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CHAPTER ONE




Spying is sometimes referred to as a ‘game’. Even the most simple things can prove to be a good training for a spy.





THE SPY’S HANDBOOK


SCIENCE LAB 2, CHUMSWORTH SCHOOL FOR GIRLS, HARBOUR CITY
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Frankie Fox’s finger hovered above a large red button. There were only two buttons – ‘STRIKE’ and ‘FIRE’ – and a lever on the controls she held. Frankie edged her thumb up above the lever, pushed the knob forward and prepared to attack.


‘Take THAT!’ Frankie cried, launching her assault. Metal crunched on metal. The sound of a motor revving filled the near-empty laboratory. Frankie’s robot, the Crusher, moved forward on its large rubber wheels and pounded right over the Pulveriser, the robot owned and built by her best friend, Rani. Soon, the Pulveriser was nothing but a mashed-up pile of exposed wires, broken wheels and dented metal.


Rani’s face was bright red. She had just been eliminated from the first round of the Robot Wars Tournament. Frankie swallowed. She was happy to win but at the same time she felt sorry for her best friend. No one liked to lose.


‘That’s it, girls,’ said a familiar voice from across the room. Their science teacher, Miss Porter, punched some numbers into her tablet computer. ‘Round One goes to Miss Fox.’ On the other side of the room, a lone figure clapped. It was Clara Vale, her perfectly straightened hair falling across her face as she shook her head at Frankie.


‘See you in the next round, Frankie. Prepare to die,’ Clara called before she turned on her heel and headed towards the door.


‘I’ll be ready!’ Frankie called back. But the words fell on deaf ears because Clara was already gone.


Frankie walked across the science lab to give Rani a quick hug. Her friend’s brows were knitted in concentration as she bent over her broken robot.


Outside Chumsworth School for Girls, the waters of Harbour City sparkled. The noise of girls playing in the school quadrangle was a din of shrieks, chatter and handball games.


‘You killed my Pulveriser, Frankie,’ Rani said, hugging Frankie back. Rani was usually voted best and fairest at everything. ‘I have to admit, your robot is pretty amazing.’


‘The Crusher is my best invention yet,’ Frankie explained, looking lovingly at the small robot the size of a cereal packet on wheels. ‘Boss helped me build him,’ she explained.


‘Your dog helped you? You’re funny, Frankie,’ said Rani.


‘Did you have any human help, Frankie?’ asked Miss Porter, her eyes searching Frankie’s. She knew that Frankie had been under strict instruction NOT to ask her father – the billionaire scientist and inventor Fergus Fox – for help.


Frankie shook her head. ‘No way! I built it from scratch – with a little help from my furry friend.’ Boss had helped her, thought Frankie, even if it was just picking up tools between his teeth and handing them to her at the right moment. He was a very clever dog.


Miss Porter looked pleased with Frankie’s progress in the robotic sciences. And she wasn’t just pleased for Chumsworth School’s sake. So much more was at stake than the Robot Wars Tournament. The teacher wouldn’t discuss the details with Frankie while they were at school. Frankie would be updated later, because she wasn’t just a regular 11-year-old girl. She was a spy, working with a secret organisation to help protect the world from evil. Miss Porter knew all about it because she was a Griffin operative too – her real name was Westwood. But Rani didn’t know any of this – and Frankie wasn’t allowed to tell her. It was so hard to keep secrets from her best friend!


Together, the girls packed up their robots. Frankie had built a special box for hers; Rani looked at her lump of twisted metal with disappointment.


‘I thought the Pulveriser would last at least till Round Two,’ she said. ‘You have to beat Clara.’ Clara Vale was the meanest girl at Chumsworth and while they couldn’t beat her at being nasty, they could beat her robot in a challenge.


‘I’ll help you tinker with the Crusher if you need,’ Rani offered. ‘Where did you find your robotics guide again?’


Frankie paused. One of the hardest parts about being a Griffin agent was not revealing sensitive information to friends. But Frankie would never breathe a word. Only she and JJ – her neighbour and fellow Griffin agent – could know about their training and their missions. Miss Porter, of course, knew everything, too.


‘Um …’ said Frankie.


‘You’re covering up something,’ said Rani, straightening up and looking Frankie right in the eye. She knew when her best friend was holding back. ‘One day I’ll find out.’


‘Find out what?’ said Frankie, a note of worry creeping into her voice.


‘How you built the robot, of course!’ said Rani.


Frankie breathed out slowly. There was no possible way Rani could know about Griffin. Still, she would have to be very careful from now on not to let anything slip. The friends started walking down the corridor towards the school gate.


‘Have you read the book or downloaded the album yet?’ asked Rani. ‘Did you like it? Band of Brothers will be in Harbour City soon!’ An ecstatic grin spread across her face.


‘Soon?’ said Cat, overhearing their conversation. ‘Try 168 hours,’ she said.


‘Fifty-two minutes,’ added Zan, as she and Cat joined their two friends.


‘And forty-one seconds,’ Rani pronounced, looking at her watch.


They were all obsessed, thought Frankie. She shook her head. ‘Sorry, I haven’t had a chance yet!’ Band of Brothers were the hottest band on the planet. The whole of Chumsworth would be there, no doubt. Frankie wasn’t really into them, but her friends were such huge fans she thought she should try to take an interest. ‘I’ll start reading it tonight!’ Frankie promised.


•


Later that night, in the comfort and privacy of her boathouse, Frankie reported in to Griffin. Being a Griffin operative was like having a full-time job. The Alliance would stop at nothing to turn the world upside down, and agents like her and JJ were the key to unlocking its secrets and saving the planet.


She had argued with her father over her bedroom in the boathouse. After their housekeeper, Hanna, was revealed to be a deep undercover Alliance agent, Frankie’s dad had been reluctant to let her keep living at a distance from the main house. He wanted her safe at all times.


But Frankie was a Griffin agent, and she had convinced her dad she needed the space to work on her spy skills.


Frankie loved to hear the rhythmic sound of waves lapping on the boathouse wall. The sound always seemed to put Boss to sleep, too. He was tucked up in his dog bed. Looking at her favourite fluff ball, it was hard to believe that such a little dog could be so brave.


The dog tag around Boss’s neck had the letters ECTU on it, which stood for Elite Canine Training Unit. Boss was a Scottish West Highland White Terrier and he was tenacious and loyal. Being a Westie also meant he was incredibly smart. He had already helped save Frankie’s life once, on the high cliffs of Nepal.


Frankie thought about that strange day on the Himalayan mountain top. For a very brief moment, her whole family had been reunited. Frankie’s mother had been missing since she was just a baby. Everyone – including Frankie – had thought she had died, but she had been living undercover and working for Griffin’s sworn enemy, the Alliance. There was no doubt that she had been brainwashed into working for them. Frankie had come face to face with her mother on the roof of the world. One look into her mother’s vacant eyes had told Frankie everything. Frankie was determined to rescue her mother, and shake her out of the brain fog that the Alliance had wrapped her in. Frankie wondered what her mum was doing at that moment. Mostly, Frankie hoped she was safe.


Boss cracked an eye open as Frankie crossed the room and jumped on the bed. She perched her cup of hot chocolate near a stack of new books she was reading – Junior Lockpicking, Robotics for Busy People and the Official Band of Brothers Handbook that Rani had loaned her. Boss jumped onto the bed and snuggled into her side.


‘Good boy, Boss,’ said Frankie, scratching him in his favourite place just behind the ears. ‘Now, I have to do some work.’ She quickly scanned her messages on her Griffin tablet. It was flexible and transparent and rolled up into a scroll that could be slipped into a pocket. First she checked her regular inbox. There was a message from the chess Grandmaster, Robert Hagopian. Frankie looked carefully at the digital board and chose her move. She was growing in confidence with her chess game, but she still had not beaten the Grandmaster.


There was a forwarded message from Rani. It was an alert for the new tour to Harbour City of the Band of Brothers. Frankie’s finger hovered over the delete button. The band were not, in fact, brothers. They were the creation of a TV talent show and they were the richest band in the world, hands down.


The five ‘brothers’ all wore similar clothes, had the latest haircuts and matching tattoos. No one knew if they could actually sing or not – but it didn’t matter. Band of Brothers was responsible for breaking thousands of hearts and topping the charts, especially at Chumsworth. Every girl’s locker was plastered inside with their pictures. Rani kept their photo in her wallet at all times. Frankie, though, thought all their songs sounded a bit the same.


She tapped into her secure Griffin inbox. There was a message from the Head of Gadgetry and Testing, Miggles, reminding her of her training session with his new favourite invention, which looked like a fluffy grenade. A complex diagram was attached to the message. Frankie would look at it later. There was a more serious memo from the Commander-in-Chief of Griffin, warning of a possible attack on Harbour City – that threat never seemed far away. There was also a curious message from Captain Tucker, which came with an attachment. Please open, was all it said. Frankie scrolled down and clicked on the large red ‘M’ at the bottom of her screen.
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Macduff Airways e-ticket


Departure: 0700, Thursday August 13


Destination: Aberdeen via Edinburgh, Scotland.








The face of Captain Tucker filled her screen. It was a video message.


‘Fox, you will be attending the Symposium for Bright Young Minds at the Institute of Autonomous Robotics and Artificial Life. Await further information in Edinburgh. Tucker out.’


Frankie sat up in bed. ‘Boss, I’m going to Scotland … tomorrow!’




[image: image]


CHAPTER TWO




A spy doesn’t always know exactly what situation they are heading into. Sometimes they have to take a ‘leap of faith’.





THE SPY’S HANDBOOK


THE ROYAL MILE, EDINBURGH, SCOTLAND
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It was a bright, sunny day when Frankie landed in Edinburgh. This was extremely rare for Scotland, which, Frankie had read in her briefing notes, was usually blanketed in rain and fog. She wished Boss was with her. He would have felt right at home. Frankie ambled down the bustling Royal Mile, a famous cobblestone street in the capital that led right into the mouth of Edinburgh Castle. A lone bagpipe could be heard above the circus-like atmosphere in the crowds of the Edinburgh Festival. Here she was, on the other side of the world and travelling alone as a Griffin agent, awaiting her next instructions for the mission.


Apart from those journeys to Nepal on Griffin missions, it was the first time she’d really been in a new country. Frankie had never seen such an old town. There was a castle, with a drawbridge and turrets, in the middle of the city! People walking down the street took virtually no notice of it, but Frankie couldn’t take her eyes off Edinburgh Castle in all its majesty.


Frankie was extremely excited, but she did not show it outwardly. To everyone else, she looked like a local young girl walking around with the confidence of her own city. In truth, Frankie had brushed up on the flight over, learning about Edinburgh and its incredible history. It had been home to Mary, Queen of Scots, not to mention a place of battles and armies.
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