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Praise for Book 1:

FRAMED!

EDGAR AWARD NOMINEE

2016 PARENTS’ CHOICE AWARD WINNER

“Mystery buffs and fans of Anthony Horowitz’s Alex Rider series are in for a treat. . . . With elements of Alex Rider, James Bond, and Sherlock Holmes stories, this is likely to be popular with mystery and action/adventure fans.” —School Library Journal

“What stands out is the portrayal of Florian’s and Margaret’s intelligence, their close friendship, and athlete Margaret’s sports prowess. Refreshingly, the adults aren’t portrayed as completely clueless; they are respectful of the kids’ crime-solving abilities, even though the preteen sleuths, as they realize themselves, are not infallible. Young readers will enjoy this first caper in a projected series.” —Booklist

“The real draws here are the two resourceful leads’ solid, realistic friendship, bolstered by snappy dialogue, brisk pacing, and well-crafted ancillary characters—not to mention behind-the-scenes glimpses of the FBI. More escapades are promised in this improbable but satisfying series starter.” —Kirkus Reviews

“Florian resembles a young Sherlock Holmes, and together he and Margaret use the TOAST technique to prove that things are not always as they first appear. This book will grab readers from the first page with its witty characters and nonstop action.” —School Library Connection

“TOAST—the Theory of All Small Things—leads to a great big, hugely fun, ginormously exciting thrill ride of a mystery!” —Chris Grabenstein, New York Times bestselling author of Mr. Lemoncello’s Library

“Framed! is an enormously fun, deviously clever novel. It has everything you could possibly want in a book: intriguing characters, surprising plot twists, an excellent mystery, action, suspense and plenty of humor. I wish I’d written it myself. Florian Bates is a fantastic protagonist, a worthy—and dare I say smarter—successor to Sherlock Holmes and Encyclopedia Brown. I look forward to many more adventures with him.” —Stuart Gibbs, New York Times bestselling author of the Spy School series

“Clever, touching, and a ton of fun—Florian is my new favorite twelve-year-old spy!” —Wendy Mass, New York Times bestselling author of The Candymakers and the Willow Falls books

“Florian Bates is awesome! I want him to be my best friend and solve the mystery of all my missing stuff.” —Liesl Shurtliff, author of Rump: The True Story of Rumpelstiltskin

“This book is a delight from beginning to end. Lots of twisty clever fun with a healthy dose of danger. Move over, Encyclopedia Brown—Florian Bates is on the case!” —Lisa Graff, author of A Tangle of Knots

“Framed! is a captivating mystery where relatable characters string you along to a surprise ending. Readers will have fun picking out the little clues and piecing them together to solve the big case. Ponti has created a fascinating story that will make you value the power of simple observation.” —Tyler Whitesides, author of the Janitors series
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finder of clues, solver of mysteries, champion of writers



1.

The Zodiac

MIDDLE SCHOOL IS HARD.

Solving cases for the FBI is even harder.

Doing both at the same time, well, that’s just crazy.

Trust me, I know. My name’s Florian Bates, I’m twelve years old, and along with my best friend, Margaret, I’m a consulting detective for the Bureau’s Special Projects Team. We assist the FBI, the same way Sherlock Holmes helped Scotland Yard; only Sherlock never had to close a case and write a book report on the same night.

He also didn’t have to deal with all the other seventh-grade headaches like locker room bullies, nine o’clock curfews, or figuring out what to wear. All he had to do was put on his coat and deerstalker hat. Instant detective.

Me? It seems like I’m always dressed for the wrong occasion. Like when we had to interrogate a witness while I was still in my soccer uniform. Or the time I was wearing my I’M WITH CHEWBACCA T-shirt and we ended up going undercover at the reception for the French ambassador. (In case you’re wondering, “Que la Force soit avec toi” is how you say “May the Force be with you” in French.)

So when we arrived at the harbor patrol’s maintenance-and-repair yard it shouldn’t have been a surprise that I was the only one wearing a double-breasted blazer and herringbone tie. My mistake was that when I dressed for the symphony, I forgot to factor in the possibility of racing down the Potomac in a police boat. (I know, you’d think I’d learn.)

The boat was Marcus’s idea. He oversees the Special Projects Team and it was a good plan except for one little detail: None of us actually had access to a boat. That meant we had to borrow one.

Margaret and I waited outside the harbormaster’s office while he went in to see if he could get the duty sergeant to help us out. The stench of diesel was overwhelming, engine grease was everywhere, and when I saw my reflection in the window, I noticed my tie was crooked.

“What are you doing?” Margaret asked when she saw me fidget with it.

“Trying to straighten the knot,” I explained. “It’s a Windsor. It’s supposed to be perfectly centered.”

She gave me a look. That Margaret “you’ve got to be kidding me” look. “We’re standing on a wharf surrounded by gas and grime and you’re worried about your tie being crooked. Why don’t you try to relax? No one’s going to notice.”

“Technically it’s not a wharf,” I corrected. “We’re standing on a dock. And the dock is part of a marina. A wharf is an entirely different thing.”

“Seriously?” she replied, shaking her head. “That’s your takeaway from what I just said? Correcting my vocabulary?”

I gave her a sheepish smile and apologized. Then I tried to follow her advice and relax. But it wasn’t easy. I’m not that good at relaxing on a normal day when nothing’s going on, and this was no normal day. We were baffled by a missing persons case that was on the verge of making headlines across the world.

That morning we’d boarded a school bus for a field trip to the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts. At the time, our biggest worry was finding a seat just the right distance from the bullies in back and the chaperones in front. Then one of our classmates disappeared into thin air. That might have been okay if it had been a magic show, but like I said, we were there for the symphony. So it was bad. And if the press found out, it would get even worse.

Suddenly bullies and chaperones didn’t seem like such a big deal. We had a case to solve and we weren’t having much luck figuring it out. Each clue seemed to lead us further away from the answer. And now, on top of that, I had an additional obstacle to overcome.

“Can I be honest with you?” I asked Margaret.

“This far into the friendship and you don’t know?” she said. “You can always be honest with me. In fact, that’s all you can be.”

That made me smile.

“Okay, so here’s the deal,” I replied. “I’m not exactly comfortable when it comes to boats.”

She gave me a curious look. “What does ‘not exactly comfortable’ mean?”

“They terrify me,” I admitted. “They have ever since I saw that movie about the Titanic.”

“You know it’s at least eighty degrees today,” she said. “I’m pretty sure we’re not going to run into any icebergs.”

“I’m not worried about sinking,” I explained. “It’s just that I got . . . seasick.”

“You got seasick watching a movie?”

I nodded reluctantly.

“Were you at least on a boat while you were watching it?”

“No. We were home. I’ll skip the vivid details, but we ended up having to rent one of those industrial-sized steam cleaners for the carpet and couch.”

My thoughts wafted back to the salami sandwich and jalapeño-flavored tortilla chips that began the day in my lunch bag, and I wondered if they would soon be reintroduced to the world.

“Well, you might not have to worry about it,” Margaret said, looking through the window into the office. “I think Marcus is striking out in there.”

Even though we weren’t inside, it wasn’t hard to guess what the problem was. The harbor patrol was part of the Metropolitan Police Department, and Marcus was with the FBI. Those two groups are very protective of their turf and almost never work well together.

“Think we should help out?”

She asked it like a question, but considering she didn’t wait for me to answer before she opened the door and went inside, I didn’t really have much of a chance to say no.

The sergeant was big with ruddy skin, chubby cheeks, and a mustache that looked like it belonged on a walrus. He stood behind a counter similar to the check-in desk at a hotel and looked as though his patience was gone.

“But this is an emergency,” Marcus said, frustrated.

“You keep saying that,” replied the cop. “But I haven’t heard a thing about it on my radio.” He nodded to the police scanner on his desk.

“That’s because we’re trying to keep it contained to the FBI and Secret Service,” answered Marcus. “We haven’t involved the local police yet.”

The sergeant flashed a smug smile. “There, you just said it yourself. You don’t want to involve the local police. Well, unfortunately for you, these boats belong to the local police. So have a nice day.”

Despite my dread of seasickness, I knew we needed the boat, so I tried to help out.

“What if Frankie was missing?” I asked, interrupting. “You’d want us to look for him, wouldn’t you?”

The sergeant turned his attention to me and shot me with a laser stare.

“Or imagine your daughter, Maddie, went camping with her Girl Scout troop and got lost in a national park.”

“How do you know about my kids?”

I ignored his question. “How would you feel if the park rangers wouldn’t help the police who were trying to rescue her because they were from different agencies? How would you feel if they did to you what you’re doing to us right now?”

By this point he was really angry, his fat cheeks turning crimson. “I said, how do you know about my kids?” he demanded.

“The nameplate on your desk says you’re Frank Bergen Sr.,” I explained. “That means there’s a junior. I know you call him Frankie because that’s how he signed the drawing you taped to the window over there. I know your daughter Maddie’s in Girl Scouts because you’ve got five cases of Girl Scout cookies marked ‘Maddie B.’ stacked behind your desk so you can deliver them to your coworkers.”

He started to say something, but I just kept talking.

“I don’t know your kids at all, but I know you’re the kind of dad who tapes his son’s pictures up at work and tries to help his daughter sell cookies. It’s the best kind of dad to be. That’s why I know that eventually you’re going to give Agent Rivers the keys to a boat so we can try to rescue my friend. I just don’t know if you’re going to do it soon enough for us to make a difference.”

For a moment the room was silent except for the sound of the sergeant taking a deep breath while he considered what I’d said. His nostrils flared as he inhaled and he studied me for a moment before begrudgingly slapping a set of keys down onto the counter.

“If there’s so much as a scratch . . .”

“There won’t be,” Marcus said as he snatched them up. “You’re a good cop, Frank. And a good father. Thank you.”

“Just do me a favor and find the kid,” he said.

“That we will,” Marcus said as he grabbed a pair of dingy orange life vests from a rack and handed them to us. “That we will.”

We followed Marcus outside and had to hurry to keep up. “That was great work in there, Florian,” he said, taking quick long strides. “Our boat’s at the end of the dock.”

I looked out at the water and felt a wave of uneasiness. “We’re sure this is the best way to go, right?” I asked, hoping it sounded more like a question of strategy than a fear of barfing.

“Yes, for two reasons,” he said. “First of all, it’s our only chance to get close to the bridge without anyone noticing us.”

This was the part he hadn’t mentioned to the police officer—or anyone in the Bureau, for that matter. The FBI and Secret Service were on the case, but we weren’t. A Child Abduction Rapid Deployment (CARD) team was in charge and they didn’t want any help from us.

Our problem was that we were pretty sure they had it wrong.

“Secondly, they’re going to put the bridge under surveillance and check all the roads and sidewalks leading to it,” he said. “So they’ll have everything fully covered up there. But I don’t think they’ll be checking the river traffic, and if you’re right, that’s where we need to be.”

I gulped, realizing my theory had set this little adventure into motion, and wrestled my way into the life vest. The boat didn’t have one of those clever names like Oh, Say Can You Sea or When You Fish Upon a Star. Instead, it was just called MPDC-4. But what it lacked in creativity, it made up for in stability. I was relieved by how solid it felt beneath my feet.

“You know, this isn’t so bad,” I said as I plopped down on a thickly padded seat. “It’s actually kind of comfy.”

“Too bad it’s not ours.” Marcus chuckled. “We’re taking the Zodiac.”

“The what-iac?”

“The Zodiac,” he repeated. “It’s the boat tied to the back of this one.”

“You know,” Margaret added as she pulled me back up by my life jacket and turned me toward a small inflatable tied to MPDC-4. “The teeny-tiny one.”

Up until that point the only zodiac I knew was the collection of astrological signs like Capricorn and Aquarius. But apparently it was also the name of the world’s most terrifyingly inadequate water vessel. My horoscope: rough seas ahead.

“Shouldn’t we take one of the ones with, you know, sides?” (I was no longer concerned with sounding scared.)

“Remember the part about us trying not to attract attention?” Marcus said. “If the CARD team sees a boat with police markings invade their crime scene they’ll go nuts. This one’s completely unmarked. Besides, it’s a whole lot faster.”

“So you’re telling me it’s supersmall and superfast?” I said, trying to force a smile. “That’s just . . .”

“Super?” joked Margaret.

I started to climb down into the Zodiac, but Marcus took me by the shoulders and stopped me. “You don’t have to go, Florian. I mean it. You can stay right here and I’ll have someone give you a ride home. In fact, it might be a good idea for both of you to stay. Even without the markings, there’s a decent chance they’ll spot us. And if they do there’s no telling what kind of trouble there’ll be for encroaching on someone else’s case. Especially a case so big.”

“No way,” I answered. “We have to solve this case fast. The second the press finds out, the whole situation will explode and our job will be much harder. Besides, that’s not just anyone who’s missing—it’s someone I consider a friend. I’m going to follow the clues wherever they lead. Even if it means I have to take a submarine or ride in a helicopter.”

“Me too,” said Margaret. “Besides, if any one of us is getting in trouble, then all of us are.”

He didn’t say it but I could tell he was happy with our responses. We were in every way a team.

Once we were on board, Marcus untied the boat, maneuvered it out onto the river, and opened the throttle to full speed. As we raced toward the Key Bridge, the wind made it so my tie flapped in the air and kept slapping me in the face. I was too busy double clutching the safety rope that ran along our seat to do anything about it, so Margaret leaned over and tucked the tie into my life vest.

“You okay?” she asked, her voice barely audible over the whine of the engine.

I almost answered, but stopped when I realized that I wasn’t sure if words or lunch would come out. Instead I just nodded and gripped the rope tighter.

“Look for anything suspicious,” Marcus shouted so we could hear him.

“You mean more suspicious than the three of us?” Margaret responded.

There was so much mist spraying my face, I had to close my eyes as I tried to picture the crime scene in my head. A thirteen-year-old had disappeared despite being surrounded by dozens of people. There were no signs of foul play, no signs of anything out of the ordinary. The only clue we found was a sticky note with three words written in pen: HELP KEY BRIDGE.

The boat slowed down and I opened my eyes to see the Francis Scott Key Bridge come into view. Spanning the Potomac between Washington and Rosslyn, Virginia, it looked much bigger from the river than it did from the land. Whenever we drove over it in our car, it just seemed like a road that happened to pass over water. There were no towers or cables holding it up. But from this vantage point, you could see the six massive arches supporting it.

Marcus continued to slow the engine until we were basically floating along with the current. He turned on his walkie-talkie and clicked through the channels until he heard some agents communicating up above.

“They’re up there,” he said. “Let’s hope they won’t notice us.”

“What are we looking for?” asked Margaret.

“Anything suspicious,” he replied. “On the water or along the riverside.”

He nodded to the jogging-and-bike path that ran along the water.

We saw a couple of kayaks and a man riding a stand-up paddleboard, but none of them was suspicious. A pair of sightseeing cruisers approached. One was named the General Washington and the other the President Jefferson. Both were decorated with red, white, and blue banners, as well as signs that advertised STAR-SPANGLED TOURS.

I scanned the decks of the first one but saw only tourists taking pictures. When it passed us, our boat started bobbing up and down in its wake and my stomach gurgled even more. I closed my eyes and tried not to give the second boat a show. (Imagine dozens of tourists snapping pictures as I puked over the edge of the Zodiac.) I focused all my mental energy on my stomach, trying to calm the storm inside me. Trying to ignore the motion and my sense of uselessness. Trying to block out everything.

And that’s when I noticed the music playing over the speakers on the boat. My mind was so busy concentrating on my seasickness that my subconscious brain was free to identify that something was out of place.

I looked up at Marcus and Margaret and asked, “Why’s a sightseeing boat in the capital of the United States and named after an American president playing the British national anthem?”

They both gave me a confused look.

“What are you talking about?” she asked.

I worried I might be hallucinating. “Don’t you hear the song?”

They listened for a moment and Margaret began to sing along:

My country, ’tis of thee,

Sweet land of liberty,

Of thee I sing.

“No, no, no,” I said. “Those aren’t the lyrics. The song is ‘God Save the Queen.’ ” Having grown up in Europe, including three years spent in England, I was quite familiar with it. I started to sing the version that I knew:

God save our gracious Queen!

Long live our noble Queen!

God save the Queen!

Marcus smiled when he realized why I was confused. “I forgot that they both have the same tune,” he said. “The Americans kept the music and wrote new lyrics to give it a completely different meaning.”

I don’t know if it was the dizziness, my stomach, the case, the clues, the music, or all of it. But in that moment I felt a surge moving up through my body. I couldn’t tell if I was going to get sick, if my head was going to explode, or if I was going to solve the mystery right then and there. It just bubbled up through me. And then . . .

“I need to get off the boat,” I said urgently.

“What’s the matter?” asked Marcus. “Are you going to get sick?”

“No,” I answered, my nausea instantly cured by my realization. “I told you I’d follow the clues wherever they lead, and they’re not in the water.”

“How do you know?” asked Margaret.

“It’s complicated,” I replied. “But the first thing you have to understand is that ‘God Save the Queen’ changes everything.”



2.

Capital Crimes

Nine Days Earlier

BEFORE THE FIELD TRIP, THE seasickness, and “God Save the Queen.” Before I was looking for a missing teenager, I was trying to find a moon rock. It had been stolen from a safe inside NASA headquarters, just a few blocks south of the US Capitol Building. Despite some significant clues, I was struggling to solve the case. I’d narrowed the list of possible suspects down to two, but the evidence pointed equally at both. That meant one was guilty, one was innocent, and I was stumped.

Stumped!

Me? Florian Bates? That’s not supposed to happen. I’m the one they call Young Sherlock. The seventh grader who helped the FBI recover four masterpieces stolen from the National Gallery of Art. The twelve-year-old who figured out how spies were passing secret messages in the doughnut shop across the street from the Russian embassy. (Amazingly, it had to do with where they placed the apple fritters in the display case.)

I closed my eyes and tried to clear my brain of everything except for the evidence, but it was hard to focus with Margaret staring at me so relentlessly. Even with my eyes shut, I knew that’s what she was doing. Still, just to make sure, I opened the left one ever so slightly to check. That’s when she pounced.

“Have you solved it?” she asked eagerly.

“No,” I admitted. “But I’m close. Very, very close.” (Detective tip #1: Repetitive adverbs are often a dead giveaway that someone’s lying.)

“That’s good,” she said. “Because time’s running out.”

“I know that,” I snapped, doing a bad job of hiding my frustration. “Just give me a second.”

“Okay, but that’s all I can give you because—”

Bzzzzzz.

The buzzer sounded and she cackled with glee.

“Your time’s up and it’s my turn!” She grabbed the dice and began shaking them in her hand. “I am finally going to win this game.”

She rolled a pair of fours and was deciding which direction to move when Mom arrived with Marcus. We were in the basement room we called the Underground and the doorway was low enough that he had to duck as he entered.

“You’ve got company,” said Mom.

“Hey, Marcus!”

“I hope I’m not interrupting.”

“Not at all,” said Margaret. “You’ve arrived just in time to watch me beat Florian.”

She moved her token eight spaces and placed it in front of the Supreme Court Building. “Clue card, please.”

“There’s no guarantee she’s going to win,” I told them as I handed her one of the blue cards. “I’m only a turn or two away from solving it.”

“Which is going to make it that much more painful when I beat you.” She jotted something from the card onto her notepad and in true Margaret fashion covered it with her spare hand to keep me from seeing what she was writing.

Marcus tried to make sense of our Frankenstein’s monster of a board game. We’d cobbled it together with buzzers, dice, tokens, and pads raided from other games. A sightseeing map of Washington was taped to a Scrabble board and there were three stacks of index cards marked: CLUE, SUSPECT, and EVIDENCE.

“What are you playing?” he asked.

“It’s called Capital Crimes,” answered Margaret. “We invented it.”

“You invented your own mystery game?” he said, shaking his head.

“We’ve tried playing Clue, but Florian wins it too quickly,” she answered. “So we had to come up with something more complicated.”

“It’s good,” I added. “But it’s still got a few kinks.”

“He’s only saying that because he’s losing,” she retorted. “He doesn’t know what I know, that the moon rock was stolen by George Washington, who hid it in the House of Representatives.”

She stood up and delivered a triumphant “Boom!” before doing a victory dance.

I let her have a moment of glory before breaking the bad news. “Sorry, but George couldn’t have done it.”

“Of course he did,” she said as she started listing off clues from her pad. “It was stolen by a president, from Virginia, who—”

“Was short,” I interrupted, showing her an Evidence card. “George was six foot two.”

She sat down and stared at the card, shaking her head in disbelief.

“How’d I miss that?” she muttered, rechecking her notes.

I gleefully snatched the dice off the board and was about to roll when I noticed something and stopped abruptly. “Let’s call it a draw,” I suggested.

“Why would I agree to that?” asked Margaret. “I’m about to—”

“Because Marcus is here to talk about a real mystery,” I interrupted. “And those are way more fun than fake ones.”

She turned to look at him more closely and her eyes opened wide with anticipation. “Deal. It’s a draw.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Marcus said. “How do you know I’m not just paying a friendly visit? What makes you think I’m here on business?”

“Your shoes,” I answered.

“And your belt,” added Margaret. “We could go on if you’d like.”

“What’s wrong with my shoes and belt?”

“Even though it’s Saturday afternoon, you’re wearing dark dress shoes with rubber soles and a belt thick enough for a holster and walkie-talkie,” I pointed out.

“That means you’re on duty,” explained Margaret. “And if you’re on duty and you come by here . . .”

“That means you want to talk about a case,” I finished.

Margaret and I shared a low-key but confident fist bump. (Elbow high, no eye contact, no blowing up.)

He laughed. “Okay, I guess you guys are pretty smart.”

And this is where Margaret went a bit too far by boasting, “Can’t get anything by us.”

“Is that so?” he asked. “Then how come neither one of you knew that James Madison stole the moon rock?”

It took a second to realize he was talking about the game and another to see that he was probably right. I opened the case file and shook my head when I read the solution.

“How could you possibly know that?” I asked, stunned. “You’ve never even seen the game before.”

Marcus flashed a playful grin. “There were eight presidents from Virginia. Five were tall, two were average height, but James Madison was five foot four. He’s the only suspect who fits your profile.”

“You memorized the heights of the presidents?” Margaret asked in disbelief.

He winked at her and whispered, “Boom.”

We went upstairs to the living room, where Dad was riveted by the Notre Dame football game. After a brief negotiation with my mom, he muted the TV and we all listened as Marcus explained the particulars of the case.

“First of all, I apologize for interrupting your weekend,” he said. “But we’ve got a situation that we need to move on quickly.”

“What is it?” I asked, tingling with excitement. “Bank robbery? Counterfeit ring? Please tell me it’s international espionage. That’s my favorite.”

“Middle school pranks,” he answered, completely deflating the moment.

“Oh,” I said, slumping.

“Two weeks ago some lockers were vandalized at Chatham Country Day School,” he continued. “Then last week someone hacked into the school e-mail server and crashed the whole system.”

I waited for more, but that was it. “I’m confused,” I said. “What do you want us to do?”

“Go undercover and figure out who’s behind it,” he answered.

I really wanted to sound enthusiastic, but it seemed so very . . . small.

“Why does the FBI even care?” I asked. “Shouldn’t this be handled by the principal or a dean?”

“Normally, but . . .”

“CCD is anything but normal,” interjected Margaret.

“Exactly,” he said.

I turned to her, still confused.

“Chatham Country Day is the most prestigious prep school in the District,” she explained. “Its student body includes the children of some very powerful people.”

“Including Lucy Mays,” Marcus added.

“You mean the Lucy Mays who’s the president’s daughter?” I asked as I began to grasp the magnitude of the situation.

“The one and only,” he said. “To make matters worse, she’s at least circumstantially connected to both pranks. We don’t know if she’s the target, an innocent bystander, or maybe even the perpetrator. But whatever’s going on has to stop before it escalates and turns into something newsworthy.”

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” exclaimed my father.

I thought it was a pretty enthusiastic response. Then I noticed that Notre Dame had just scored a touchdown and realized he was reacting to that, not the conversation. Mom gave him a dirty look and he sheepishly turned off the television.

“Sorry.”

“All three of Admiral Douglas’s children went to Chatham,” Marcus said, referring to the director of the FBI. “So the headmaster called him directly and asked for help as a personal favor.”

“What about the Secret Service?” Mom asked. “Aren’t they supposed to be with the first family at all times? Can’t they tell you what’s happening?”

“It’s true they’re always with her,” answered Marcus. “But they can’t help us.”

“Even if they know, they wouldn’t tell,” added my dad.

Marcus nodded. “That’s right. Their sole job is to protect her. If they turned her in every time she did something wrong, she’d try to hide from them, which would jeopardize her safety. The Secret Service is well named. They keep secrets.”

“So, I’m still a little unsure how we fit into this,” I said.

“With the children of so many powerful people at the school, if there was a hint that the FBI was investigating, it would become an instant scandal,” he answered. “So the admiral thought the perfect solution would be for you two to go undercover and figure it out. Once you give us the information, we’ll pass it along to the school and they’ll handle everything. Low-key. No news reporters.”

“So we’re going to pretend to be students at Chatham?” asked Margaret. “Of all the places . . .”

“Why do you say that?” I asked.

“Because I hate them,” she said. “I play a lot of those girls in soccer. They’re all stuck-up and mean.”

“All of them?” I asked. “Think you might be exaggerating just a bit?”

“Well, I haven’t met each one individually,” she said only half jokingly. “But I still feel pretty confident in my assessment.”

“How long will this take?” asked Mom.

“Hopefully just a week or two,” said Marcus.

“That’s a lot of school to miss,” she replied. “Remember the policy we agreed on with Admiral Douglas. Florian can help save the country, but not if it hurts his academics. He can’t miss that many days.”

“That’s the best part,” Marcus informed her. “They have an International Baccalaureate program just like the one at Deal Middle School. The schoolwork will transfer back and forth. These two will hardly miss a thing.”

“Great,” I said sarcastically. “I’d hate to miss any homework.”

“Okay, I just remembered something,” Margaret said. “I may have a conflict. I have to be at Deal Thursday after school.”

“Since when?” I asked.

She looked a little embarrassed as she answered, “Since I signed up to audition for the school talent show.”

I couldn’t believe it. “How is this the first I’m hearing about this?”

“I was waiting to see if I got picked,” she said. “I thought I’d surprise you.”

“I’ll make sure you get to the audition,” promised Marcus.

“Then I’m in,” answered Margaret.

“Me too.”

“But if any of those girls gives me attitude,” she added, “I’m giving it right back to them.”

Marcus laughed. “I’d expect nothing less.”



3.

The Headmaster

WITHIN THIRTY MINUTES OF ARRIVING on campus, I knew more about the history of Chatham Country Day School than I did about any of the five schools I’d actually attended. For example, I knew that:

Colonel John Rees Chatham founded the school in 1866 after serving in the Civil War as a field surgeon.

The campus sat on twenty-three picturesque acres nestled alongside Rock Creek Park in the Forest Hills neighborhood of Washington, DC.

The “foundation of a Chatham education is the honor code each student signs at the start of every school year.”

I knew these things because they were all featured during the five-minute welcome video that played on a continuous loop in the Founder’s Room, which is where Marcus, Margaret, and I were kept waiting until the headmaster could meet with us.

The video was impressive the first time or two we saw it, but by the fifth viewing we pretty much hated everything about the school.

“I told you they were stuck-up,” Margaret commented as a pair of recent grads talked about how Chatham prepared them for the Ivy League.

I looked over at Marcus and noticed his jaw was locked into his “simmer face,” the tight-lipped expression that usually meant he was trying to keep his frustration from boiling over into anger.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“No,” he said unconvincingly as he exhaled. “It’s just that you’d think they wouldn’t keep the FBI waiting so long. Especially since they asked us for help.”

Unspoken but understood was the fact that from the moment we arrived, it had been obvious we were less than they’d been expecting. I’m sure the headmaster told his assistant that three FBI agents were coming. She was anticipating men in suits with crew cuts, not Marcus and a pair of kids. Even the request for us to wait in the Founder’s Room, instead of staying in the outer office, seemed like an insult. As if they wanted to keep us out of view until they figured out how to get rid of us.

In addition to the video, the room featured oak-paneled walls covered with photographs of graduating classes going back more than a century, shelves teeming with ancient yearbooks, and for some unexplained reason, a display case featuring the fossilized jawbone of a giant ground sloth. (The only fossil at Deal was the cafeteria lady who deep-fried the tater tots.) The inscription on the case read, “Megatherium sample collected by Col. J. R. Chatham, on loan from the Smithsonian Institution.” I was trying to make sense of it when the headmaster’s assistant finally came to get us.

“Dr. Putney can see you now,” she said.

We were ushered into an impressive office with antique furniture and a small sitting area. It was nothing like the principal’s office at Deal, but Putney was the headmaster of an elite prep school. People paid a lot of money for their kids to attend and I’m sure they expected a certain level of formality.

Putney was built like a runner, tall and lean, with a hawk’s nose. He wore a crisp white shirt with a burgundy tie. The reading glasses perched on the top of his balding head gave him the air of a professor.

“Welcome,” he said as he motioned toward the sitting area. “My name is Dr. Putney and I’m the headmaster here at Chatham Country Day.”

The greeting was polite but hardly warm.

“I’m Special Agent Rivers,” Marcus said firmly. “And this is Florian Bates and Margaret Campbell.” Then he added, “Did you have any luck reaching Admiral Douglas?”

The man gave Marcus a quizzical look. “What do you mean?”

“That’s why we had to wait so long, right?” Marcus said. “Because you were trying to reach him to ask why he sent us.”

“I am sorry you think that, but I assure you I did not try to call Admiral Douglas,” he said with a smile.

(Detective tip #2: When people lie, they often try to cover it by using formal speech like Putney did twice in this sentence. He said, “I am” instead of “I’m” and “did not” for “didn’t.” Liars also tend to add terms like “I assure you.”)

“But since you bring it up, I must admit I am confused,” he continued. “When I spoke to the admiral over the weekend, he led me to believe he was offering the help of the Special Projects Team.”

“That’s correct,” said Marcus.

The headmaster waited to see if there was more to the answer but there wasn’t. Then he looked at the three of us and asked, “Will they be coming soon?”

“We are the Special Projects Team,” Marcus replied with a smile. “And I’m certain he informed you that our role must be kept a secret from everyone. Including your staff, faculty, and the board of trustees.”

He eyed us again.

“Then I really am confused. I assumed that the team might consist of some forensics specialists to discreetly look for evidence or maybe a computer expert to figure out who hacked our server.”

“Forensic evidence can only help if we can fingerprint your entire student body,” Marcus said. “Do you think their parents would be okay with that?”

“Well, no,” he admitted. “But . . .”

“And as for a computer expert, for that we’d need access to all of your internal files, accounts, and records storage.”

“Well, there are privacy concerns . . .”

“More important, you’re not looking for a criminal mastermind or a cyber thief. You’re looking for a kid, or perhaps a group of kids. So that’s what we’ve brought you. The quickest way to find out who’s been pulling pranks at your school is to let Florian and Margaret go undercover as visiting students.”

“Undercover?” He practically choked on the word. “You’re not infiltrating a street gang. This is a prestigious prep school. We can’t just have them snooping around and interrogating people. Our student body is very special and—”

“So is theirs,” Marcus interrupted again.

“I beg your pardon?” he asked, confused.

“Their student body at Alice Deal Middle School,” he said. “It’s also very special.”

“Of course.”

“In fact,” Marcus continued, “so is the student body at every school in Washington. For example, Duke Ellington School over on Eleventh Street Northwest. That’s where I went.”

“I’m sure it’s very nice,” Putney said condescendingly.

“I also went to Harvard,” added Marcus. “And Georgetown for my PhD.”

“I didn’t mean to imply . . . ,” Putney said, backpedaling.

This is when I came to his rescue. (Detective tip #3: If you help someone when you don’t need to, they’ll be more willing to help you later.) I appreciated Marcus standing up against the headmaster’s snobbiness, but I needed Putney to like us, to want us to be there. It was the only way we were going to be successful.

“Agent Rivers, I think Dr. Putney just meant that many of the students here are in a unique situation because their parents hold very public positions in the government. It’s important that what happens during this investigation doesn’t get swept up into that.”

“Exactly,” he exclaimed. “That’s all I was saying.”

“You have nothing to worry about, Dr. Putney,” I assured him. “We’re discreet. We’ll approach it the same way you approached your church mission. Just like when you went to Brazil and adapted to their customs, we’re guests and will respect the customs and traditions unique to Chatham while we do our work.”

Marcus shot me a wink.

“Y-y-yes,” he stammered, trying to make sense of what I’d just said. “But how did you know that?”

“How did I know what?” I asked. “That you went on a mission? Or that it was to Brazil?”

“Both,” he replied.

“TOAST,” I said.

“Toast?”

“The Theory of All Small Things,” answered Margaret. “The idea is that little details often give away much bigger pieces of information than you think. When you add them up, you have an indisputable truth. That’s how we’re going to find who’s responsible for the pranks. Florian and I are going to use TOAST.”

He looked back and forth at us like we were speaking a foreign language. “What little details could possibly tell you that I took a mission to Brazil?”

“On the wall beside your desk are your college diplomas,” I explained. “They’re from Brigham Young University. Over ninety-eight percent of the students at BYU are Mormon. And roughly a third of all Mormon men go on a mission.”

“Okay, but that means two-thirds don’t,” he said as a challenge. “What makes you think I did?”

“You’re featured in the welcome video not only as the headmaster but also as a graduate of Chatham Day,” I replied. “But there’s a six-year gap from your high school graduation until the date you received your bachelor’s. That’s four years of college with two years left over for your mission.”

“As to Brazil,” Margaret said, picking up without missing a beat, “that was easy. There’s a picture of you on the far bookcase when you were about twenty years old. You’re standing in front of the giant Christ the Redeemer statue, which is in Rio. There’s also a picture of your family on your desk. It looks like a vacation shot and in it you’re wearing a yellow-and-green jersey. Anyone who plays soccer knows it’s the jersey of the Brazilian national team. I’m guessing you became a fan while you lived there and you’ve continued ever since.”

He sat for a moment flabbergasted, unsure what to say. That’s when I decided to really show off. “We’re here to help. We understand you can’t have another embarrassment like you did with Alexis Fitzgerald.”

And just like that, the color drained from his face.
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