s staff had a lot to learn.

         “I caught them using margarine to make croissants!” she exclaimed. “A croissant is meant to melt in the mouth. I doubt theirs would melt in a vat of hot acid. I expected better. This is meant to be a luxury hotel!”

         Alice had hoped that they would spend their mornings sharing their skills with the staff in the kitchen and the afternoons exploring the mountains or even enjoying some of the activities on offer at the hotel, but there was no time for such frivolities. Her mother was on a mission to teach Monsieur Boucher’s staff everything she knew about savoury pastries. And Madame Éclair knew a lot! 

         By the fourth day, Alice could not help but feel disappointed. There was a huge indoor swimming pool to enjoy, a gymnasium, a vast library and even a row of hang-gliders moored by one of the ornamental gardens. Alice had enjoyed none of 7them. She had spent the morning with the taciturn young delivery boy from the village, updating the list of ingredients required to ensure that only the best quality entered the hotel kitchens.

         Alice took small pleasure in noting that the guests did not seem to be enjoying themselves any more than she was. Instead of relaxing on the terrace with its beautiful view of the mountains, they spent most of their time in their rooms or huddled miserably in the lounges. She was not sure she had seen a smile since they arrived, and nobody talked to one another. There were no couples or families chattering over breakfast, and what conversations did take place were short and unfriendly. Some guests even hid in their rooms, taking dinner from trays left outside the door.

         Nobody seems to trust anyone else here, thought Alice as she carried a plate of gougères bulging with cheese through to one of the lounges. She placed them on a low table next to two young men playing chess. One of them looked up at her and, with a weak smile, nodded thanks. In the corner, a woman threw her newspaper to the floor and leaned back in her chair with a huff of frustration. 8

         “Have you finished with that?” asked a man by the window.

         The woman shrugged. “Feel free,” she said. “It’s last month’s news anyway. Oh, it’s so annoying not being able to know anything that’s going on.”

         “What I wouldn’t give to be able to listen to the radio,” sighed one of the men at the chess table.

         This was all very peculiar. Alice knew that the hotel received regular deliveries of food from the valley below, so why did they not bring up the daily newspaper too? And why was there no radio? Was it too difficult to get a signal high up here in the mountains?

         She pondered this while she made her way back to the kitchen and was so engrossed by the puzzle that she ran straight into the delivery boy at the bottom of the library stairs. The collision sent the pile of books he’d been carrying flying across the hall.

         “I’m so sorry!” Alice cried, helping him up off the ground and hurrying to retrieve the books. It was an odd collection, she thought. A book on gardening, one on ancient Greek history, a Christie novel and a book on keeping guinea pigs. The boy clearly had 9eclectic tastes – and rather grubby overalls, she noted.

         “I think that’s all of them,” she said, passing the guinea pig book over to the startled-looking boy. He leaned over, picked up a slip of paper from the floor, tucked it inside the cover of one of the books and, without even saying thank you, ran out of the hotel’s front door. Alice stared after him.
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         Two days later, Alice found a note in the kitchen. It was waiting for her, tucked underneath a pudding bowl.

         132, 4.3, 5.7, 8.1, 20.4, 29.8. 

         Alice gasped. It was from Claude. She reached into her pocket, took out her recipe book and turned to the very page he had shown her, knowing that the first word of the message would be “meet”. She found “me” on line five of the recipe, word seven. “One” was next to vanilla pods in the ingredients list. “Coffee” was found in a rather flowery paragraph about what to serve the scones with and “room” in an instruction to make sure there was enough space in the oven to let the heat circulate.

         “Meet me, one, coffee room.” 10

         The morning passed slowly. Madame Éclair ran a class on making delicate brie twists and Alice created bite-size quiches for that evening’s apéritif. As soon as everyone was in the dining room and lunch had been served, Alice dashed to the coffee room where she found Claude already settled in an armchair.

         “Alice!” he cried. “Sorry to make you miss lunch. Monsieur Boucher’s catering is … legendary.”

         Alice laughed. “Maman is far from impressed,” she said. “Sometimes this place doesn’t feel like a luxury hotel at all.”

         Claude did not laugh.

         “Don’t be silly, Alice. It’s not a hotel. It’s a chiller.”

         Alice stared at him. She had heard about chillers. Spies who went far enough into training to learn sensitive secrets but failed to become agents would be sent to stay in these secluded places until their information was no longer relevant. She had always imagined that they must be miserable places full of resentful people. So that was why everyone seemed so out of sorts!

         “And that explains the lack of newspapers and radio,” she said. 11

         Claude smiled.

         But if this was a chiller and Claude had sent her here…

         “I’m not here because…”

         Claude laughed. “Oh, you are far from useless to us, Alice. No need to worry about that. No, I genuinely thought that the break would do you good and I wanted your eagle eyes on this place.”

         “You mean I’ve been on a mission?” Alice objected. “You could have told me.”

         “I wanted your honest reactions to things. I knew you would sense something was up and I wanted your first impressions of the guests.”

         “And the cookery lessons? Were they just a ruse?”

         Claude shook his head and smiled wryly. “Not entirely. If we don’t improve the cuisine here, we could have a mutiny on our hands.”

         Alice grinned. “So who am I supposed to be spying on then?”

         “Well, that I don’t know,” Claude admitted. “Shut the door. Sit down and I’ll start at the beginning.”

         Once Alice had safely closed the door and dropped into one of the lounge’s comfortable chairs opposite Claude, he began. 12

         “There is a machine. A machine that could, possibly, help us if Europe is plunged into another war.”

         “A weapon?” asked Alice, but Claude shook his head.

         “No, nothing like that. Something more in your line of work. A cipher creator, the most complex of its kind ever invented.” He slipped a hand into his pocket and drew out a photograph that he handed to Alice. It showed a girl in her late teens, smiling next to a cabinet full of trophies.

         “Did this girl invent it?” asked Alice.

         Claude shook his head.

         “No. That is Adele Rejewski,” he said. “One of France’s most talented cyclists. Really, our best hope of a medal at the coming Olympics. Her mother is French, some sort of explorer, always away up a mountain or trekking down some river, but her father, Jan, is Polish. He was one of our best agents and a good friend of mine, though I don’t normally like people who can beat me at chess.”

         Alice smirked. Claude could be very competitive. He caught her eye and coughed.

         “Anyway, he’s an expert in metalwork and clocks 13and he’s the one who invented the machine. It’s capable of converting a message into unreadable code in seconds.”

         “If it’s unreadable, what’s the point? How would our agents decipher it?” asked Alice.

         “Well, there is only one machine at the moment, but we would make copies and each of our agents could feed the message from one machine into another, reverse the process and reveal the message. It’s genius. Without a copy of the machine, the message is impossible to break. Just think what information could be shared, safe from enemy eyes.”

         “And this machine has been stolen?” Alice guessed.

         “It’s … gone missing,” said Claude. “Along with my friend Jan. We last heard from him six weeks ago. We have no idea where he or the machine are and we fear that both may have fallen into the enemy’s hands.”

         “And you think they are here?”

         “No, we don’t know where they are. Stella is looking for them. She’s currently tailing an enemy agent across the Alps.” 14

         Alice smiled at the mention of Stella Blyth. The elegant older woman who often worked with her and Claude was one of Alice’s favourite people. The thought of the glamorous spy on a hiking mission made Alice want to laugh, but then she noticed the cloud that had crossed Claude’s face.

         “What?” Alice demanded. “I know that look. Something’s wrong!”

         Claude looked uncomfortable. “I didn’t want to tell you yet,” he said. “Stella hasn’t been in touch for three weeks.”

         Alice felt her stomach plummet. Stella had been with her the first time she was on a mission, over a year before, on the luxurious train the Sapphire Express, and Alice knew how brave and clever she was. She also knew that she owed her life to Stella and if she was in trouble, Alice wanted to help.

         “We should go and look for her then!” she cried. “There must be something we can do—”

         Claude motioned for her to stop.

         “We might do more harm than good, Alice. It’s hard, but we have to trust that Stella has things in hand. And you have been helping. With Stella away I needed another of our best agents on the ground 15here. You see, we had an inkling that someone in this hotel is working for the other side, passing notes that may be linked to the location of the machine or Monsieur Rejewski himself. His daughter has been receiving threatening notes and the first one was typed on a sheet of paper from this hotel. The heading had been torn away, of course, but they did it clumsily, leaving just enough of the watermark for us to trace it. And there’s more. Some secrets that only people sent here know have been leaking out. You see, we had our first full-class failure earlier this year; all ten failed to complete and become agents, and that class had information about codes we are just beginning to develop. The information must be coming from this hotel.”

         “And that’s why you sent me here,” said Alice, trying not to think about how angry an entire class of failed spies would be. 

         “Like I said, I wanted your impressions. You see, we do our best to stop anything from the outside world coming in or leaving, but someone in this place is passing secrets and we don’t know how. Once one arrives here, one remains here for at least a month. There are no radios and the phones are 16never left unguarded.”

         “You’re sure it’s a guest?”

         Claude pondered. “I had assumed the staff to be beyond suspicion. I booked them myself.”

         Something stirred at the back of Alice’s mind.

         “Book,” she said.

         Claude raised an eyebrow but knew better than to interrupt.

         Alice had an image of a young man in overalls clutching a stack of library books, tucking a slip of paper into one of them…

         “There’s one person who is allowed to leave!” she cried. “The delivery boy from the village.”

         “But surely he only gets as far as the kitchen,” Claude objected. “I gave instructions that the locals were never to talk to any of the guests.”

         Alice shook her head. “He visits the library. I saw him with a stack of books. And if he can collect a book from the library…”

         “He can collect a note there,” finished Claude. “Delivery is early in the morning, I assume. He’ll be long gone. Check the library. I’ll see what I can find out about him from the kitchen.”

         He darted away towards the kitchen and Alice 17hurried up the stairs to the hotel’s spacious library on the second floor. She pushed open the door and stepped into the first of the library’s reading rooms – panelled from floor to ceiling with bookshelves. There was no one there, but Alice paused and listened. For a few moments all she could hear was the sound of her own breath, a little ragged from running up the stairs, but then she heard the creak of a floorboard in the next room.

         Alice crept forwards, keeping to the edge of the room where the floor would be less likely to creak, and peered through the archway into the next room. Stood at the end of one of the bookshelves, by a large armchair, was a figure she recognised. It was a tall, broad man with a book in his hand.

         Alice froze. It was her Uncle Robert. She had not seen him since he had betrayed her the previous year by trying to steal the passports of refugees from the enemy in Germany. He had escaped by leaping from a moving train. He was a dangerous man, a man who was prepared to sell anything, or anyone, to the enemy for whatever he could get. But still, he was her uncle, the one who had first taught her to be a spy. They shared a name, a family, and part of 18her hoped that there was something inside him that might one day turn him back to good.

         “Alice,” he said, dropping the book to the floor. “I would love to stop and chat, but as you see you have interrupted something rather important. You do get in the way, you know, my little phantom.”

         Alice flinched. “I’m not your little phantom any more,” she said. “I don’t want that name. I don’t want anything to do with you.”

         Robert Éclair clutched his heart in faux hurt and laughed. Then the laugh fell away as quickly as it had risen and he glared at Alice.

         “Be careful, Alice,” he said. “The time is coming when you will need to be very sure which side you are on. Choose my side and you could become very rich indeed. Just think: no more slaving away in that bakery, day in, day out. Choose poorly and you may find yourself in grave danger. I know you think you are special, but everyone is replaceable. You were very useful to me before. You could be again. But I can always find a new little phantom and then…”

         Alice felt a chill go through her. She knew she must stop him and prevent anyone else falling under his spell. 19

         “Think about it, Alice,” said Robert Éclair, and he made a leap for the window. Alice reacted like the lightning bolt that was her new codename. She plucked her recipe book from the pocket of her apron, drew back her arm and threw. With pinpoint accuracy it hit the window catch and released it so that the sash came thundering down on to Uncle Robert’s hand, making him jump back in pain.

         “Claude!” yelled Alice at the top of her voice. Her uncle tugged at the window, but it was stuck fast. He turned and glared at Alice.

         “I taught you a little too well,” he hissed, then he barrelled towards her, pushed her to the floor and ran out of the room.
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            CHAPTER TWO
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         21Alice clambered to her feet and ran out of the library and down through the hotel. There was no sign of Claude. She dashed out of the front door and turned towards the pavilion where the cable car hung, creaking in the wind. There was only one way off this mountain and she had to get to it before Uncle Robert did. As she rounded the corner of the hotel she spotted him climbing over a railing near one of the café terraces. She picked up her speed and raced down the path. In moments she had caught up with him. Alice reached out to grab his coat, but he dodged away from her round one of the large ornate plant pots. Alice leapt over it, caught the tip of her toe and fell sprawling to the ground. As she looked up, Robert Éclair reached the edge of the mountain, where the cable car was beginning its descent. He took a leap towards it and grabbed at the car.

         The car rocked on its wire and Alice cried out as her uncle slipped, lost his grasp and fell. Everything seemed to go into slow motion. She saw his arms flail, fingers clutching at empty air, and then the car swung backwards and his hands closed on the metal bar that ran underneath it. Alice 22scrambled to her feet and dashed forwards. She reached out to grab at the car and was about to leap when she felt arms around her waist pulling her back and Claude’s voice yelling, “Don’t be a fool, Alice!”

         As the car swung away from the mountain and began its descent, Uncle Robert swung himself upwards into the safety of the car.

         Alice shook herself free from Claude and glared at him.

         “I could have got to him!” she cried.

         Claude shook his head. “It was too far, and even if you had made it, what then? You would be alone in a cable car with a dangerous agent and out of reach of any help. There are times when we need to act, Alice, and times when we need to think.”

         Alice let out a huff of exasperation. “Well, you must at least have agents in the village,” she yelled. “Come on, we should phone someone. The operator at the bottom of the cable car must be one of our agents. Alert them! He mustn’t get away.”

         She turned and ran, but was halfway across the lawn before she realised that Claude was not following her. 23

         “Claude, hurry!”

         “There’s no use, Alice,” he shouted. “I tried the phones just a moment ago and they were down. I suspect that when we investigate we will find they were cut. There is no way to get a message out to anyone.”

         He kicked at the ground in annoyance. “He was here, right under our noses, and we never saw him. What a mess.”

         Alice stopped running. “He always slips out of our grasp,” she said miserably.

         “We’ll get him one day, don’t worry about that. No one can hide forever,” said Claude. “He won’t come back here though. His cover’s blown now. He must have been sneaking round gathering secrets from the guests and then passing them out.”

         “I wonder why I didn’t spot him,” said Alice. “But then, Maman has kept me very busy in the kitchens.”

         Claude sighed. “If there is a chance that your uncle is involved in my friend Jan’s disappearance and it is linked to the letters that his daughter is receiving, then I hope you understand that she could be in great danger. I think I should tell you the next step of your mission.” 24

         He led Alice back towards the hotel.

         “That young cyclist I mentioned,” he said as they walked. “I want you to keep a close eye on her. With her father missing and these strange notes appearing, I think there is more to it than just poison pen letters, but I can’t work out what. Someone may be trying to frighten her away from competing for the Olympics.”

         “But why?”

         “Well, the Olympics are keeping her safe. She is staying at the athletes’ camp with her brother, Hugo. She’s visible, and everyone who enters that camp – every journalist, every coach, every baker – is checked. If she gives up and goes home it will be easier for the enemy to take her and potentially use her as a bargaining chip to get to her father. I don’t know yet if they are linked, but I would just feel safer if Adele stayed at the camp till their mother gets back from whatever mountain she’s climbing at the moment.”

         Alice nodded.

         “You said she has a brother?”

         “A twin, in fact. Adele is the athlete. Hugo is the artist, a talented designer.” 25

         “They must be so worried,” said Alice, sure that she would go out of her mind with worry if Maman ever went missing. “Will they know I’m a spy?”

         “Goodness, no,” said Claude. “I’ve arranged for you to work your magic at the training camp gala banquets. The organisers want to wow their sponsors and they jumped at the chance to have Alice Éclair, Paris’s rising star baker, showcasing her cakes and pastries. And if you should happen to drop in on the daughter of one of my oldest friends while you are there, no one will find it strange. Oh, and you should be wary of Adele’s coach. He’s a strange one. Very vain and with quite a bad temper. Try not to get on his bad side.”

         Alice thought for a minute. “How did you know that Adele was receiving strange notes?”

         Claude grinned. “You’ll work that out when you get to the training camp,” he said.
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         “The Olympics?” asked Madame Éclair. “Absolutely not, Alice. They are being held in Berlin! Germany is not safe at the moment and there is no way I could let you travel there.”

         Alice shook her head. “It’s a training camp for the 26athletes trying out for the French team,” she said. “It’s just on the outskirts of the city, so I’ll be in Paris all the time. I only need a week or two away from the pâtisserie.”

         “And what will you be making for athletes?” asked her mother, raising an eyebrow.

         Alice laughed. “Even athletes like sugar and butter,” she said. “And anyway, it will mostly be for the sponsors and visitors. There will be lots of important people visiting the training area and the organisers are keen to impress them.”

         “Well, you’ll certainly do that,” said her mother. “Oh, very well. I can spare you for a couple of weeks, and it will be an excellent advertisement for the pâtisserie, not that we need much of that. We’ve been run off our feet lately.”

         It was true. Since Vive Comme L’Éclair’s triumph at the World Fair and the appearance of Alice’s cakes in a hit film about Marie Antoinette, Alice and her mother had been extremely busy. Vive Comme L’Éclair was quickly becoming the most popular pâtisserie in Paris.

         “They’d better not have you making ‘healthy’ cakes,” muttered Madame Éclair. 27

         In spite of her worries about Stella, Alice found she was smiling. If only her mother was on their team. The enemy would not stand a chance against the steel of Madame Éclair.
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