



[image: Cover Image]









[image: image]


[image: image]







[image: image]


CHAPTER ONE




The beginner spy is always on the lookout for changes in routine. A good spy picks up on small details, such as new people, objects out of place, and unusual behaviour. Most importantly, a good spy never gets caught. They keep their notes in code and they always watch their back.





THE SPY’S HANDBOOK


GRIFFIN HOUSE, GRIFFIN CLOSE, HARBOUR CITY
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Frankie Fox put The Spy’s Handbook down. Her brain hurt. No matter how many times she read the secret note scribbled inside the front cover, it still didn’t make sense. Frankie couldn’t help but think that the strange message held the key to … something. She looked one more time.


TCITNAL HREHGNE EESESE! STOWOA ELNIFG


What on earth did it mean? It wasn’t another language. It didn’t make any more sense when she read it out loud. Frankie even tried to read it backwards. She wrote the letters down on a piece of paper, cut them up, and rearranged them on her desk. They made even less sense than before. The exclamation mark, however, made it seem like some kind of warning. Next to her, Boss, the laziest West Highland White Terrier in the world, snuffled in his sleep.


Frankie gave him a pat and watched him drool happily in a basket built specially for lazy fur balls. Every spy needed a sidekick, or at the very least, a guard dog. Boss was great at eating and snoring, but he was most definitely NOT spy material. He was tiny. The most energetic Frankie ever saw him was when he wasn’t given seconds at dinnertime. Now as she watched him, little tufts of white hair rippled in the breeze as he snored.


Frankie had always wanted to be a spy. Other girls wanted dolls and ponies for their birthdays, but Frankie had always asked for things like binoculars or a waterproof watch.


She’d have to ask her father about the book. It had mysteriously arrived on her desk in the boathouse a week ago in a plain brown paper bag, held together by a thick rubber band. A sticky note had been attached to the front of the bag:






For the attention of Francesca Fox:


I found this in my library. It belongs in your library now.


Dad


P.S. IELYOOVU








Her father had never been very good at wrapping gifts. Or writing personal notes.


He always signed off with the first code Frankie had ever learned to crack, when she was in kindergarten. A simple coded message, it was a way of writing a message within a message. At first glance, it appeared just a jumble of words.


IELYOOVU


But when she broke it down, every second letter made up the message. The first, third, fifth and seventh letters spelled I LOV … Frankie went back to the second, fourth, sixth and eighth letters.


EYOU


Put together, it spelled ILOVEYOU, or I LOVE YOU.


Frankie Fox – aged 11, resident of Harbour City, student at Chumsworth School for Girls – was teaching herself to become a spy, one step at a time. The book hadn’t even made it to her own library yet – a handcrafted wooden bookcase that had been built into one side of the boathouse where she lived. It hadn’t moved from her bed, where she read it propped up on her lap late every night, or her desk, where she pored over it every morning before school. Within a week, Frankie had read the old red, tattered volume cover to cover.


The handbook had over five hundred yellowing pages, and was printed in dark ink that seeped at the edge of some of the pages. There was no author name, just a table of contents. Some of the page numbers had been circled randomly throughout the book. A sheet of tactical moves sent to her by her chess coach, the Armenian Grandmaster Robert Hagopian, was her dogeared bookmark.


The Spy’s Handbook could not have come to Frankie at a better time. For the last eighteen and a half days, Frankie had believed she was being watched. Or followed. Or both.


On the advice of the handbook, Frankie had set up a basic tripwire at the entrance to the boathouse. This involved placing a network of wire coathangers on the back of the boathouse doors to announce intruders, and applying a fine dusting of talcum powder on the floor to show up footprints. She couldn’t be sure if she was being followed, but sometimes things were just out of whack. A nosy old man with a walking stick had been strolling along Griffin Close. But it wasn’t a street you passed through on your way to somewhere else – people only came to Griffin Close if they had a reason to be there. And the old man didn’t look like he really needed the walking stick at all. Also, there had been a young man dressed as a workman pretending to mend the neighbours’ fence but he hadn’t fixed anything at all. Frankie knew that someone had been in her room, too. She was determined to catch them and find out why they had been snooping. Frankie had always wanted to be a spy; now the handbook would make her an expert.


Frankie and Boss lived in a big house called Griffin on a quiet, suburban street called Griffin Close. Frankie’s room was separate to the actual house of Griffin. It was 178 stairs away from the main house, down a large cliff and perched on the harbour of Harbour City itself. She lived with her father and Hanna, their housekeeper. Her mother had died when she was just a baby. Neither her father or Hanna came to the boathouse very often, as they were under Frankie’s strict instructions to STAY AWAY.
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But Frankie was sure that someone had been in her room recently because her trophies had been moved. She always lined them up to face her in bed. Frankie loved trophies the way some girls love teddy bears. Her Under-8 Fencing trophy was facing the wrong way. Her Under-7 Motocross Challenge trophy was upside down – the small bronze figure on the bike now looked like it had been involved a major crash. Her bathroom mirror had also been tampered with. It now hung at a strange angle – close enough to how it had been originally, but there was still enough of a difference to set Frankie on edge.


A real electric tripwire ran the perimeter of Griffin House. Once, Frankie had zinged herself on it as a little girl. Security cameras kept a roving eye on Griffin Close. Sometimes, Frankie felt like her father wanted to cut them off from the rest of the world. Fergus Fox was very famous, and very rich. He was a brilliant scientist who ran a secretive set of labs on Fortress Island and suspected that lots of people wanted to steal his secrets, or his money. Or both.


This was Frankie’s first Saturday off from fencing this term. Her best friend Rani was playing netball this season, but Frankie had chosen fencing because she thought it was a more useful skill for a future spy.


Frankie and her father had planned a day scrambling around the island. He had to drop some paperwork into his office and then the rest of the day was theirs for kayaking and exploring the maze of old gun batteries, tunnels and cranes. The whole place was spooky. Frankie loved it. She knew her dad did, too.


Frankie looked around for her waterproof shoes. The place was a mess. A pair of binoculars hung on a strap over her cupboard door. A telescope sat by the window, its lens trained on Fortress Island. A microscope and slides holding a squashed beetle and a collection of leaves sat on her bookshelf. Apart from The Spy’s Handbook, Frankie was reading two other books: A Short History of DNA (it was actually over seven hundred pages long – not short at all) and Cryptology for Dummies. Her shoes were buried under yesterday’s dirty clothes. She found a pair of scrunched-up board shorts and her favourite T-shirt and was ready in record time.


The wire coathangers jangled at the door. ‘Morning,’ her father said, pushing the boathouse door open. He was dressed in a sharp blue business suit.


‘You can’t go kayaking in that horrible suit,’ Frankie said.


‘I’m sorry, Frankie —’ he began.


‘You can’t hang out today,’ Frankie finished for him.


Fergus Fox looked embarrassed.


‘You’re always working,’ Frankie moaned.


‘I’m sorry, Francesca,’ Fergus said, giving her a big bear hug. ‘I wish it didn’t have to be this way.’


Frankie pulled away. ‘Can’t I come too?’ she asked.


‘It’s not safe —’ Fergus Fox began, but stopped himself. ‘I mean, I can’t spare any time today.’


It’s not safe. The words sounded disturbing. Her father had not even meant to say them out loud. Frankie’s spy sense went on full alert. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ she said gruffly. ‘I’m pretty busy anyway.’ Frankie had planned to ask her father about the handbook, but now she was in a bad mood. But mostly, she wished she knew what her father was really doing in those long, lonely hours without her.


Fergus looked at his daughter’s blonde curls pulled back into a ponytail. She is exactly like her mother, he thought. Strong and proud. And very, very clever.


‘Alright,’ he said finally. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow at breakfast. Hanna’s upstairs. Why don’t you keep her company?’ His footsteps clattered out down the boat ramp towards the small motor cruiser that bobbed in the water outside the boathouse. The engine of the Lucky Jo throbbed into life and she watched him take off through the bay towards Harbour City and Fortress Island, leaving his daughter and a wake of white water behind.
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CHAPTER TWO




Surveillance is an important aspect of spying. It can be as simple as keeping an eye on your neighbours, watching for new cars in your neighbourhood, or making a note of strange coincidences. Remember: nothing is a coincidence. There may be something more sinister at work.





THE SPY’S HANDBOOK


GRIFFIN HOUSE, GRIFFIN CLOSE, HARBOUR CITY
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Last week, Frankie had noticed large removalists’ vans with the words ‘COAST-TO-COAST MOVERS – We turn your world (not your goods) upside down’ choking up their small street. A man, a woman and a boy around her own age inspected the process, while Frankie had watched, hidden in the dense front garden of Griffin.


The new neighbours shared a fence with the Foxes, their house concealed by a mess of tangled weeds, ferns and another decrepit boathouse on their side. Tall ghost gums separated the occupants of number 2 (her house) and number 4 Griffin Close (the neighbours’ house).


Frankie thought about spying on the new neighbours again, to practise her skills and distract herself from her disappointment about her father. But she decided that cracking the code in The Spy’s Handbook was more important. If the message revealed something top secret, it had to be kept safe.


Just before lunchtime, the wire hangers jostled at her door again. A familiar face lined with wrinkles peered in.


‘Hi, Hanna,’ Frankie said. Hanna was their housekeeper, but to Frankie she felt more like a favourite grandmother and aunty rolled into one.


‘I made your favourite,’ Hanna said, lowering a plate of steaming hot lasagne onto Frankie’s desk. Hanna used the funicular, a small railway built into the cliff. It was operated by levers and was good for hauling things up and down the cliff face instead of carrying them. Hanna’s joints were no good for climbing stairs anymore, and she hardly ever came down to the boathouse these days. Today must have been a good day for her.
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