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About Team Trouble!

 

Eddie Woo Super Sleuth is ready for action and mystery. With a mind for maths and a nose for adventure, he is about to skateboard into ... danger.

When Eddie receives a cryptic message from Mr Appleby, a Woo family friend and resident of Sunny Side Aged Care, he is soon on a mission to thwart the evil plans of smugglers.

It's up to Eddie to crack the clues and improve his skateboarding so that he can enter the annual school Triple Threat Quest with his best friends Rusty and DT.
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WET HOT MESS

They sounded like a HURRICANE rolling down Wembley Road.

Well, two of them did anyway.

The other one was still at the top of the hill, one foot stuck firmly on top of his skateboard, the other foot firmly gripping the bitumen. On this sunny Saturday morning in Western Sydney, sweat dripped off Eddie’s brow as he watched his two best friends skateboard effortlessly downhill, dodging wheelie bins and the odd dog.
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Eddie Woo, kid Super Sleuth, captain of the Red Hill Public School Maths Team, and not-so-ace skateboarder, was frozen to the spot.

His two Super Sleuth sidekicks, Rusty Thompson and Daniel ‘DT’ Travers, were ahead of him. (Eddie loved even numbers so he reckoned TWO was a good number of sidekicks to have. And he was in legendary company: Harry Potter had Ron and Hermione, and Percy Jackson had Annabeth and Grover.)

DT was turning his skateboard in at a 180-degree angle, pivoting his upper body and shifting his weight to the side, skilfully pulling off a slide stop just as old Mr Cranston emerged from the tall black gate with the KEEP OUT sign and pushed his wheelie bin out on to the curb.
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Eddie could see Mr Cranston snarling at DT.

Rusty Thompson, Super Sleuth Sidekick No. 1, was only seconds behind DT, sliding her skateboard to a complete halt with the same skill and ease.

‘Hey, nice stop!’ yelled Eddie, smiling from under his sticker-clad helmet. At the front, his favourite sticker curled up at each corner. ‘Eat my π’ looked like a typo on the worn sticker, but for a keen mathematician like Eddie, it was a sneaky reference to ‘pi’, the number that governed all circles – like the wheels on his skateboard.

‘Thanks,’ said Rusty as she tightened her ponytail. ‘Not so rusty today, Eddie,’ she laughed.

Rusty’s parents had given her that nickname when she was two. Her mother believed her hair was brown, but her father said it was orange. They both settled on the colour ‘rusty’, and the name stuck.

DT and Rusty looked up the hill at Eddie. His feet were still superglued to the road and board. The ants that scurried around the lid of the wheelie bins were moving faster than him.

‘You can do it!’ yelled DT. ‘Just push off with the foot on the ground.’

‘Regulate your speed with the angles you’re taking and the weight you’re shifting!’ shouted Rusty. ‘It’s easy!’ But even as she said this, Eddie could hear that she was worried.

Next week the school would be hosting their annual Triple Threat Quest. Teams would compete in three subject areas: performing arts, academics and sports. Only one team was crowned the ‘Triple Threat Champion’. This year’s contest involved singing, maths and skateboarding. DT was their standout singer, Eddie had some serious maths muscle with Rusty close behind, and DT and Rusty were the two most confident skateboarders.

They all knew that if they wanted to raise the champion’s trophy above their heads, Eddie would need to lift his skate game.

Sweat was pouring down Eddie’s face now. ‘A hot wet mess’ is how his mum would describe him at that moment.

Lucky for Eddie, his mum wasn’t there, or she would be telling him to put on his elbow pads, knee pads, shin guards, shoulder pads, mouthguard and maybe wrap a pillow around his bum. She’d also scold him for making such a racket so early in the morning.
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‘I really want to but I can’t!’ Eddie replied.

Though getaways on a skateboard could be cool, he thought.

Super Sleuths had to be able to flee danger fast. On any mode of transport.

Like the time Rusty, DT and he were trapped in a cave on a century-old treasure hunt. They escaped by leaping into an old miner’s cart and speeding through hidden tunnels.

‘Listen to Rusty!’ called DT. ‘The faster you’re moving, the more momentum you’ll get from your weight and that will help you turn the angle of that corner ahead.’

Eddie didn’t look convinced.

‘Remember what you’re always telling me?’ continued DT. ‘Maths is everywhere! You just have to know where to find it and how to use it!’

Eddie considered this and mustered all his courage.

‘Okay!’ he yelled. ‘I’ll adjust my centre of gravity – it’s safer!’

He placed his backside on the deck of the board and pushed off with his feet, gripping both sides of the board with white knuckles. He accelerated rapidly and the colour of his face flipped from red to panic-stricken white. The neighbourhood dogs whined and ran back into their yards as Eddie, the human cannonball, exploded down Wembley Road.

‘STEER, EDDIE. STEER!’ screamed Rusty, but it was too late.

Like a moth drawn to a lightbulb, Eddie was a magnet attracted to Mr Cranston’s wheelie bin. The last thing he saw was the spray-painted 351 before he slammed into it and sent the bin’s contents flying.
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‘You okay?’ shouted Rusty, grabbing Eddie by the shoulders. They’d been in some sticky situations since kindergarten, but this one was up there.

‘I think so,’ mumbled Eddie, lifting his head off the ground and inspecting his grazed elbows. ‘How did I do?’

‘You were terrible,’ said a voice from behind. It was cranky old Mr Cranston. ‘Look at this mess! I expect it to be cleaned up – immediately.’ He went back to watering his roses.

‘I don’t think you were too bad,’ said DT as he and Rusty pulled Eddie to his feet. ‘We just have to work on the whole centre of gravity thing.’
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‘Yeah,’ laughed Eddie, tossing garbage bags, smelly newspapers and even some ripped old clothes into the bin. ‘But let’s do the centre of gravity standing up next time. Remember, maths is …’

‘Everywhere, I know!’ replied DT.

They finished cleaning up the wheelie bin in silence, covering their noses at particularly stinky bits.

‘Hey, Eddie?’ DT said finally.

‘Yeah?’

‘If maths is everywhere, then where is breakfast?’ he asked.

‘Good question, DT,’ replied Eddie. ‘Let’s find out.’
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NOT HELPING, EDDIE

‘Hurry up, Eddie!’ said his dad, juggling his car keys while Eddie shoved the last half-slice of Vegemite toast into his already full mouth. ‘And put that Rubik’s cube away. We need to drop the news-paper to Mr Appleby before school.’

It was the usual Monday morning ritual for Eddie:

• Wake up.

• Eat breakfast and play Rubik’s cube/sudoku/KenKen.

• Brush teeth and smile!

• Get in car.

• Listen to his dad complain about Sydney traffic and speak sarcastically to the drivers around him (with the windows up).

• Drop off a newspaper to Mr Appleby at Sunny Side Aged Care Home.

• Go to school.

Mr Norman Appleby had looked after Eddie’s mum and dad when they’d arrived in Australia from Malaysia in the 1990s. He was a young man back then and one of Australia’s leading nuclear scientists.

Now, Mr Appleby had Alzheimer’s disease. He often forgot their names and didn’t talk, but he still had a brilliant mind. Put an 81-square sudoku in front of him and he’d have it finished in five minutes – sometimes four.

‘OH NO,’ groaned Mr Woo. ‘It’s bumper to bumper! I should have taken the side road!’ He looked helplessly over his shoulder to see if there was an opening in the traffic where he could cut through.

Then a taxi swerved in front of him.

‘Oh, no problem, Mr Taxi Man, take my place in the queue!’ he grumbled.

Not even the crooning voice of Roy Orbison coming from the Camry’s speakers could cheer Mr Woo up.

‘It’s traffic-flow theory, Dad,’ said Eddie. ‘Traffic jams are a result of speed, flow and the build-up of vehicles.’

Mr Woo looked impatiently from side to side. He wasn’t in the mood to hear about traffic-flow theory.

‘Put simply,’ said Eddie, ‘we can predict the flow of traffic based on time of day, human behaviour and how many cars are on the road. To travel 15 kilometres to Sunny Side, we should probably start leaving at 3.00 am on Monday mornings.’

‘Not helping, Eddie,’ replied Mr Woo, looking straight ahead.

Eddie decided to triple-check his History homework until they arrived.

After the 15-kilometre trip that took one hour (4.17 metres per second, thought Eddie), they finally arrived at Sunny Side Aged Care Home. Mr Woo folded the newspaper neatly under one arm and picked up a shopping bag with a container inside.

‘Mum’s soup?’ Eddie asked his dad.

‘Mr Appleby’s favourite,’ said Mr Woo.

As Eddie and his dad walked towards the front glass door and reception area, Eddie’s spidey senses tingled. The smell of breakfast and hot tea that usually came from the home’s kitchen had been replaced with the stench of stale boiling meat.

‘Gross,’ said Eddie. ‘What’s that smell?’

‘Cabbage?’ said Mr Woo.

As they neared reception, there was another surprise. Mrs Robertson, who had worked at the Sunny Side reception for as long as Eddie could remember, had been replaced by a giant man in a black jacket that said SECURITY across the pocket. Instead of sitting behind the desk and greeting the visitors with a smile, the large man stood at the entrance with his arms crossed and a scowl that would turn a tiger into a pussycat.
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His silver name badge said ‘Steve.’

‘You can’t stay long,’ he grunted at Mr Woo and Eddie. ‘Home’s closing down.’

Eddie and his dad looked at each other, confused.

‘What? Why?’ asked Mr Woo. Eddie peered inside. There were still plenty of people in there. They hadn’t vanished or been abducted by UFOs – yet. But they looked unhappy. Most of them were sitting in the dining room, trying to eat the foul-smelling food. The usual staff weren’t anywhere to be seen. Instead, there were new faces wherever they looked.

‘How would I know?’ said Steve, responding to Mr Woo’s question. ‘It’s none of your business anyway. This place will probably be knocked down in the next week or so.’
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‘Where will the residents go?’ asked Mr Woo.

‘Who cares?’ Steve replied.

Eddie could see Mr Appleby sitting by the window.

Mr Appleby could see Eddie.

Eddie smiled at him to say, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll solve this mystery and make sure you’re safe. But we need to talk. Now.’

Mr Appleby was three steps ahead of Eddie (as usual). He got up, slid past one of the new workers and walked straight into the fully-fenced courtyard. Flicking Eddie the quickest of glances, he threw something over the courtyard fence. It glided up over the sharp and pointy black security fence and sailed towards Mr Woo and Eddie. The paper plane floated at least 30 metres and almost landed under the windscreen wiper of Mr Woo’s Camry. Before Eddie could yell out to Mr Appleby, he blended back into the crowd inside the dining room like a ninja sliding into the shadows of an ancient castle.
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When Eddie picked up the plane, he unfolded its neatly pressed edges and realised that he’d seen this paper before. It was a takeaway lunch menu from Moon Sun’s Korean Restaurant around the corner.

Immediately, something caught Eddie’s eye. Mr Appleby had circled specific numbers in blue pen and had drawn a cryptic arrow down, across and back up the menu.
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‘Eddie, you’ve just had breakfast!’ said Mr Woo, seeing his son studying the Korean lunch menu.

‘It’s not because I’m hungry,’ Eddie responded, unable to take his eyes off the page.

‘What is it?’ asked Mr Woo, looking over Eddie’s shoulder while Eddie took a few more moments analysing every circled number and decimal point.

‘A clue,’ he finally answered.

‘To what?’ asked Mr Woo.

‘Not sure yet, but I think it has something to do with this,’ explained Eddie, pointing to the security guard and the new staff patrolling the inside of the aged care home. ‘Something’s not right.’

Eddie knew that Mr Appleby was trying to tell him something.

BUT WHAT?
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BE KIND, BE BRAVE AND BE YOURSELF

The journey from Sunny Side to Red Hill Public School was much shorter.

Still, Eddie wasted no time trying to start putting the pieces of Mr Appleby’s puzzle together. The back of the car was littered with Eddie’s notebooks, calculators and pencils. He did his best work in silence, so he asked his dad to turn down the car radio.

Reluctantly, Mr Woo pressed the volume down button (it was Roy Orbison again – this time singing ‘Pretty Woman’) and soon the only noise was the sound of the tyres rolling over smooth bitumen and the scribble of Eddie’s pencil.

‘Here, Eddie,’ said Mr Woo, handing him Mr Appleby’s newspaper. ‘You may as well give this to your teacher. I’ve already read it.’

‘Thanks, Dad,’ said Eddie, taking the newspaper without looking up. He had already started to organise the numbers and letters that Mr Appleby had circled on the menu.
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The decimal points troubled Eddie, particularly the digits that came after.

Part-numbers moving into the thousandths? he thought to himself. And why the E and S?

Algebraic equations need an operation symbol, such as +, −, × or ÷ but there were none on the menu. He flipped it over to see if he’d missed anything, but it was blank.

The other thing Eddie was trying to place was the comma. He’d seen commas used to separate areas of place value within whole numbers, but never one at the beginning of a number.

Very weird.

‘Need a hand?’ said Mr Woo, interrupting Eddie’s thoughts.

Eddie loved solving a problem by himself, but his Year Six teacher always said: Have a break and come back with a fresh mind … and some fresh breath.

‘Sure,’ answered Eddie, taking his notepad off his lap.

‘Turn to page five,’ said Mr Woo, pointing at the newspaper. ‘The article there might help.’

Eddie flicked through to page five, his index finger soon smudged with black ink.

NURSING HOME RESIDENTS OUT ON THE STREET

Campbelltown Courier Reporter: BRIANNA SAYED

Residents at the Sunny Side Aged Care Home have been given a week’s notice to find alternative accommodation before the home closes its doors for good. New owner of the property, Blade Industries, has informed the residents of their plans to demolish the building and access coal seam gas reservoirs underneath the surface of the block.

‘This will provide an alternative power supply for the residents of Western Sydney,’ said a spokesperson for Blade Industries.

Many of the residents at Sunny Side are either too unwell or are unable to speak with the media about the announcement, however, families of the residents have said that a week’s notice is outrageous.

CEO of Blade Industries, Wayne Blade was contacted for comment but declined an interview.
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‘No way!’ exclaimed Eddie, sitting bolt upright as they approached the school entrance. ‘We need to do something about this, and fast!’

‘I agree,’ said Mr Woo. ‘Mr Appleby must have some information that he needs you to find. No pressure, Eddie, but he obviously trusts you to do some investigating and help save Sunny Side. It’s time to get your Super Sleuth brain into gear.’

‘Don’t worry, Dad, I’m on it!’ said Eddie, stuffing his pencil case and notebooks into his school bag. ‘I need to show this to DT and Rusty ASAP!’

‘Be kind, be brave and be yourself,’ said Mr Woo. It was always the last thing he said to Eddie as he left for school. But Eddie was already out the door. He’d spotted DT and Rusty waiting for him at the gate.
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‘’Sup, Eddie?’ said Rusty. She could tell by the look on Eddie’s face that he had some news to share.

‘Yeah, Eddie, why so twitchy?’ said DT.

‘THIS!’ said Eddie, laying the newspaper out flat on the ground and opening it at page five.

‘Wow! Kmart is selling Creator Lego sets at 25 per cent off?’ asked DT.

‘Don’t be a tool,’ said Rusty, elbowing DT. ‘Read the article, not the advertisement!’

‘Isn’t this where your friend lives?’ asked Rusty.

Eddie folded up the paper and nodded. ‘Mr Appleby’s like my adopted grandfather. He’s got Alzheimer’s and stuff. It’s pretty bad.’

DT stepped forward and placed a hand on Eddie’s shoulder.

‘It’s okay. One time my grandma got lost at the shops,’ he said softly.

‘And then what?’ asked Rusty.

‘And … we found her outside the chemist,’ said DT.

‘Guys, I’m going to need your help on this one,’ said Eddie.

‘Just like you always do,’ said Rusty.

‘Ready, Eddie,’ said DT.

They walked off to class, studying the lunch menu and Eddie’s notes.
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TEDDY, RUBY AND KC

The Maths Club room was a popular hangout at lunchtime. Some students brought their lunch there and chilled out because it was quieter than the playground.

As usual, there was a teacher assisting students with Maths assignments or helping kids with Maths revision.

‘I still don’t get it,’ said Eddie, leaning his elbows on the desk and combing his fingers through his tufts of spiky black hair. ‘The arrow Mr Appleby has drawn is important. He’s telling us the order the numbers should be used, but what about the comma, E and S?’
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‘Some kind of algorithm?’ said DT.

Eddie shook his head.

‘I’ve been racking my brain thinking about that. I can’t pin down which operation we should be using,’ explained Eddie.

Rusty peeled off juicy segments of her mandarin and ate them one by one, listening to the conversation. Finally, she cut in.

‘Show me your notes again. You have organised your notes, right?’

For half a second Eddie looked slightly hurt by the assumption that his notes might be sloppy, but he got over it.

‘Sure, here they are,’ he said, sliding the notebook in front of Rusty.
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‘Can I write on this?’ asked Rusty.

‘Go for it,’ said Eddie, leaning back and crossing his arms.

Rusty circled her pencil in the air like a cricket player holding her bat in between deliveries, pre-empting the shot she was going to play. ‘Let’s assume these numbers are in the right order,’ Rusty said, ticking off each digit. ‘And let’s also assume these decimal places are also in the right place,’ she added, placing another two ticks on the page. ‘The question we can’t answer is, where do the comma, E and S go?’
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For the first time in a long time, the combined powers of the three friends couldn’t see the connection. ‘Once we know where to put these, we should be able to proceed with Mr Appleby’s clue,’ finished Rusty.

He’s not been well, thought Eddie. Maybe we’re trying to make sense of something that doesn’t make sense?

Suddenly, three shadows appeared over Eddie, Rusty and DT. Eddie closed the notebook shut. It was Teddy Singh, Ruby Tuesday and Kyle (KC) Crabb.
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‘Whatcha working on, dudes?’ said Teddy, smiling, but it wasn’t a real smile.

RED ALERT! RED ALERT! thought Eddie. DT and Rusty sent Red Alert looks to each other.

‘Hello, Teddy,’ Eddie said, doing his best not to sound facetious.

‘Hi, Eddie,’ said Teddy, trying his best to sound facetious.

‘Rusty,’ nodded Ruby.

‘Ruby,’ replied Rusty.

‘How you doing, DT?’ said KC.

‘Better than you,’ replied DT.

Teddy placed a Red Hill Public School Triple Threat Quest poster in front of them.

‘I guess you’ll be one of the teams trying to beat us?’ sneered Teddy.

‘There’ll be no trying, we will beat you,’ growled Rusty.

‘You might be confident in the maths challenge but I hear the skateboarding isn’t going so well,’ laughed Teddy, looking at Eddie.

Eddie’s blood boiled but he took a deep breath and cooled himself down.

‘We’ll give you all a good run for your money,’ he said.

‘In your dreams, Woo,’ said Teddy. ‘We’ll wave to you from the winner’s podium.’

Rusty’s fists were clenched tight. She’d forgotten that the mandarin was in her hand. It had now turned to juice and formed a huge orange puddle on the desk.

‘Don’t listen to them, Eddie,’ said Rusty, still annoyed. ‘We’ll wipe them off the map!’

Suddenly, DT forgot that Teddy had made him angry.

‘Rusty, what did you just say?’ DT asked.

‘I said don’t listen to them,’ Rusty replied.

‘No, the other bit!’

‘The bit about wiping them off the map?’ Rusty said, curiously.

‘Yes!’ said DT, springing to his feet. ‘Eddie, give me your notepad!’ he commanded. Eddie opened it back up and handed it to DT.

‘Rusty, you said that there are three items that we haven’t placed yet, right? The comma, the E and the S.’

‘Yeah …’ said Rusty, leaning her face in to the notepad and having another look.

‘Well,’ said DT excitedly. ‘There could be two other items that we missed – not because we’ve been careless, but simply because they weren’t on the menu that Mr Appleby drew on.’

‘I’m lost,’ said Eddie.

‘Me too,’ added Rusty.

DT’s excitement level was at fever pitch. He turned his voice into a whisper.

‘If I drew these two symbols in Eddie’s notes, what would this mean?’

DT drew two tiny circles next to the 7 and 6 at the ends. ‘Degrees symbols – not for temperature, but for locational coordinates.’
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‘Now, I’ll move the E and S – watch,’ explained DT. Eddie and Rusty gasped.
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‘It isn’t a mathematical equation!’ exclaimed Eddie. ‘Mr Appleby has given us the coordinates to a place on the map of the world!’

Rusty took the pencil from DT and placed the final piece to the puzzle in its right place.

‘And the comma goes here!’ said Rusty.
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They looked closely at the coordinates in front of them: 32.2737° S, 148.5866° E.

‘What next?’ asked Rusty.

‘Run the coordinates through Google Maps,’ said Eddie. ‘We’re going on a trip.’
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NIGHTMARE!

‘I hope the coordinates lead us to Paris,’ said DT. ‘I want to climb the Eiffel Tower. There are only 1665 steps. I might even do it twice.’

‘I want to go to New York,’ said Rusty. ‘To see the Empire State Building and eat lots of bagels.’

‘I’m happy to go anywhere as long as there’s an all-you-can-eat dessert bar,’ said Eddie.

Instead, Google Maps said that Mr Appleby’s coordinates were somewhere inside Dubbo Zoo – three hours west from where they lived.
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Over dinner, Eddie twirled his fork through his spaghetti, still deep in thought about the clue to the zoo.

He was momentarily distracted when his mum put her phone next to her dinner plate. No devices or electronic distractions at the table was a Woo Family rule.

‘I’m expecting a call,’ Mrs Woo said to Eddie, seeing him eyeball her phone. ‘A very important one.’

‘Why Dubbo Zoo, do you think, Dad?’ asked Eddie. ‘What can I expect to find there?’

‘Animals, most likely,’ said Mr Woo, wiping his mouth with a napkin. ‘Depends on the exact location within the zoo, I guess.’

The salt and pepper shakers vibrated as Mrs Woo’s phone rang.
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She jumped to her feet, rattling the plates on the table, and took the call in the lounge room.

‘Your mum’s calling in a huge favour for you,’ said Mr Woo. ‘That’s her work on the phone.’

Mrs Woo was the Sydney station manager for Channel 5, one of Australia’s biggest TV networks. Before Eddie could ask what the favour was, his mum returned.

She placed her phone on the kitchen bench and sat down. She had a big smile on her face.

‘One of our journalists is travelling to Dubbo Zoo tomorrow. He’s covering the birth of a hippo or something,’ she said.

‘That’s nice …’ Eddie replied.

Mrs Woo smiled at her husband. Mr Woo shoved another forkful of spaghetti into his mouth.

‘And … you’re going to tag along with him, Eddie,’ said Mrs Woo.

‘WHAT?’ said Eddie. He couldn’t believe his ears.

‘Whatever Mr Appleby needs you to find, you need to do it fast. Not just for Mr Appleby, but for all the people at Sunny Side – and their families. You’ll fly out in the Channel 5 chopper first thing in the morning.’

Eddie choked on a long string of spaghetti. The Channel 5 chopper? Everyone knew the shiny red Channel 5 chopper when it flew over Sydney. After a tense few seconds, the spaghetti finally found its way down Eddie’s oesophagus.

‘But what about school?’ Eddie asked. ‘My attendance record is perfect this year.’

‘I’m sure one day of educational research will be acceptable,’ Mrs Woo replied, collecting the empty plates from the table. ‘I’ll email Principal Huggett.’

And that was that.

There were no IFS, BUTS or MAYBES.

Eddie’s parents had placed the fate of the Sunny Side Aged Care Home in his hands.

Yeah. No pressure.
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That night, Eddie’s head was full of dreams, not all of them rainbows and lollipops.

In one nightmare, Teddy Singh, Ruby Tuesday and Kyle Crabb were slaying Eddie, Rusty and DT in the Triple Threat Quest maths challenge. Principal Huggett wrote a square root equation on the whiteboard.
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All the competitors were on stage in front of the whole school.

‘Your time starts now!’ instructed Principal Huggett.

Teddy, Ruby and Kyle were discussing how to solve the equation, but Eddie, Rusty and DT had not only forgotten what the square root symbol meant, they also couldn’t remember in which order to solve it.

DT said to Principal Huggett, ‘Can we have another one? This is too hard.’

The whole school cracked up laughing at the three of them. They pointed and stared and even though Eddie tried to run off stage, his legs wouldn’t move.

But the worst dream of all was of Eddie on Wembley Road, searching in the dark for Rusty and DT. He knew they were somewhere in Mr Cranston’s house. Dread and panic filled his mind as he walked from the road towards the house. It was dark outside and the only light came from Mr Cranston’s lounge room. The Channel 5 helicopter flew close overhead, its searchlights illuminating Mr Cranston’s front yard. His heart beat loudly in his chest and then he spotted it. In front of Eddie, the spray-painted 351 on the wheelie bin transformed to OPEN ME.
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Eddie moved with dread. The creak of Mr Cranston’s front door filled his ears, but he continued towards the bin. Laying a hand on the worn handle of the lid, Eddie felt a shot of electricity surge through his hand. He gripped tightly and swung the lid open. A rush of colourful birds erupted from the depths of the wheelie bin, sending Eddie flying backwards and landing on the grass. As the last bird flew off, Eddie knew that there was something still lurking in the bottom of the bin.

He moved cautiously back to the bin and squinted inside. There was movement at the bottom. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Eddie recoiled when he realised there were hundreds of huntsman spiders crawling around at the bin’s base. In fright, he accidentally pulled the bin back on top of him. Spiders scuttled over his petrified body, their legs moving quickly over his goose-bumped legs and his chest.

Finally, one scampered up his neck and came to a rest on his face, looking him straight in the eye. It shot a web around his mouth and he tried to shoo it away, but his arms were frozen. Eddie screamed for help, but he only managed a muffled mmmph!

‘Eddie?’ a voice emerged from the shadows.

He opened his eyes and relief flooded his entire being. He was back in his bed, and his mum was placing her hand on his forehead.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

Eddie pulled an invisible spider web away from his mouth. ‘Yeah, just a dream,’ he said. A bead of sweat dripped from the top of Eddie’s head and down to his nose. ‘What time is it?’

‘Time for you to get up. The helicopter leaves in 45 minutes.’
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GET TO THE CHOPPER

Eddie Woo had seen enough action films to know what to do when a helicopter landed.

He’d rip off his seatbelt dramatically (he only had 2 hours and 32 minutes to save the world), pull himself out of the cabin and jump onto the ground, crouching down low under the chopper’s spinning blades. Then, he’d turn around and give the pilot a big thumbs-up and indicate with sign language that he was going deep into enemy territory.

The pilot would then give him the thumbs-up, lift the chopper high into the air, spin it around on its side and zoom off into the distance.

Eddie was ready, but according to the pilot, they still had thirty minutes in the air until they reached their destination.

Eddie’s phone buzzed in his pocket. It was a message from Rusty.
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A crackle came through the headphones that Eddie; Simon Selway, the Channel 5 reporter; and Frankie Talford, the camerawoman, were wearing.

‘Okay, guys,’ said the pilot, ‘we’re descending into the Dubbo Zoo landing zone. If you look left, the black rhinos are resting in the sun and to the right of them, you’ll see the zebras and giraffes.’

[image: image]

Simon turned and pointed excitedly when he spotted the new hippo mother nursing her baby.

Eddie ignored the rhinos, elephants and meerkats and opened his knapsack to prepare for what was to come. He had a bigger story in sight.

Coordinates. Check.

Notepad. Check.

Zoo map. Check.

Phone. Check.

Water bottle. Check.

Vegemite and cheese sandwich. Check.

The animals came closer and closer as the helicopter approached the landing pad at the back of the zoo. Finally, there was a small bump as the pilot brought the chopper down perfectly on the yellow landing pad lines. ‘You guys have one and a half hours, then I need to get back to base,’ yelled the pilot over the top of the rotor, now coming to a stop.

‘Okay, see you then,’ said Simon. ‘You okay with that, Eddie?’ he asked.

‘Yep, sure am,’ said Eddie. I better work fast, he thought.

‘Good, because your mum will kill me if I lose you!’

Simon and Frankie pulled out their media passes and showed them to the security guard standing next to the zoo’s back gate.

‘He’s with us,’ said Simon, indicating Eddie.

The security guard nodded and let the three of them in.

Eddie pulled out his phone and typed 32.2737° S, 148.5866° E into Google Maps. Immediately, the screen zoomed in on Dubbo Zoo.

Hmm, let’s be a little more accurate …

Eddie hit the location button and a blue circle appeared at his exact location. But he was still not precisely at the coordinates. The red coordinate pin appeared to be hovering over a building approximately 200 metres away.

Interesting – what kind of building is that?

Families and tourists were now entering the zoo. Babies in prams, little kids holding their parents’ hands and older people wearing large straw-brimmed hats rushed past Eddie as he bent down to pull the park map out of his bag. He compared his phone to the map to determine which zoo attractions were located in the building with the red location pin.
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The bird aviary? I came all this way to see some birds?

He rushed in the direction of the aviary and passed two ice-cream carts, walked over a bridge and peered down into the crocodile exhibit before getting there.

The aviary was the size of half a football field and made entirely of mesh wire, with a bridge through the middle. Before he even entered the gate, the shrieks, squawks, tweets and twitters of the birds filled his head. He stuck his fingers in his ears to block out the noise so he could concentrate.

A hidden note? A key under the bird bridge? What am I looking for?

Eddie took in as much of his surroundings as he could. Nothing seemed to be out of place. If there was another clue waiting for him here, it was hidden in plain sight.

Come on, Mr Appleby, give me something.

Halfway into the aviary there was a sign bolted to the bridge, covered in overhanging branches and bits of bird poo, about a special exhibit.

[image: image]

Note to self – need to learn Latin. At least I can read the top line.

Eddie read the description and learned that this bird was an endangered species.

He gazed at the branch above him. It was covered from end to end in brightly coloured swift parrots, about the same size as the rainbow lorikeet.

Eddie marvelled at their beautiful colours and crisp tweets. For a while, he was completely lost watching them play, jump over each other and fly off to other branches.

Rusty would love this.

Eddie reached slowly for his phone to take a photo of the branch above him, still heaving with happy swift parrots. After taking photos from various angles, he also took a snap of the information sign. He sent the swift parrot spam to Rusty, followed by a text.

[image: image]

Rusty responded immediately.

[image: image]

Eddie walked over the aviary bridge, waiting to hear back from Rusty. He thought about his last visit to Sunny Side, trying to work out a connection between the aged care home and the birds flying around him. Mr Appleby had never mentioned anything about a swift parrot – then again, Mr Appleby didn’t say anything much about anything anymore. Eddie was sure that most of Mr Appleby’s conversations played out in his own head, trapped along with all his amazing mathematical knowledge. If only he could tap into that.

Eddie jumped when his phone went off in his pocket. It was a call – not a text. From RUSTY.

‘Rusty, what do you have?’

‘Eddie, I’m about to send something through,’ she said, her voice uneasy. ‘You really need to see this.’
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DEEPER WATER

Eddie was still thinking of Rusty’s discovery the next day when he arrived at their Triple Threat practice after school.

If the stakes weren’t high enough already, Teddy Singh, Ruby Tuesday and KC were hot on Eddie, Rusty and DT’s tails, intent on winning this year’s medal.

Every spare moment of practice was crucial if the trio were to polish their maths, skateboarding and singing skills.

Rusty, the most organised member of the team, had scheduled practice across the following week, down to each minute of every afternoon.

But things weren’t going to plan.

DT still hadn’t chosen a song, and Eddie was deep in the mystery.

‘Let’s take five,’ he instructed, his voice echoing throughout the Red Hill Performing Arts classroom. ‘We need to clear our heads.’

Eddie reached for his phone and clicked on the link that Rusty had sent the previous day. It directed him to the ‘breaking news’ page on the Campbelltown Courier newspaper website.

BIRDS WON’T STAND IN THE WAY OF COAL SEAM GAS

Campbelltown Courier Reporter: Brianna Sayed

NSW Parks and Wildlife inspectors have searched the forest attached to the Sunny Side Aged Care Home, which is to be knocked down to make way for a coal seam gas plant. Bird lovers have made formal complaints to the Minister for Environment, saying that the planned coal seam site is the habitat of a critically endangered parrot. The complaints also accuse Blade Industries, owners of the proposed gas plant, of removing swift parrot nests and the birds themselves. Blade Industries have denied any knowledge of swift parrot sightings in the area and the removal of birds and nests. At this stage, it is confirmed that Blade Industries are co-operating with the Parks and Wildlife’s search for the birds.

‘We would never do anything to endanger any of this area’s amazing animals,’ said Wayne Blade, CEO of Blade Industries, at a press conference yesterday.

Environmentalists, however, who chose to speak anonymously, are taking a different view. ‘Blade Industries has a horrible track record of caring for our environment. This isn’t the first time they have wiped out a vulnerable species. Two years ago they covered up contaminating an endangered frog habitat with chemical pollution in the south of New South Wales,’ said the spokesperson in an email to the Campbelltown Courier.

When Mr Blade was asked to comment on this allegation, he declined any further questions and terminated the press conference.

Eddie’s Super Sleuth senses were on high when he read the newspaper article.

‘This is going to get out of hand pretty quickly,’ he said to Rusty and DT.

‘What?’ said DT, removing his headphones from his ears. He was flicking through his Spotify playlist to choose a song for the Triple Threat Quest.

‘Blade Industries is dangerous!’ said Eddie. ‘If we keep investigating, there’s no turning back.’

‘Maybe, but I’m totally up for it,’ Rusty said. ‘In fact, I know what our next step needs to be.’

Eddie and DT exchanged a quick glance, a little nervous about Rusty’s plan.

‘Tonight – we’re going in,’ she said. ‘We’re going bird watching!’

‘Going in where?’ asked Eddie.

‘Sunny Side. The bush out the back of the home.’

‘But I hate spiders,’ said DT. ‘And bugs. And the dark.’

‘Well, Eddie and I are going, aren’t we Eddie?’ stated Rusty, eyeballing Eddie.

He gulped.

‘Yeah, I guess so,’ Eddie said, sounding braver than he felt.

‘I’ll only come if you agree to me putting choreography to the song I’ve chosen,’ said DT firmly. ‘If we want to beat the others, we’ll need dance moves as well.’

Rusty raised her eyebrows – she usually did the choreography.

‘I promise it’ll work out, plus, you’re going to love the song I’ve chosen,’ smiled DT.
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Since the Sunny Side bombshell, Eddie had seen a different side to his parents.

Usually, there would be no play before homework, friends were only allowed over on the weekends, he had to stay home after dark and no way could he and his friends break into someone’s property to look for endangered birds.

But now, his mum and dad were totally bending the Woo Family rules. They were the ones encouraging him to take risks. Correction – they were telling him to take risks.

They had always had a strong view on right and wrong, fair and unfair, just and unjust. And what Blade Industries were about to do to their friend’s home was wrong and unjust.

At dusk, the Woos’ car backed out of the driveway and headed in the direction of Sunny Side. Eddie shivered as he caught sight of the Wembley Road street sign, momentarily recalling his nightmare. Then he remembered the wheelie bin and the parrots flying out of the bin!

Eddie tried to recall what else had happened in that dream, but his concentration was broken by his dad.

‘We’re going on a real stake-out!’ said Mr Woo, gripping the steering wheel with excitement. The music had changed from Hall & Oates to Guns N’ Roses.

Eddie looked over at him. Who is this man and what have you done with my father?

‘Dad, we’re going in under the fence. You’re on lookout and staying in the car remember?’
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‘Thanks for covering for us, Mr Woo,’ said Rusty from the backseat. ‘My mum actually believes we’re studying at your house tonight.’

Mr Woo reached back and high-fived Rusty. Eddie shook his head in disbelief.

Weird. And weirder.

Mr Woo stopped outside the long driveway into Sunny Side Aged Care Home.

‘There’s a dirt track that runs alongside Sunny Side,’ he whispered. ‘It trails into the trees. I’ll let you out there so no-one spots you.’

As planned, Eddie, Rusty and DT slid on their knapsacks and pulled on their black beanies. DT passed around the camouflage paint and they smeared it on their faces. Mr Woo brought the car to a complete stop in the middle of some giant pine trees. He put some camouflage paint on too.

‘This is it,’ said Eddie, as he quietly unlatched the car door and stepped out of the vehicle. ‘Dad, keep your phone fully charged – no Candy Crush, we need you ready to roll.’

Mr Woo gave his son a respectful nod, as if Eddie was embarking on a top-secret mission – which he kind of was.

Eddie shone his torch ahead and sighted the chain wire fence they needed to creep under. A knot formed in the pit of Eddie’s stomach. Call it anxiety, call it fear, but tonight, something just didn’t feel right.
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RUN, EDDIE, RUN

Eddie and DT pulled the chain wire fence up from the ground, allowing Rusty to shimmy underneath until all of them made it across. Like assassins in the dark, they moved effortlessly across the dewy grass, their shadows covered by the larger shadows cast by eucalypt trees overhead.
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Stopping at the base of one of the trees, Eddie pulled the team in for a huddle. ‘Only use your flashlights when you’re inspecting the branches,’ he instructed. ‘Otherwise we’ll have security over here in no time.’ The other two nodded. ‘And remember, if you see a swift parrot, group text immediately. See you back here in 15 minutes,’ he said, pointing at his watch.

They all turned and disappeared into the night. They knew what they had to do.

Earlier, at Eddie’s house, they had divided a map of the Sunny Side bush into three parts and designated an area for each of them to search. Eddie had already done his homework on the swift parrot. According to birdlife.org, swift parrots roosted communally, meaning that flocks of birds slept in the same tree, each night. In other words, look up for many – not just one.

After two minutes, Eddie’s phone vibrated. A group text!

If NSW Parks and Wildlife couldn’t find a parrot here, how did DT or Rusty find one in the same time it took to cook a packet of noodles?

Eddie swiped the screen open and read:
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Eddie continued the search. The eucalypt trees were dripping with pink stringy flowers, with pungent yellow pollen and nectar nestled inside them.

Strange. There should be hundreds of parrots here with this kind of food source, he thought.

Eddie froze suddenly at the sound of a stick snapping.

DT must be close by.

As Eddie ran his torch beam up a tree trunk, something caught his gaze. An old blue cotton handkerchief was thumb-tacked to a tree trunk. Before Eddie could lay his hands on it, his phone went off again.

If it’s DT and his ant bite again, Eddie thought, I’ll find a nest of ants and put them down his pants.
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It was Rusty. She was trying to tell Eddie and DT something, but Eddie knew she was too late. Lights were suddenly flashing in and out of the trees and voices were yelling. One of the voices was Rusty’s. Her typing bubble disappeared.

Eddie looked up in panic. The ‘HEL’ must have been the beginning of ‘HELP’!

He ripped the handkerchief from the tree, shoved it in his pocket and pulled in tight to the trunk with his head tucked into his knees.

His black jacket and pants provided camouflage, even with the flashlight beams zooming across the bush. Eddie’s heart beat wildly. Should he stay where he was and meet up with DT, or attempt to rescue Rusty? He did the probability in his head.

• Am I outnumbered? MOST LIKELY

• Are the security guards bigger and stronger than me? YES

• Can I break Rusty out of their hold? IMPOSSIBLE

• Am I trespassing on private property? YES

• Are there swift parrots on Sunny Side grounds? HIGHLY UNLIKELY

[image: image]

It was one of the hardest decisions Eddie had ever made, but he didn’t move. He pictured Rusty being carried from the bush, kicking and screaming, by Blade Industries henchmen. They’d probably lock her in an underground basement and deny keeping her there.

In no time at all, there was a similar commotion on the other side of him. This time it was DT screaming.

Again, a thousand thoughts went through Eddie’s mind. He stood his ground. He had found a clue and he placed his hand firmly on the pocket of his black cargo pants, just to keep it safe. Whatever it was, it would be confiscated if he got caught. The flashlights of Blade Industries security guards had slowed and Eddie could make out the shape of DT being led to the Aged Care Home with four large men. Eddie was smart enough to realise that there would be others looking for him, especially if DT squealed. Rusty was tough, but DT could be easily broken. Eddie made a split-second decision. Exploding from his place under the tree, he ran like an Olympic sprinter through the bush, the cool night of the air billowing from his mouth as steam.

‘HEY!’ yelled a voice in the distance. The beam from a flashlight tried to lock on to Eddie, but he zipped in and out of trees like a bilby being chased by a wild dog.

‘There’s another one over here!’ yelled the same voice – or maybe it was another one. Eddie spotted the chain wire fence up ahead, and behind it, the safety of his dad in the Camry.

Branches and sticks snapped behind him as his pursuers closed in. The gap in the fence was big enough for him to slide under, but it would need to be at speed.

Like a baseballer stealing bases, Eddie launched himself and slid with legs outstretched towards the bottom of the fence. SCHHHHLIP. He was under!

Instinctively, he shoved his hand in his pants pocket and felt for the handkerchief.

IT WAS MISSING!

Eddie turned towards the fence, blinded temporarily by the beams of the flashlights. The square blue piece of cloth was hanging on a loose piece of wire just above the ground. Like a cobra snatching at its prey, Eddie seized the handkerchief in his hands and dashed towards the car.

‘GO GO GO!’ he screamed at his dad. Mr Woo dropped his thermos of coffee and quickly opened the front passenger-side door for Eddie to jump in.

‘NOW, DAD! DRIVE!’ yelled Eddie, slamming the door behind him.

Gravel and rocks flew up from the Camry’s wheels as Mr Woo pushed the car to its limits like a Formula One driver. He hit the accelerator hard, pulled on the steering wheel, and caused the car to do a full 180-degree spin in its place.

Blade Industries security guards gripped the wire fence as they watched Woo and Son disappear into the night through a thick cloud of dust.
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GET IT TOGETHER, WOO

Eddie and Mr Woo had some explaining to do.

They went to see Rusty’s mum and DT’s parents but the security guards at Sunny Side had already called and asked them to pick up their children. At first, both sets of parents were cranky with Mr Woo and Eddie, but they relented a little when they heard the whole story. They were still unhappy about it all, but Eddie could tell that they were proud of Rusty and DT for taking a stand. Even so, DT and Rusty were going to be grounded for a week.

‘Are you going to ground me too?’ asked Eddie as they left DT’s house.

‘No, Eddie,’ said his dad. ‘If I did that, we’d never save Sunny Side. And, besides, I was your getaway driver. I’d have to ground myself too!’

Eddie was relieved, but how would he be able to investigate the rest of the mystery without his besties? He was just glad they hadn’t ratted him out. Later, Rusty told him that she and DT were questioned in the same room at Sunny Side. She lost count of the times they were asked to give up the details of the third accomplice. Rusty hadn’t caved under pressure and neither had DT – a miracle!

Eddie used some positive self-talk.

• You’ll still see Rusty and DT at school.

• You can still communicate via FaceTime and Skype.

• You’re the maths captain, no puzzle is too hard!

• You’ve got this!

He puffed his chest out and knew that his friends and his family had his back.

I’ve got this!

When they finally arrived home, Mrs Woo was waiting at the door with a cup of hot tea for Mr Woo and a steaming hot chocolate for Eddie.

‘Thanks, Mum, gotta go!’ Eddie said, carefully taking the mug by its handle and going to his room. Mrs Woo watched him down the hallway.

‘It’s been a big night,’ said Mr Woo. ‘You can be very proud of him – and the others.’

Mr and Mrs Woo curled up on the couch with their tea and Mrs Woo listened eagerly as her husband excitedly recounted the night’s events. Mr Woo paid particular attention to speeding off in the getaway vehicle and spinning the tyres at the end.
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Meanwhile, Eddie had dumped his knapsack on the bed and sent a text to Rusty and DT.

He then flattened the creases of the screwed-up cotton handkerchief with his hand, hoping it was clean.

Just as he’d thought, this wasn’t any regular handkerchief. Two initials were embroidered in the bottom right-hand corner, NA. Norman Appleby.

The handkerchief also had something written in the middle with black marker pen and a spider’s web had been hand-drawn in the bottom left-hand corner. Various numbers were written along each side.
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Eddie recognised the complicated equation in the middle as a sequence – if he could figure out how to solve it, he would end up with a never-ending list of numbers all connected by a mathematical rule.

Eddie’s mouth watered, but he stopped himself from immediately solving it and asked the more important question.

Mr Appleby risked everything to leave this for me, but why? What does it tell me?

Eddie felt completely out of his depth. Usually, he had Rusty and DT to help him solve things. Technically, he could go it alone, but after their bravery tonight, Eddie decided that it wouldn’t be right to leave them out.
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[image: image]
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Eddie wrote out the formula in his notebook, this time replacing every ‘n’ with a ‘1’ to find the first number.
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BIDMAS! Eddie thought. Brackets / Indices / Division / Multiplication / Addition / Subtraction – Let’s do this! He started without any hesitation.

Brackets? Yes! Start with these.

It was just the start. Like all good mathematicians, Eddie knew that the most fascinating thing about numbers was the relationship they shared. He would wait to see how the rest of the numbers were connected before he jumped to conclusions. Eddie continued solving the equation for all the numbers up to 26, going one by one systematically. Next, he organised the numbers and their corresponding letters accordingly.
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As soon as Eddie completed the last equation, Rusty sent a text through.
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Rusty took a picture of her working out and sent it through.

As usual, Eddie and DT were wowed by her speed, accuracy and organisation.
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Eddie was intrigued by these questions. He’d been so immersed in the numbers, he almost hadn’t seen the spider web. He figured that the numbers around the edges of the handkerchief related directly to the cipher. Before he responded, he yawned and rubbed his eyes. The only maths test Eddie had ever flunked was when he stayed up late and watched all three seasons of Cobra Kai on Netflix. The moral of the story was that lack of sleep and exams don’t mix. He decided to leave the puzzle for tonight. After all, the first challenge of the Teams Triple Threat Quest was tomorrow.
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Eddie collapsed on his bed, his head a jumble of thoughts: the cipher, the Triple Threat Quest and what it could all mean.

Before he knew it, his brain switched OFF and he was soon sound asleep.
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READY TO RUMBLE

It was Day One of the Triple Threat Quest.

To say Eddie’s team was underprepared was an understatement.

The swift parrots and Sunny Side had taken up every spare moment of their time and now they were staring down the barrel of a clean sweep of defeats by Teddy, Ruby and KC.

THEY’D NEVER LIVE IT DOWN!

In desperate hope of improving his skills, Eddie rode his skateboard to school but he hit a crack in the pavement on the way. When DT and Rusty arrived, Eddie was being bandaged in the sick bay by the school nurse.
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‘This is terrible,’ said Rusty, plonking herself on a squeaky sick bay bed next to DT. Eddie winced every time the nurse dressed his wounds with Betadine.

‘Looks like all of those old people will be homeless by the end of the week. All because of a dumb coal seam gas plant,’ DT said.

‘I did some more on the cipher before school,’ said Rusty. ‘Take a look.’ Rusty had recreated the handkerchief on a piece of large art paper. She had matched the cipher alphabet to the numbers around the edge of the handkerchief.

[image: image]

‘There’s just the unscrambling of words to do,’ explained Rusty. ‘Maybe we could give it to our skateboard legend to solve.’

Eddie smiled. Thinking about a puzzle always cheered him up. He placed the paper on DT’s lap while the nurse wrapped a sticky bandage around his elbow and began cleaning a cut on his knee.

‘Here, DT, what do you make of this?’ said Eddie.

‘Birds of Western Sydney,’ said DT.

‘What?’ asked Eddie.

‘That’s what the cipher says – Birds of Western Sydney,’ DT repeated. ‘All I’ve done is unscrambled it. Could be ‘Dribs’ of Western Sydney, but I don’t know what a Drib is.’

Eddie and Rusty looked at DT, astonished. They were all good at English, but they’d never seen anyone so quickly unscramble not one word, but four.

‘I spent a lot of time in a car as a kid, travelling to Nan’s in Brisbane,’ said DT. ‘Word scrambles are my jam.’

Eddie suddenly realised that the nurse had filled one entire cut with half a bottle of Betadine. ‘Ouch!’ he flinched. ‘Whatever Birds of Western Sydney is, it must be connected to the swift parrot. Does it ring a bell to anyone?’

They all shook their heads. Even the nurse.

Rusty pulled out her phone and did a Google search. The only results were an online bird encyclopedia and a punk rock band called, you guessed it, Birds of Western Sydney.

As Eddie pondered the newly discovered four words, a poster in the sick bay distracted him.


RED HILL PUBLIC SCHOOL

TRIPLE THREAT QUEST

Wednesday: Maths Quiz

Thursday: Skate or Die

Friday: Sing Sing Sing!



‘How are you both feeling about today, Team Reflex?’ Eddie asked.

He had named the team after one of his favourite angles and, for a moment, the joy of mathematics filled Eddie’s heart. But deep down, he felt sick about the challenge and likened it to not studying for an exam. He would love to wipe that smug grin off Teddy Singh’s face, but that didn’t look likely.

Eddie raised his bandaged arm and gave DT and Rusty the thumbs-up.

‘Ready as I’ll ever be,’ said DT.

‘Rusty?’ asked Eddie.

She was deep in thought. Like Eddie, she was trying to juggle two things at once.


	Win today’s Maths Quiz.

	Work out what ‘Birds of Western Sydney’ means – in a hurry.
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Principal Huggett stood on the stage, commanding the full attention of the audience. Five teams were seated at tables behind her. Behind them was a giant backdrop that said Red Hill Public School Team Triple Threat!
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‘Students, before we start, I’d like to begin the competition by acknowledging the traditional owners of the land on which we are competing, and I wish to pay my respect to elders past, present and emerging.’ Everyone was quiet and waited in anticipation; they knew what was coming. ‘And without any further ado, I officially declare the Red Hill Public School Triple Threat Quest OPEN!’

The song ‘Dynamite’ by BTS played over the speakers and indoor fireworks exploded from the front of the stage.

‘WHOA!’ gasped the students.

Principal Huggett waited for the noise to die down. ‘The rules are simple. Solve these maths problems in teams. Two minutes per question. Five questions in total. No help from the audience.’

A familiar feeling filled Eddie’s entire being. Like he’d been here before. His mum called it ‘déjà vu’.

Principal Huggett lifted the microphone to her mouth and inhaled deeply, like she was about to blow out the candles at her 60th birthday. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, let’s get ready to rummmmmmmmble!’ she yelled into the mic.

The kids went nuts!

‘Here is your first question and your time starts now!’

Principal Huggett’s student helpers stood at the end of the tables and handed out the question. The same question was beamed up on the screen behind the competitors.
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‘What’s the matter, Eddie?’ asked DT. His friend, the maths captain, was sitting mouth agape, staring at the page in front of them.

‘Eddie?’ Rusty reached over and shook him by the shoulder.

‘Eddie, what’s the matter with you?’ she said, mindful that the other teams had already started their working in hushed tones around the tables. There was a squeak of a chair behind them as Teddy Singh slid his seat out to stand.

‘Finished! The answer is 15!’ Teddy smiled, glancing at the other competitors. He spent longer glancing at Eddie than anyone else. Ruby Tuesday held her fingers in an ‘L’ shape up to her forehead and sent a sickly grin Rusty’s way.

‘Correct!’ announced Principal Huggett. The audience clapped politely.

‘Déjà vu,’ Eddie mumbled. Just like the dream, but why?

‘Deja who?’ asked DT.

‘Give me that water,’ instructed Eddie, breaking out of his trance. He reached for the jug in the middle of the table and tipped it over himself. Water flooded down his usually spiky hair and over his school uniform. There was a gasp from the audience.
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‘Game on!’ said Eddie, pumping his fist on the table. They had a quest to win. ‘Let’s do this.’

Rusty and DT were inspired by Eddie’s new-found enthusiasm. They examined the second question and aced the answer with lightning speed.
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It was DT’s time to shine with the next question, and he quickly solved an equation using the formula for a circle’s circumference:

C = 2πr
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He moonwalked like Michael Jackson over to Teddy’s table and even did a Michael Jackson spin. The crowd went bananas!
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The fourth and second-last question was handed out. The teams huddled in together, whispering frantically.

This time, it was KC who solved the [image: image] problem based on Pythagoras’ Theorem. She jumped to her feet, provided the answer and was awarded the point.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, we have a game on our hands!’ applauded Principal Huggett. ‘We are tied with two teams on two points each!’
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The school auditorium was deathly silent as the teams were handed the last question. Though the other teams were out of the running, they would attempt it anyway. But the real competition was down to the two major rivals.

The last question of the Maths event was the easiest, but it caught both teams off guard.

Converting improper fractions to mixed numbers? Really? Eddie re-read the question in front of him. It was so obvious that no working out was necessary. Or was it?
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Like lightning, two chairs slid out from underneath their owners.

Eddie Woo and Teddy Singh both stood at precisely the same time and answered at exactly the same second. ‘TWO AND ONE QUARTER!’ they yelled.

There was no splitting it and Principal Huggett, for once, was momentarily speechless. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we have a correct answer from both competitors!’

There was an excited murmur from the audience. ‘I can declare that both competitors have earned 0.5 points for their respective teams. This means that the first event of the Triple Threat Quest is tied at 2.5 points each!’

Both teams looked around uneasily. It wasn’t a win, but it wasn’t a loss either.

Both teams were determined to win the contest. And everyone knew it.
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SECRET NUMBERS

Something had been troubling Eddie since this morning’s Triple Threat Maths event.

What would have happened if I hadn’t been distracted at the beginning of the first question?

Would we have answered correctly, beaten Teddy’s team to the solution and gone on to win the event?

He was thinking about this as the growl of his skateboard wheels rumbled upon the concrete footpath, providing a meditative soundtrack to his thoughts.

But maybe a better question is, why was I distracted in the first place?

Deep down, Eddie was aware that his recent nightmares were trying to tell him something, but he pushed this away.

Illogical and impossible. That only happens in the movies. But what if my dreams are trying to tell me something? Trying to warn me?

Eddie strained his memory as far back as it would go, which was extremely hard when you were attempting to pull files out of your subconscious hard drive. Mentally, he searched and found the first file, which was the question he had failed at the Triple Threat Maths event. Still on his skateboard, weaving in and out of parked cars, almost in a trance, he hit ‘search’ again in his brain’s hard drive.
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‘Hey, watch where you’re going!’ said a man pushing a pram.

Eddie’s mental search engine was interrupted just in time. He swerved, narrowly avoiding the pram, and hit the gutter instead.

Fortunately, the soft grass of a nature strip provided a safe landing. No cuts or scratches – unlike this morning.

‘S-sorry,’ said Eddie, looking up at the man, who was holding a yoghurt-covered handkerchief. The baby sat up in the pram and smiled at Eddie.

‘That’s okay, no harm done,’ said the man. ‘Did you hurt yourself?’

Eddie didn’t answer – his eyes were locked on the handkerchief the young dad was holding.
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‘What’s that?’ asked Eddie, still on the ground. The man gave him a peculiar look.

‘Um, yoghurt – want some?’ he asked.

‘No,’ replied Eddie, still on the grass. It was kind of comfy. ‘I mean, what are you holding?’

‘A handkerchief?’ answered the man, half asking, half stating a fact.

Instantaneously, an explosion went off in Eddie’s head. Archimedes’ bathtub!
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‘A website!’ Eddie said. The man with the baby looked at Eddie, puzzled.

‘Are you okay? You sure you don’t want me to call an ambulance?’ he asked, worriedly.

‘I should have known all along! It’s a website!’ Eddie repeated, mainly to himself. For Eddie, nothing else mattered at that moment. He jumped to his feet and sped off down the road. I have to tell the others. No time to lose.
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‘Mr Appleby, he’s a genius!’ Eddie said breathlessly when he got home.

He was on a three-way call with his friends on FaceTime, but Mr and Mrs Woo weren’t even trying to disguise that they were listening in. They sipped their tea eagerly on the couch next to Eddie, knowing he had made a significant breakthrough.

‘He was pointing us towards a website! A lot of people create sites to sell illegal animals,’ Eddie explained.

‘So, how does Birds of Western Sydney fit in?’ asked Rusty, but DT beat Eddie to the answer, although Eddie had already worked it out an hour ago, lying on his back on the grassy nature strip.

‘I bet Blade Industries are behind it.’ said DT.

‘Tough to prove though,’ added Rusty.

‘Not exactly,’ said Mrs Woo, still on the couch, madly texting. Her fingers were a blur above the screen of her phone, moving like a hurricane. Message alerts pinged as she read, replied, read and replied. ‘Our IT expert at Channel 5 has just confirmed that Birds of Western Sydney is a website.’ The FaceTime chat went silent. They were one step closer to blowing this whole thing apart. ‘It will take longer to prove that Blade Industries are behind it though.’

A series of numbers and sequences were moving through Eddie’s head like a freight train. Once the time was right, he’d reveal these as the missing piece to the puzzle. At the moment, best to keep these quiet. Secret numbers that start at 351…
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‘Let’s talk more about this tomorrow,’ said Eddie. He knew that this needed some delicate planning. One mistake and Sunny Side was gone forever. ‘Plus, we have the skateboard challenge tomorrow. I’d better get some practise in.’

Mrs Woo looked at Eddie. She could tell he was sitting on some important information. ‘What is it, Eddie? What else do you know about?’

‘Can’t say for sure, Mum,’ he answered. ‘Let’s get in touch with Birds of Western Sydney first.’

‘I’m not sure we should be doing that,’ said Mr Woo. ‘These could be dangerous people.’

‘I know someone who might be up for it,’ Mrs Woo smiled. ‘It might be a nice change from covering baby hippo stories,’ she continued. ‘What do you think Eddie?’

Mr Woo looked at them both, confused.

‘Simon Selway – Channel 5 reporter,’ explained Eddie. ‘I like your thinking, Mum,’ smiled Eddie. ‘Undercover?’

‘Undercover,’ Mrs Woo confirmed. ‘Want me to call him?’

‘Not yet thanks, Mum,’ said Eddie. ‘Rusty and DT and I are going to be part of this as well.’

Eddie knew that a report about the illegal sale of endangered birds on the net wouldn’t prove that Blade Industries was behind this, but if his secret numbers were correct, he’d use maths to prove that Wayne Blade and his empire were behind the evil plot to knock down Sunny Side for criminal gain.
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DON’T TOUCH MY STUFF

Okay. So you can’t be great at everything.

It’s hardly the advice that Eddie needed from Rusty in the middle of the skateboard challenge on Day Two of the Triple Threat Quest, but deep down, he knew it was true. Eddie’s trophy cabinet at home was bursting with Maths, English and Performing Arts awards, but today he had resigned himself to knowing that no matter how much he threw himself into skateboard practice, it wouldn’t ever come naturally to him. But he was still determined to do his best.

‘Come on! Get up!’ yelled Rusty. DT was waiting for them both at the first bend. Tom, the Red Hill Public School’s groundsperson, had constructed the course and they were halfway through the third of four laps.
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‘Grab my hand,’ said Rusty. As she pulled Eddie to his feet, Ruby Tuesday zoomed past on her board, then KC, then Teddy.

They might be beating Eddie, Rusty and DT, but they weren’t winning the event. There was another team way in front, known to everyone as the ‘Extreme Triplets’. Jayda, Jess and Jaz were hardcore skaters, surfers and jet skiers, and they already had a sponsorship with a drink brand. Academically, they were very sharp, but while they were out of Team Reflex’s league in mathematics, Team Reflex were way out of the Extreme Triplets’ league when it came to skateboarding.

Eddie got to his feet slowly, but the pain from the cuts and scrape on his right knee and left elbow was making his whole body throb – besides, if he injured himself, he doubted that the school nurse would have any Betadine in her first-aid kit after she used it all on him yesterday.

‘Go ahead without me!’ he said, trying to put on a brave face. As for the maths event, Principal Huggett had made the rules very clear at the beginning of the day’s race. All team members must cross the finish line together.

‘We’re not leaving you behind,’ yelled DT from the bend. ‘We’re a team!’

DT’s words were enough to spur Eddie on. He pushed off from the ground and limped with one leg while keeping the other foot on the board. The Extreme Triplets had already completed the four laps and Principal Huggett had waved the checkered flag and awarded them first place. Team Reflex had a chance of coming in second if they could catch up to Team Teddy.

‘Get in my slipstream,’ DT instructed Rusty and Eddie. He moved quickly down the straight and turned tightly around a bale of hay. Rusty moved skilfully around it too, shifting her weight to the left and keeping her knees bent. But Eddie misjudged the turn completely and slammed hard into the hay. Straw and dust flew everywhere.

‘Sorry, guys!’ he said. He couldn’t hide his disappointment. Neither could Rusty and DT, but they tried to stay as positive as they could, which was hard as Team Teddy had officially been awarded second place.

‘Let’s just finish this,’ said Rusty. Eddie succeeded in staying upright for the remainder of the race, allowing them to come third across the finish line. It wasn’t often that Rusty’s competitive nature saw the positive in coming third, but it could have been worse – a lot worse, especially if Eddie had given up and thrown in the towel.

‘Hey, check out the scoreboard, we’re still in with a chance,’ Rusty said.

Eddie smiled at her. Rusty had a glass-half-full attitude. The other week she had received a Principal’s Award for having a ‘growth mindset’.
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DT already had his mind on tomorrow’s third and final event – the singing challenge. Rusty and Eddie swore that they had been practising at home for this one.

The other night, Mr Woo had walked in on Eddie while he watched DT’s video tutorial and rehearsed the dance steps. Mrs Woo asked Eddie to give them a performance, but Eddie was way too shy to perform in front of his parents. But with only two points separating his team from the others, Eddie couldn’t afford to be timid tomorrow.

If Team Reflex was going to beat Team Teddy overall, they had to come first in the singing challenge.
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Mr and Mrs Woo had persuaded DT and Rusty’s parents to lift their groundings and after school, there was a special car waiting for them at the pick-up zone. It was a Channel 5 truck driven by Frankie Talford, Simon’s camerawoman. Simon was riding shotgun with his elbow out the window. He looked pretty cool with his navy-blue suit on. The students walking out the gate all recognised him and the teachers on pick-up duty stopped and stared. Some of them even giggled.

‘Jump in, crew, we have some work to do!’ said Simon.

The three of them jumped in the back and brought Simon and Frankie up to speed with their investigation. Simon nodded and said ‘yep’ and ‘right’ and ‘aha’ as he scribbled notes all the way to the station.

‘Are we going to be on the TV?’ asked DT as they signed in at the security desk and walked down the corridor.

‘We’ll see,’ said Simon. ‘I’ll be the face of this story, but if something happens I’ll let you know. He handed them a shiny white mug with a glossy ‘5’ painted on it. ‘But you can all have a coffee mug.’

Eddie had a kitchen cupboard full of these at home.

‘Great, a coffee mug!’ said Rusty, as Simon headed for one of the back offices. ‘For thwarting a bunch of criminal masterminds.’
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‘Well, I guess we haven’t done that yet,’ said Eddie. ‘And we don’t want to count our birds’ eggs before they hatch.’

Rusty groaned at his dad joke and elbowed him playfully.

The walls of the corridor were lined with framed photos of the famous Channel 5 news presenters and gameshow hosts. Frank Brozzo, the host of dating show ‘Kiss or Flick’, walked around the corner. He had just come out of hair and makeup, ready for filming. His jet-black hair was delicately combed back and he smiled at them as they stared up at the face seen on everyone’s TV, five nights a week.

‘How you doing, kids?’ said Frank, smiling with teeth that were shinier than a row of diamonds and probably just as expensive. DT was starstruck. A real-life celebrity, right up close!

‘Can I have a photo, please?’ asked DT. Frank Brozzo checked his watch for time.
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‘Sure, why not,’ he said. He crouched down next to DT, ready for his biggest fan to take a selfie. ‘Just don’t touch the hair, okay?’ DT nodded and took the photo with his phone. Eddie and Rusty tapped their feet impatiently.

‘Come on, DT, we have to go!’ hissed Eddie. Frank Brozzo smiled at the three of them, and did a showbiz point and thumbs-up at the same time before heading down to the basement where ‘Kiss or Flick’ was filmed.

When Eddie, Rusty and DT caught up to Simon, he was already inside the Channel 5 IT department. He was sitting at a desk with a man who looked like he hadn’t seen sunlight for weeks. Along the side of the desk, statues of Batman, Superman and Dragon Ball Z characters stood guard over used coffee cups, chocolate wrappers and spare computer parts.

Eddie’s eyes were drawn to the back of the desk, where three large computer screens all had different displays.

Screen 1: Searching for IP address … Approximate wait time 1 hour

Screen 2: Blade Industries website

Screen 3: Birds of Western Sydney website

The computer guy looked at Eddie, Rusty and DT suspiciously. He wasn’t used to having kids in here. Kids were dangerous – they touched valuable things and sometimes broke them. Things like his superhero statues. Simon noticed computer guy’s anxiety and attempted to set him at ease.

‘It’s okay, Jordan, this is Eddie, Irena Woo’s kid. If it wasn’t for him and the other two – what did you say your names were again? – we wouldn’t have all of these leads to pursue.’

Jordan sipped noisily on a Slurpee. ‘Just don’t touch my stuff,’ he said.

Rusty’s face turned a crimson red. If she were a kettle, steam would be coming from her ears. Eddie could see she was about to explode, and stepped forward.

‘Just tell us how we can help,’ he said.
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NOSEY PEOPLE GET HURT

In the movies, when a police commander is briefing his undercover officers about a job they’re about to undertake, there’s a whiteboard at the front of the room with mugshots of the baddies and maps of buildings, and the commander finishes his or her speech by asking, ‘Any questions?’

Usually there’s one wise guy up the back who asks a dumb question just to get a laugh and then they all get in their police cars and roll out.

The afternoon’s briefing at Channel 5 wasn’t much different, except instead of the police commander briefing the team, it was Eddie and Simon Selway on the scene. Although they’d left Jordan’s office, he was now part of the team. He was at the back of the room with his laptop open, probably playing Fortnite. Besides Rusty and DT, the other people in the room were a make-up artist called Frankie and a cameraman called Mick.

Simon told the team that he’d be going undercover as an Italian bird collector called ‘Maurizio’. Frankie would film undercover, and also act as Simon’s hair and make-up person.

Eddie was pointing to a Google Maps image of Wembley Road, paying particular attention to old Mr Cranston’s house, when he was interrupted by Jordan.

‘THEY REPLIED!’ he yelled. ‘Birds of Western Sydney have replied!’

‘Plug into the projector so we can all see it,’ said Simon.

 

Dear Maurizio,

Thank you for your enquiry. We have merchandise available. How many birds do you need? We will negotiate a price in person and then arrange pick up at another location. I’ll be at Luigi’s Café in one hour. 92 John Street, Nelsville. Come alone.

S.

‘Nelsville?’ sighed Simon. ‘That’s over the other side of the city. No way will we make it during rush hour.’

Mrs Woo walked into the briefing room.

‘Take the chopper,’ she said. ‘Do whatever you need to prove that Blade Industries are behind the missing parrots.’

Simon and Frankie were leaving to apply the disguise, but before they did, Eddie asked if Mick the cameraman could stay with him, Rusty and DT.

‘Why on earth would I give up a cameraperson?’ asked Simon. He was wearing jeans and a jacket, and a hidden camera and microphone were sewn into the front of the jacket.

‘Because,’ Eddie said carefully. ‘I have some secret numbers. If they are what I think they are, we’ll need someone on standby to prove that Blade Industries are selling endangered parrots just to get approval to build a gas plant on the Sunny Side land.’

Simon looked at Eddie doubtfully.

‘Trust him,’ Mrs Woo said to Simon. ‘If there’s one thing I know about Eddie and his friends, it’s that they’re always one step ahead of everyone else.’
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Simon and Frankie headed for Nelsville in the helicopter. They landed in a nearby park and caught a cab to Luigi’s Café. Simon entered the café on his own. Frankie came in ten minutes later and sat in a corner, ordered a coffee and scrolled through her phone. Secretly, she was also filming. A large man soon arrived. He looked at the waiter and the waiter nodded his head in ‘Maurizio’s’ direction. Maurizio nodded at the man, who introduced himself as Steve. Maurizio looked him up and down and admired his strong build. He imagined that Steve would make a good security guard.

On the other side of town, Eddie, Rusty, DT, Mick and Jordan weren’t just one step ahead, they were two.

Mick and Jordan were pretending to be internet cable repair guys. They were sitting in the back of a van on Wembley Road, just where Eddie had told them to go. He’d been planning this since the secret numbers clicked. Mick had his camera at the ready. Jordan was in front with his laptop, except he wasn’t playing games. On his screen was a live feed directly broadcasted from Maurizio’s hidden camera and microphone. Jordan could hear and see everything. One hundred metres up the road, Eddie, Rusty and DT were undercover as kids on skateboards. Two of them had perfected this over the years. Eddie not so much.
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As usual, DT and Rusty had skated in front of Eddie, and Rusty slowed down to wait for him. Rusty’s ringtone jingled from her pocket. She looked at Eddie and he looked at her. The only rule of today was to keep every phone line available, just in case something happened to Simon.

‘Know the number?’ he asked.

‘It says “private caller”,’ said Rusty, eyeing the screen.

‘Better get it,’ said Eddie.

Rusty swiped across the screen to answer the call and hit the speaker button.

‘Hello, Miss Thompson,’ said a man’s voice on the other end. He sounded polite, maybe a little bit too polite.

‘Who is this?’ asked Rusty. Her heart started racing. She could hear it beating in her chest.

‘A friend,’ the man answered. ‘A friend who wants to keep you safe.’

The caller added a little chuckle at the end of this, as if he’d said something amusing.

‘Why wouldn’t I be safe?’ asked Rusty. Her voice was now shaking. Eddie put a supportive hand on her shoulder and leaned his head close to the phone. ‘Keep him talking,’ Eddie whispered.

‘I think you’re meddling in someone else’s business,’ said the voice. ‘Nosey people can get hurt – did you know that, Miss Thompson?’

Rusty dropped the phone. Eddie picked it up and started talking.

‘I know who you are and I know why you’re calling,’ said
            Eddie. His voice had developed a shake, a perfectly normal thing to happen to you when
            you were mad or scared – or both. ‘Your name is Wayne Blade. You are the CEO
            of Blade Industries. Your organisation has acted illegally and
            removed rare birds from the aged care home.’

There was silence on the other end. Eddie could just make out the sound of breathing.

‘Let me tell you something, Mr Blade,’ Eddie continued, feeling braver. ‘You might think you can steamroll people and nursing homes, but you’d better think again.’

‘Oh, Mr Edward Kent Woo, have you finished?’ asked the voice. ‘Yes, two can play the guessing game.’ A sinister laugh followed. The kind of laugh that sends chills up your spine. ‘It might be time for you and your friends to get home for dinner,’ the voice instructed. ‘And another thing, Edward Woo. Maybe you should get off Wembley Road. There’s a lot of traffic around today.’ There was laughing again. Eddie hung up.

‘How do they know we’re here?’ Eddie asked.

‘That night in the bush,’ said Rusty, looking pale. ‘They took my iPad!’

‘So?’ asked Eddie.

‘I forgot to take location services off,’ explained Rusty. ‘They must have been following me all along – and probably reading my texts.’ She looked shaky.

‘It’s okay, you’re safe with us. Isn’t that right, DT?’ Eddie looked around to find their friend, but he had either gone too far ahead – or something had happened to him.

‘Run Eddie! Run Rusty!’ yelled a voice on the crest of Wembley Road. It was DT, running with his skateboard under his arm.

‘They’ve found us!’ screamed DT. ‘Blade has found us!’

As DT made his way over the crest, two large black trucks with BLADE INDUSTRIES on the side loomed behind him.
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FASTER, DT, FASTER!

If there was ever a time when Eddie needed to learn how to ride a skateboard, it was now. This minute, this very second.

He sat on the skateboard deck and shifted his weight so the skateboard travelled from the road over to the footpath. It was bumpier than the smooth bitumen of the road, but what kind of lunatic would drive a truck off the road and on to the footpath?

BLADE INDUSTRIES, THAT’S WHO!

DT screamed as the closest truck mounted the curb and followed him down the footpath. The debris of letterboxes, trees and shrubs went flying over his head as the black monster on four wheels moved in on him.

Eddie and Rusty watched on helplessly as DT whirled down the Wembley Road footpath, wobbling with speed. Eddie pulled out his phone and texted Jordan with lightning speed.
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Jordan and Mick ploughed towards them from the other end of Wembley Road, Mick’s foot firmly planted on the accelerator.

The van roared through the automatic gears, speeding past Eddie and Rusty.

‘Save DT!’ they screamed.

Mick was eyeing the road like a V8 Supercar driver. He measured the distance between DT and the Blade truck and, with no hesitation, slid the van onto two wheels and positioned it on the footpath. The mammoth black truck broke hard and locked the wheels to avoid crashing into the van. DT glided the skateboard to safety and pulled up next to Eddie and Rusty. Up ahead, Mick and Jordan were still disguised as cable repairmen and had started arguing with the drivers of the black truck. Everyone stayed in their vehicle and Rusty recognised many of the truck passengers as the security guards from the night at Sunny Side. The driver got a phone call, backed the truck swiftly onto the road and roared off in the other direction.

‘Quick, hide in here before the other truck sees us!’ said Rusty, throwing her skateboard into someone’s front yard and heaving herself over a fence. The others followed her, all huddling down low behind a rose bush. The second Blade Industries truck drove past, looking for the meddling kids.

Meanwhile, under Eddie’s previous instructions, Jordan slid the van’s side door open. He opened his laptop and typed something on the keyboard.

‘Come on, do it!’ whispered Eddie, peering up the road through the rose bush.

‘Do what?’ asked DT.
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‘This!’ said Eddie, opening up the photo app on his phone. He showed them a picture of the secret numbers.
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‘Hey, I know these!’ said Rusty.

‘You sure do – they’re part of the cipher that you worked out,’ Eddie replied.

‘So why are they secret?’ asked DT.

‘Do you notice anything special about them, particularly the first number?’ asked Eddie. Rusty and DT looked closely at 351.

‘No way!’ Rusty finally said. She knew it without saying it.

‘Yes way!’ said Eddie, excitedly. ‘351 Wembley Road, Mr Cranston’s house.’

Rusty and DT were still piecing all the information together in their heads.

‘And what do you think he’s keeping in his backyard?’ asked Eddie.

He was dying to tell them the answer but it would ruin the moment.

DT’s eyes were like saucers and he placed both hands on his head, pushing back his hair in disbelief.

‘Swift parrots!’ he said. Eddie gave DT a high five.

‘And the other numbers?’ asked Rusty. ‘352, 354, 357…’ she counted, her voice trailing off.

‘All house numbers on Wembley Road,’ smiled Eddie. ‘All with swift parrots inside. Mr Appleby somehow knew about it and used mathematics to give us the clues.’

‘Mr Appleby’s so gangster,’ remarked DT, grinning.

‘But why the ascending pattern?’ asked Rusty. ‘What’s the significance of that?’

‘My only guess is that this is how Blade Industries chose their holding locations before selling the swift parrots online. Keep it all on one street in seemingly random houses,’ Eddie explained. Rusty nudged Eddie playfully.

‘But not really random, right?’ Rusty laughed. ‘It’s all maths. That’s why it makes sense, right?’ I mean, maths is predictable: as long as you identify the right pattern you can find maths anywhere.’

‘Anywhere at all,’ Eddie agreed.

From their hiding place, the sound of a helicopter, maybe one, possibly two or three, was heard overhead. Craning their necks, the trio identified one of the helicopters belonging to NSW Parks and Wildlife. Another one simply said ‘POLICE’ across its side.

‘Jordan, you actually did it,’ said Eddie, mesmerised by the blur of each helicopter’s spinning blades.

‘Huh?’ said DT. Eddie snapped out of his trance.

‘I asked Jordan to send all of the Wembley Road addresses on the cipher to the cops and NSW Parks and Wildlife.’ There was a relief in Eddie’s voice. A relief that Eddie had been hoping for ever since he discovered Sunny Side was going to be bulldozed. The wail of police sirens could be heard in the distance.

‘Want to go and have a stickybeak?’ asked DT. ‘Everyone else is.’

He looked around at the residents in the street shielding their faces from the glare of the late afternoon sun, standing on their front steps and staring up at all the helicopters hovering as low to the rooftops as they could. Rusty led the way out of their hiding place and jumped back over the fence.

‘Come on, this way,’ she said, skating towards number 351. The other two followed her, eagerly looking forward to seeing the swift parrots being safely handed over to Parks and Wildlife.

As they pulled out onto the road, Eddie, Rusty and DT were completely oblivious to a plain black truck that was slowly following them.
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NEXT LEVEL

The unmarked shiny black truck stalked its prey like a jaguar in a South American jungle. Its tinted windows concealed the four people inside.

Suddenly, the truck swerved outwards and lunged forward, driving parallel with the skateboarders, taking them by surprise.

Its doors burst open as the truck screeched to a halt with three men quickly exiting the vehicle, sweeping the trio off their skateboards and bundling them back into the truck with blindfolds on and hands tied. The riderless skateboards rolled aimlessly into the gutter, discarded, but not by choice.

‘Did anyone see?’ said a voice from the back.

‘No, boss,’ replied the driver.

‘Good, pull up here,’ said the voice.

The driver steered the truck to the side of the street, under the overhanging branches of a large jacaranda tree. Its limbs and leaves provided shade and privacy. They slowed to a stop on a thick purple carpet of fallen flowers.

THAT VOICE!
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Eddie and Rusty knew instantly who they were sharing a ride with, and it wasn’t Santa Claus.
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‘Show us your face, Blade,’ said Eddie.

There was a familiar chuckle from the back of the vehicle. Wayne Blade, CEO of Blade Industries, motioned for Eddie’s blindfold to be removed.

‘Here I am – so what?’ hissed Blade. ‘You’ve caused me some trouble this week, Eddie Woo.’

Eddie wasn’t scared, just angry. Unless they could officially connect the removal of the swift parrots with Blade Industries, the bulldozing of Sunny Side would begin on Monday.

‘You’re greedy,’ said Eddie. ‘Those old people need a place to live. You could have chosen another place for your dumb gas plant.’

‘Oh, Eddie,’ tut-tutted Wayne Blade. ‘I thought you were a smart boy. That land has the richest gas reserves in all of Western Sydney.’

Eddie tried to reach for his phone, but his hands were bound too tightly together.

‘Anyway,’ Blade continued, ‘The three of you seem like hard workers. We might put you to work at one of our gas plants. In Africa. Off the grid, wouldn’t you say?’

Blade and his henchmen laughed loudly.

‘We’ve already booked you a oneway ticket and there’s a plane waiting for us at Sydney Airport,’ said Blade. ‘No-one knows you’re here and no-one will see you go. But don’t worry, you’ll have company! I’m coming too. Take us there now, Henry.’

Blade waved a finger for the driver to start the car, but Henry wasn’t going anywhere. No-one was.

A huge bus with ‘Sunny Side’ on the side had suddenly skidded to a halt in front of the truck, its gas brakes hissing loudly as the double doors flew open. At the rear of the truck, there was another Sunny Side bus.

They were blocked in completely!

‘Eddie … w-what’s happening? asked DT, still blindfolded.

‘Henry! DO SOMETHING. Now!’ Blade screamed. Henry threw his hands in the air, not knowing what to do.

‘You have to see this, guys!’ laughed Eddie. ‘This is next level!’

People with walking frames were being assisted out of the bus by the old Sunny Side staff. They lifted their walking frames above their heads and started hitting the black truck’s windows. Another group of people from the home were smashing the truck’s side mirrors with metal and wooden walking sticks. Wayne Blade and his men were completely trapped. Panic and fear spread through the cabin as more and more elderly Sunny Side residents exited the buses and inflicted damage on the truck. Pretty soon, a walking frame smashed through the weakened glass of the windscreen.
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‘Let them out! Let them out!’ the Sunny Siders chanted rhythmically, banging on the truck’s windows and doors at the same time.

From the corner of his eye, Eddie recognised someone much cooler and a whole lot younger in the crowd. He was pushing his way to the front. ‘Let them out!’ he shouted in a fake Italian accent.

Finally, the side windows were broken. Eddie, Rusty and DT turned their heads and shielded themselves from the shards of glass as all entrances to the truck were finally exposed.

In minutes, a sea of police vehicles with sirens and flashing lights arrived on the scene. Wayne Blade knew it was over. Three blindfolded kids with their hands tied wasn’t a good look. Not for a CEO, not for anyone. He knew he wouldn’t make his flight.
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Wayne Blade was handcuffed and driven away in a police car for questioning. Frankie filmed his arrest. The henchmen were locked up in a paddy wagon at the side of the street.

‘How did you know where we were?’ Eddie asked Maurizio, or Simon, after the police had made their arrests. Broken glass scrunched under his shoes as he walked back home after retrieving his skateboard.

‘After we exposed the guy in the café as a Blade Industries worker,’ said Simon, ‘Jordan and Mick told us about your secret numbers and the addresses here on Wembley Road. I knew that it was only going to be a matter of time until Wayne Blade turned up.’

‘But that still doesn’t explain how you knew where to find us.’

‘Are you kidding?’ Simon laughed. ‘I work with Jordan, remember. He’s been tracking your mobile signal since we started this afternoon.’ Simon said. ‘And remember, 5G networks mean we’re not really needles in haystacks anymore.’

‘The secret numbers, did they even check out?’ asked DT.

‘Absolutely!’ beamed Simon. ‘Parks and Wildlife recovered over 200 swift parrots! All of those addresses had at least one cage full of birds – poor things. The old guy at 351 had the most. Best tip-off ever, Eddie!’

‘Most importantly, will we get to be on TV?’ DT asked again, a bit more hopefully this time.

‘Of course,’ laughed Simon. ‘You’re an essential part of the story now. I think every channel in Sydney will want an interview.’

DT started to comb his hair with his fingers and checked his teeth in the reflection of a police car window. ‘I reckon I can manage that,’ he said.

Eddie and Rusty smiled at each other. It was good to have friends. It was even better when they always had your back.
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SHAKE IT OFF

The smell of freshly cooked pizza drifted through the Woo Family lounge room as Mr Woo returned with pizza from Mario’s Takeaway.

‘Quick, Dad, it’s on soon,’ said Eddie.

Mr Woo rushed over and placed two pizza boxes on the coffee table. As Mrs Woo placed a steaming hot slice on each plate, Eddie turned up the volume with the remote.

‘Shhh, here it is!’

The Channel 5 presenters announced the first story of the news bulletin. Mrs Woo told them that the first story was always the most important. There was a picture of handcuffed Wayne Blade being shoved into a police car in the top right-hand corner of the screen.

We start tonight’s bulletin with a shocking story of alleged misconduct, involving a senior executive and staff of mining company, Blade Industries. Our reporter Simon Selway has more.

I’m standing at the scene of one of Sydney’s most dramatic arrests this year. Just hours ago, Wayne Blade, the CEO of mining giant Blade Industries, was arrested for allegedly kidnapping the three children responsible for exposing him and his company for terrible crimes.

Based on the investigation by Channel 5 News and Red Hill Public School students Edward Woo, Rusty Thompson and Daniel Travers, police will allege that Blade Industries illegally captured hundreds of the endangered swift parrot on the grounds of Blade Industries’ recently purchased Sunny Side Aged Care Home. Police will also allege that the removal of the birds occurred to fast-track Blade Industries’ application to transform the Aged Care site into a coal seam gas site. As you will see in the following footage, Blade Industries has been illegally selling the endangered swift parrot on the internet.

Simon Selway’s report continued with Frankie’s undercover footage of the meeting at the café and the dramatic scenes of the Sunny Side residents attacking Wayne Blade’s truck, along with him being dragged out by police and thrown into the back of a waiting squad car. There were close-ups of Eddie, Rusty and DT, all being hugged and kissed by the residents of Sunny Side before they returned to their buses.

At the end of the report, Eddie and Mr and Mrs Woo’s phones went crazy. Everyone wanted a piece of Eddie and, as Simon Selway predicted, TV networks as far away as the USA wanted to interview the Super Sleuths. The family turned their phones on silent and put them in the kitchen to charge, where they wouldn’t be a distraction. The Woos needed family time right now – and a few more slices of pizza.
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Nothing would stop Team Reflex from going to school the next day.

The adrenaline was still surging through their bodies and despite their genuine efforts to sleep, their alarms went off in the morning without one second of slumber, snooze, siesta or catnap.

Mr and Mrs Woo tried to talk Eddie into having the day off.

‘No way!’ Eddie said.

Rusty and DT’s parents had said the same thing, but today was the final event of the Triple Threat Quest.

The auditorium was bursting at its seams. Principal Huggett had asked Tom to arrange extra chairs at the sides of the hall for the additional staff and students who had decided to watch. The word around school was that this would go down to the wire. As everyone took their seats, they looked at the scoreboard projected onto the stage.
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Backstage, Eddie, Rusty and DT were peering at Teddy, Ruby and KC through the curtains. They were performing ‘ABC’ by The Jackson 5. They had rehearsed this well – really well. Teddy led them in pitch-perfect vocals while Ruby and KC harmonised. When Teddy did the splits, the others shimmied. When the others did the splits, Teddy shimmied. Even Principal Huggett was sitting in the crowd, tapping her feet, nodding with approval. At the end of the song, Ruby and KC knelt on either side of Teddy as he threw his hands in the air.
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The crowd clapped wildly.

Principal Huggett walked on stage to introduce the next act. Teddy and his crew walked off celebrating, continuing to hug each other as they entered the backstage area.

‘How do you like that, LOSERS!’ laughed Teddy, looking straight at Eddie.

Ruby and KC repeated LOSERS and walked off to their change room, laughing.

‘Better get our gold medals ready!’ Teddy yelled over his shoulder.

‘Don’t listen to them,’ said DT, ‘We’ve got this.’ He spoke confidently, but not over-confidently. ‘Besides, if we should be worried about anyone, it’s these guys.’ DT looked at Team Hip Hop, taking the stage to a huge cheer as Principal Huggett announced them as the second-last performance. Today, they were performing an original song. The main rapper from Team Hip Hop had told DT that they had wanted to perform a Snoop Dogg song, but Principal Huggett said there was too much swearing. Instead, they had written their own – and it sounded good! The bass vibrated through the speakers and the hall’s floors shook. The audience got up out of their seats and jumped when the singer told them to. ‘Jump baby, jump baby, jump baby,’ he sang. Even the teachers jumped up. When the song finished, they got a standing ovation.

‘They were amazing,’ said Rusty. ‘Let’s just do our best and see what happens.’

Eddie knew it was going to be an uphill battle and, being in third place overall, they would need to produce the performance of the day if they were to take out first place.

‘And for our final performance, please put your hands together for Team Reflex, performing Taylor Swift’s “Shake it Off!’’’

It only now occurred to Eddie that the swift parrot had been the inspiration behind DT choosing this song. Swift parrot – Taylor Swift. Clever.

Just as they’d rehearsed in their bedrooms and in person, DT took the stage alone. The backing track was up nice and loud and he began by moving his hips from side to side. His energy was high.

‘Wow,’ Rusty whispered to Eddie. ‘He’s going all out!’

Then we have to as well, thought Eddie.

The main vocals began. The crowd cheered as Eddie leapt on stage, continuing the hip shaking that DT started. He then began singing the second verse. Just like when Team Teddy was on stage, Principal Huggett started her signature foot tap. DT and Eddie looked at each other, knowing that they were in with a chance if they could just keep it together. They both sang the third verse in unison. Just before the chorus started, Rusty backflipped out into the middle of the stage, flip after flip after flip!
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The crowd went berserk.

Rusty took the microphone from Eddie and began singing. DT spotted Team Hip Hop side stage cheering them on. He smiled back at them.

In no time, all the students and teachers were up and dancing. Nothing could bring Team Reflex down from here.

Suddenly, there was a commotion at the back of the hall. The crowd swivelled and stared at the swarm of people entering the back door. It was the residents from Sunny Side Aged Care! They were dancing and shuffling the best that they could to the music.

The residents formed a line of wheelchairs and walkers, all bopping and twirling down the middle aisle. Eddie looked to see Mr Appleby behind a cute old lady dancing up a storm in her dressing gown and slippers. He was clicking his fingers and moving his shoulders slowly from side to side. It wasn’t much but it was something.
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Mr Appleby winked at Eddie.

At the end of the song, Team Reflex was out of breath – they had given it everything they had. The crowd was sweaty from dancing and the carers from Sunny Side were bundling up the residents and trying to get them back on the bus.

‘One more song!’ yelled an old man. He made his way down to the front of the stage, his carer in hot pursuit.

‘One more song!’ he bellowed to the crowd, raising a walking stick in the air.

He launched his stick into the crowd like a drummer throwing a drumstick into the audience at the end of a concert. The students in the hall went nuts and repeated his words.

‘ONE MORE SONG! ONE MORE SONG!’ they all yelled.

By the time Eddie, DT and Rusty had performed their second number, it was pretty clear that the result would be the one they hoped for. Principal Huggett waited for the audience to settle and the last Sunny Sider to leave the hall.

‘In fifth place today and third overall are the Extreme Triplets!’ she announced. The action sisters jumped up and down, hugging each other excitedly, and ran out on stage. Principal Huggett proudly placed a bronze medal around each sister’s neck. They took their place on the podium and waved at their friends in the audience.

‘In third place today and second overall is Team Teddy!’

Teddy, Ruby and KC sulked their way onto the stage, scowling at the audience.

‘Rigged,’ muttered Teddy as they took their silver medals from Principal Huggett and left the stage entirely.

‘In first place today, and this year’s Triple Threat Quest Champions, congratulations to Team Reflex!’

Everyone in the audience screamed and stamped their feet!

Just as Principal Huggett was about to give them their gold medals, a teacher hurriedly ran on stage to pass her a note. Principal Huggett took a moment to read it and then stared at Eddie, Rusty and DT seriously. ‘It’s from Sunny Side Aged Care,’ she explained. ‘They want you to know that they aren’t being closed down. Their doors will remain open forever, thanks to you.’

Rusty started to cry. Eddie and DT looked at her and couldn’t help it. They cried too.

Principal Huggett broke out in a wide smile. ‘You might be great at maths and singing, but you’re also great human beings – and that’s what matters most,’ she said.

‘Miss, you didn’t mention skate-boarding?’ said Eddie, wiping the last tear from his face.

‘Oh well,’ said Principal Huggett. ‘You can’t be great at everything.’

The three friends hugged and walked over to the podium where the Extreme Triplets were waiting. Before taking their place in the middle of the platform, DT held Eddie back.

‘Look, Eddie,’ he said, pointing to the numbers on the podium. ‘First place, second place and third place. Know what that means?’ DT asked.

‘We won?’ asked Eddie.

‘Something else,’ smiled DT.

‘No idea,’ said Eddie.

‘Maths is everywhere, Eddie. Maths is everywhere.’
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We hope to see you there!
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