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To Micah John Peace: When your mom was little, I read to her almost every night. I know she’ll do the same for you, because she loves you as much as I love her. And one day she’ll miss those days of cuddling up with a book and her little one just as much as I do.
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Catherine Duchesne was pacing back and forth on the sidewalk in front of the restaurant as she waited for her friends to arrive. She was deep in thought, worrying about the upcoming math competition against Middlebury Middle School. As president of the Tyler Middle School math club, it was Catherine’s responsibility to get the team ready and choose the six people who would compete. They only had two more weeks to prepare, and she was concerned they weren’t ready.


“Hey Catherine!”


Catherine recognized the voice and turned around to see Stephanie Lewis getting out of her mom’s car. Catherine smiled, happy to have someone to talk to while she waited for everyone else to arrive for dinner.


“How’s it going?” asked Stephanie.


“Okay, I guess.”


“Something wrong?” Stephanie asked with a note of concern in her voice.


“No, just getting a little nervous about this first competition.”


Stephanie nodded. “I get it, but don’t worry. We’re all behind you.”


“Maybe,” Catherine shrugged. “It’s just that...”


“Just what?” Stephanie prompted.


“I’m worried that not everyone supports me as president.”


“Buzz and Kenny?”


“Yeah, those two of course, but also some of the others.”


“Trudy?”


Catherine nodded. Kenny Hanley had been the president of the math club before Catherine beat him in an election a month earlier. Even though Kenny and his friend Buzz Aquino had stayed in the club, Catherine was concerned they didn’t fully back her as the new president. Kenny’s sister Trudy had voted for Catherine in the election, but she had betrayed Catherine and her friends in the past, so she also remained a question mark.


“I think Trudy is on your side,” Stephanie said. “And besides, you could always pick someone other than Kenny and Buzz.”


“I could,” Catherine agreed, “but they’re both really good at math, maybe the best two in the club. Also, they have experience with these competitions, something we don’t have. I just don’t want to let the team down.”


“You won’t,” Stephanie assured her.


“It was sure a lot easier when it was just the four of us,” Catherine grumbled.


When they were in elementary school, Stephanie and Catherine had teamed up with Jordan Waters and Justin Grant to form the Math Kids. As a team, they had won both their school and district math competitions. They’d also figured out that math was just as useful in solving mysteries as it was in winning competitions. They had solved an old bank robbery, located a long-lost fortune in gold, and stopped the theft of the Crown Jewels from the Tower of London. Most recently, they had assisted the FBI in breaking up a Russian spy ring that had kidnapped the governor’s son.


“Are you excited about dinner tonight?” Stephanie asked, trying to change the subject.


“Yeah, it’ll be fun,” Catherine replied, her face brightening.


FBI Special Agent Carlson was taking the four friends out to thank them for their help with the spy case. They were having dinner at the Burger Den, one of their favorite places to eat because, as Justin put it, “there is none of that fancy stuff, just real food.”


“Jordan said he’s going to order the monster burger combo with a jumbo chocolate shake since the government is paying,” Stephanie said.


“And of course he’ll still have room for dessert,” Catherine said, shaking her head.


“Of course.” Stephanie giggled.


Both girls knew that Jordan’s greatest loves in life were food, math, and food, in that order.


“Speaking of Jordan,” Catherine said, pointing toward a dark blue car pulling into the parking lot.


They watched as Jordan and Justin emerged from the back seat, Justin struggling with his overstuffed backpack.


“He takes that thing with him everywhere, doesn’t he?” Catherine said.


“Yeah, wonder what he’s got in there today,” Stephanie mused.


“Who knows?” Catherine said. “But you have to admit that whenever we really need something, he seems to have it in that backpack.”


Stephanie nodded, thinking back to when spies had trapped them in a shed in the middle of the woods and Justin had pulled pulleys and levers out of his pack. It turned out they were just what they needed to escape. She shuddered as she thought about the explosion that had destroyed that shed only hours later. If Jordan hadn’t had his backpack...


“Hey Jordan! Hey Justin!” Catherine called out to the boys.


“Ready for dinner?” Stephanie asked.


“I’m always ready for dinner,” Jordan exclaimed. “It’s one of my favorite five meals of the day. I’m going to get—”


“The monster burger combo and a large chocolate shake,” Stephanie interrupted.


“Yeah, because—”


“The government is paying for it,” Catherine completed his sentence.


“Am I that predictable?” Jordan asked.


“You’re like a vending machine,” Justin said. “I always know what’s coming out when I push the button.”


The friends were still laughing as Special Agent Carlson and Agent Jenna Channing pulled into a parking spot. They waited for the two adults so they could all walk into the restaurant together.


When they had been seated and everyone had ordered, the kids began to talk excitedly about their recent adventure with the Russian spy ring.


“How long do you think they’ll be in prison?” Justin asked.


“A long time, I bet,” Jordan added. “I mean, besides spying they also tried to blow up a bunch of kids.”


The questions kept flying, but Stephanie noticed that Agent Carlson seemed distracted and a little quieter than normal.


“Is everything okay?” she asked him, a note of concern in her voice.


When Carlson didn’t answer, Agent Channing started to speak. Agent Carlson shook his head slightly at the other agent and said, “Sorry, it’s just been a long day.”


The headshake was almost unnoticeable, but Stephanie immediately knew something was going on.


“What’s wrong?” she asked.


“Nothing,” he said, looking again at Agent Channing. “Like I said, it’s just been one of those days.”


The food arrived and there was silence as the six settled into their meals. Stephanie stole a few glances at Agent Carlson, but he didn’t look up from his dinner.


When everyone had eaten and the plates were cleared away, Stephanie tried one more time to get Agent Carlson to open up.


“Are you sure nothing’s wrong?” she asked him.


The agent started to respond but was interrupted by his phone buzzing. He glanced at the screen and rose to his feet.


“Excuse me, I need to take this call,” he said, and quickly stepped outside of the restaurant.


Stephanie watched Agent Carlson through the front window as he talked on the phone. While she couldn’t hear any of the conversation, the look on the agent’s face said something was definitely not right.


“What’s going on?” she asked Agent Channing. “What isn’t he telling us?”


“What makes you think something is going on?” Agent Channing asked. “It’s probably just a work thing.”


“No, it’s more than that,” Stephanie said. “First, he’s been quiet the whole night. That’s not like him. Second, I saw the look he gave you when you started to answer. And finally, I noticed he’s not wearing his holster and gun. I’ve never seen him without them. So, what’s really going on?”
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An illustration of a café interior shows a young girl seated at a table in the foreground, resting her chin on her hand and gazing toward a window. On the table are a glass with a straw, a cup, and a folded napkin. Outside the window, a boy walks past with his head slightly lowered and one hand near his mouth. A hanging lamp is positioned above the window. On the wall to the left, a framed picture shows two cartoon animals sitting together at a table.





Agent Channing looked admiringly at Stephanie. “You know, you’d make a good FBI agent someday,” she said. She glanced out of the window at Agent Carlson, who was now pacing back and forth, still on the phone. “Okay, I’m going to fill you in, but you have to promise not to tell anyone.”


Agent Channing took a quick look around to make sure no one at nearby tables could overhear her.


“Agent Carlson was suspended today,” she said quietly.


“What?” Justin asked. “Why?”


“It’s just an administrative thing,” Agent Channing said.


Stephanie shook her head. “It’s because of what happened on Ocracoke Island, isn’t it?”


Channing’s silence was all the answer Stephanie needed.


“That wasn’t his fault,” she protested. “If the other helicopter hadn’t broken down, we never would have even been on that island.”


“I don’t disagree,” Agent Channing said, “but the truth of the matter is that we put all of you right in the middle of a dangerous situation.”


“What’s going to happen to him?” Catherine asked. “Is he going to lose his job?”


Seeing the concerned looks on the kids’ faces, Agent Channing tried to calm them. “I’m sure everything is going to turn out just fine.”


But the tone of her voice told them she wasn’t really so sure.
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Catherine frowned as she stood in front of the math club team members the next afternoon. She was trying to get the meeting started, but no one seemed to be paying any attention. Buzz and Kenny were completely ignoring her as they laughed over some comment in the back of the room. Mike, Bao, and Lucas were playing on their phones. Lei and Maryam had their heads bent over a homework assignment.


“Can I get everyone’s attention please?” Catherine called out.


Buzz and Kenny looked up and then immediately went back to their conversation. Lei and Maryam glanced at Catherine but still continued working on the papers in front of them. The others continued tapping on their phones.


“Hello? Anybody listening?” she tried again.


“Can you give Catherine your attention?” Mr. Cosgrove, the math club sponsor, said firmly as he stood up at the back of the room. Catherine gave him a look of appreciation.


“Okay,” Catherine began, “we’ve only got two more weeks until our first competition against Middlebury. Our A team beat them by almost twenty minutes last year and our other two teams won too, so hopefully this will be a good warm-up match for us. I’m going to divide us up into teams today for practice, but these might not be the final teams for the first match.”


Now Catherine had everyone’s undivided attention as they looked on in anticipation.


“The first team will consist of Kenny, Buzz, Bao, Justin, Jordan, and Mike. Kenny will be the team captain.” There was a mix of reactions. Bao looked relieved to have made the first team. Kenny and Buzz gave each other a knowing glance. They knew they were good and never hesitated to boast about it. There were a few disappointed looks. Phil and Atkiksh had been on the A team last year and they’d finished in third place in the state competition. Catherine could tell they didn’t appreciate these new kids taking their place.


The most surprised of all, however, were Justin and Jordan. How could Catherine not have picked Stephanie and herself for the top team?


“I decided to split the remaining ten people across two teams so we don’t have any teams with just four people,” Catherine continued. “The second team will be me, Trudy, Stephanie, Maryam, and Lei, with Maryam as the captain. That leaves Lucas, Atkiksh, Diondre, Phil, and Oliver on the third team. Atkiksh will captain that team.”


Catherine looked across the room, feeling the icy stares from some of the team members. “Remember, this is just practice, so we’ll see how things go. We may shift some people around before we play our first real match.”


There were a few grumbles, but there wasn’t much anyone could do. As president of the math club, Catherine got to make the final decision on the makeup of the teams.


Mr. Cosgrove handed out problem sets to each of the team captains.


“Okay, here’s the order,” Kenny said as he immediately took charge of his team. “The newbies will go first since they don’t know much, and the easiest questions are usually up front. Then we’ll go from weakest to strongest. That would be Justin, Jordan, Mike, Bao, Buzz, and then me.”


Justin started to say something, but Jordan lightly put a hand on his shoulder. Justin got the message and kept his thoughts to himself.


“At least we don’t have any girls on the team to slow us down,” Buzz said.


“Sure, we do,” Kenny said. He smiled at Justin and handed him the envelope marked with a large number one. “Here you go, Justine. Try not to screw it up, okay?”


Buzz gave out a loud laugh. “Justine. That’s a good one.”


Jordan started to rise, but stopped when Mr. Cosgrove called out, “You may begin... now.” The teacher clicked a button to start the timer on his phone.


As the Math Kids had learned, the middle school math tournaments were very different from the ones they had participated in during elementary school. Each team consisted of six players. They were each given a problem to solve, but they needed the answer from the previous problem to solve their own problem. That meant that any unsolved problem or wrong answer along the chain and they couldn’t solve the final problem. If they were the first team to get the final answer correct, they would win. If no team got the final answer correct, the team that got the most correct answers would be the victor.


Justin’s problem was pretty easy:


Find the greatest common factor between 16 and 56.


Justin wrote down all the numbers that divided evenly into 16.


Factors of 16: 1, 2, 4, 8, and 16


He then did the same for 56.


Factors of 56: 1, 2, 4, 7, 8, 14, 28, and 56


The common factors, the same numbers that divided evenly into each of the two numbers, were 1, 2, 4, and 8. Since 8 was the largest of the common factors, Justin wrote the number 8 on his answer sheet and passed it to Jordan.


Jordan reviewed his question:


What is the [answer to Problem 1]th prime number?


Once he put in Justin’s answer, he saw the problem was asking for the eighth prime number. Jordan quickly made a list of the first eight primes.


2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, 17, 19


Then he answered 19 and passed that answer along to Mike.


The team moved quickly, answering each problem and passing the result on to the next team member. When Kenny answered the final problem, he raised his hand and yelled, “Done!”


Only fifteen seconds passed before Maryam did the same. Kenny looked over at her in surprise.


“You girls must have copied off of us,” he said.


“We did not!” Lei replied angrily.


“Well, you got lucky then,” Buzz said. “I can’t believe a team of girls got that close to us.”


“You’re just mad because you barely beat us,” Trudy shot back.


Kenny smiled at his sister. “I’m sorry, all I heard was the part where you said we beat you.”


Buzz let out a loud guffaw.


The last team finished ten minutes later. Mr. Cosgrove checked the answers. Both of the first two teams had the correct final answer, but the last team did not.


Kenny looked through their answers and quickly found the problem. “Who taught you how to count, Oliver? You put down the ninth prime number, not the eighth.”


Oliver’s face reddened and he looked down at his shoes.


“Hey, it’s no big deal,” Catherine quickly said. “That could’ve happened to anyone. That’s why we practice.”


“Yeah, you go home and practice counting tonight,” Buzz said. “Start with your fingers and then try moving on to your toes.”


“It sounds like you should do a little homework too, Buzz,” Stephanie teased. “After all, you barely beat a team of girls.”


Buzz clenched his fists and sputtered out a few words under his breath.


“By the way,” Catherine added, “you might want to rethink whether or not girls can do math.”


“Yeah, why’s that?” Buzz challenged.


“I guess you’ve never heard of the Sophie Germain Prize,” Catherine said.


“Sophie who?”


“Sophie Germain was a French mathematician. She was mostly self-taught because girls weren’t allowed to attend college in Germany in the early nineteenth century. Despite that, she made a lot of important contributions in math, especially in the study of prime numbers.”


“So, who cares?” Buzz snorted.


“Well, I figure if one girl with no formal math education can compete with men and have a prize named after her, I think this team of well-educated girls will do just fine,” Catherine said.


Trudy couldn’t help but giggle as Buzz’s face turned beet red.


“Yeah, whatever,” Buzz said.


Kenny gave Catherine a long stare, but she never dropped her eyes from his. Finally he shook his head and grabbed his backpack. “C’mon, Buzz, let’s get out of here.”


When everyone else had left except for Catherine and her friends, Mr. Cosgrove rose from his chair at the back of the room.


He stopped in front of the four friends on his way out of the room.


“Way to stick up for yourself, Catherine,” he said. “While your election may have been a little questionable,”—he paused to give Justin a pointed look—“I think the math club ended up with the right leader.”
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