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The Math Kids series


Have you read them all? 


1. The Prime-Time Burglars
2. A Sequence of Events
3. An Unusual Pattern
4. An Encrypted Clue
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To Stephanie, Jordan, and Justin—The world is,
and will be, better because you are a part of it.
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Chapter 1
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Low, dark clouds spit angry drops of rain onto the pavement, where they splattered into growing puddles of muddy water. Justin Grant kept his head down and plodded on toward school, trying to keep up with the much longer stride of Jordan Waters, his best friend since kindergarten.


Truth be told, neither was in much of a hurry to get to McNair Elementary. That was unusual, because both were good students and normally loved school, especially since they had formed the Math Kids club with Stephanie Lewis. The three had solved the mystery of the neighborhood burglars together, but the club had become complete when they’d added Catherine Duchesne. With their new club member, they had solved the mystery of a bank robbery and found a fortune in gold that had helped the town recover from financial hardship. They had also come in second in the district math competition.


But that was all in fourth grade. Now they were moving to fifth grade and things were changing—and not for the better.


For one thing, Catherine and Stephanie were going to be in a different classroom. The girls were going to be in Mrs. Wilson’s class while the boys were going to be in Mr. Miller’s. His nickname was “Miller the Killer” because he was so hard on kids. Some of the kids thought their fourth-grade teacher, Mrs. Gouche, had been tough too—they had called her Mrs. Grouch when she was mad—but the word was that Mr. Miller was much, much worse.


But that wasn’t what was bothering Jordan about their new teacher. It was math. Mr. Miller hated math. He had the only classroom in the entire school who didn’t have a math team in the school-wide competition. Mr. Miller loved English and social studies but made it clear that math was his least favorite subject. Jordan did great in math, but he struggled with English. He hated reading, mixed up letters when he tried to spell, and couldn’t stand writing papers. Mr. Miller was going to be his worst nightmare.


“This is going to be a lousy year, isn’t it?” Jordan said as he used his long legs to step over a puddle in a low spot in the sidewalk.


“Yeah,” replied Justin glumly. He didn’t even bother to try to step over the puddle. He was one of the shortest kids in his grade and he knew his short legs weren’t going to reach from one side to the other. He just plowed through the puddle, splashing water everywhere. He was glad he had worn an old pair of tennis shoes and not the new ones his mom had bought him.
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“It’s going to stink not having Stephanie and Catherine in the same class,” Justin said as he shook water from one leg.


“Wouldn’t really matter, since Mr. Miller hates math anyway,” Jordan said. “I heard he doesn’t even have math groups.”


Justin didn’t reply, just trudged through the rain in his soaked sneakers. The first day of fifth grade was already miserable and they hadn’t even reached the school.


***


Four blocks away, Stephanie ducked her head and raced down the sidewalk and into the waiting dryness of Catherine’s dad’s car.


“Thanks so much for driving us to school, Mr. Duchesne,” Stephanie said politely, shaking a few drops of water out of her ponytail onto the floor in the back seat.


“Happy to do it,” Mr. Duchesne answered. “It’s right on my way to the college anyway, so it’s really no trouble. Besides, I still owe you one, don’t I?”


Stephanie smiled as she remembered meeting Catherine and working with the other Math Kids to solve the cryptic message Mr. Duchesne had left after he had been kidnapped. Teamwork and their math skills had helped them rescue their new friend’s father.


“Hey, check this out!” Catherine exclaimed. “My dad has a new book!” Catherine was positively beaming as she held it up for Stephanie to see.


Mr. Duchesne taught math at the college and had a whole library of math books, many of which he had written himself. Stephanie thumbed through the book, not understanding any of the equations but envious that Catherine’s dad was so into math. She is so lucky, Stephanie thought to herself.


“Congratulations!” she said. “I think it’ll be a while before anything in the book makes any sense to me, but I can’t wait to read it when it does.”


Mr. Duchesne chuckled from the front seat.


Stephanie placed her gym bag on the seat next to her. If the rain stopped in time, maybe her soccer team would still be able to practice after school. Soccer was one of the few things in the world that Stephanie liked as much as math—well, almost as much. Catherine looked longingly at the bag containing Stephanie’s soccer shorts, T-shirt, and sneakers. I wish I could play soccer like Stephanie, she thought.


“I can’t believe they split us up into two different classrooms,” Stephanie said.


“Yeah, it really stinks. Does that mean we’ll have to be on a different math team for the district competition?”


“Worse. It means we’ll actually have to compete against each other in the school contest,” Stephanie said gloomily.


“We’ll beat them, of course, but it won’t be nearly as much fun,” Catherine said.


Catherine smiled to show she was only joking, but Stephanie was worried. Would this be the end of the Math Kids?









Chapter 2
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“Hang up your backpacks and quickly find your seats,” Mr. Miller said. Having to sit in assigned seats was a change Justin didn’t like. He’d been in the same class as Jordan for five years and they’d always been able to sit next to each other. Now they were seated in alphabetical order, with Justin in the front row and Jordan stuck in the back corner. Justin got situated at his desk and looked around the room. He didn’t see Susie McDonald, so that was at least a plus. Susie was a drama queen and was always crying about something.


There was a scuffle at the doorway and Justin’s heart sank as he watched Robbie Colson push aside a smaller fifth grader and stomp into the room. Justin hadn’t seen Robbie since the end of school, and it looked like he had grown another two or three inches since. Justin sighed. He hadn’t grown a bit over the summer. Robbie tossed his backpack onto a hook from four feet away, earning him a high five from Hakim Omani and a look of disapproval from Mr. Miller.


“Find your desk, Robbie,” he said. Robbie gave an innocent grin and slid into his seat. Justin looked up at Mr. Miller. He was tall and thin and very pale. He was wearing a dark suit and if he didn’t move, he could easily be mistaken for someone lying in a coffin. He had thinning black hair and a brown mole under one eye. He was rubbing his hands together and one side of his mouth curled into a half smile. It looked like he was plotting something evil in his mind.


Mr. Miller looked over the classroom, taking a long time to look at each student in turn, all without saying a word. It was kind of creepy, and Jordan’s premonition about this being a lousy year was starting to look pretty accurate.


“Okay, let’s settle down. I’m Mr. Miller. Your older brothers and sisters may have called me Miller the Killer.” There was a smattering of laughter. “If I hear that from anyone in this classroom, it will cost you a week of recess.” The laughter was quickly stifled.


“I don’t tolerate nonsense in my classroom. This is fifth grade, and it is time for you to begin using proper decorum.” Justin let out a groan. Mr. Miller stopped talking and stared at him, his mouth a thin line. Justin looked down at the notebook on top of his desk until Mr. Miller continued. “This year we will write. We will write a lot.”


Justin ventured a quick glance back at Jordan, whose face said it all. Jordan hated writing.


“Our focus will be on history, English, and reading,” Mr. Miller continued.


Jordan raised his hand hesitantly.


“Yes, Jordan?”


“What about math?”


“We’ll do math, as well. Our focus there will be on the basics, multiplication, division, and fractions.”


“But Mrs. Gouche—”


“Mrs. Gouche is no longer your teacher. Our focus this year will be on history, English, and reading. For math, we will do exactly what is outlined in the curriculum.” He paused to look directly at Jordan. “And nothing more.”


Jordan lowered his hand, his face glum. Everything his sister had told him was true. Mr. Miller hated math. It was going to be a long year.


***


Things weren’t starting off very well in Mrs. Wilson’s fifth grade class either. The morning had been fine but midway through the afternoon the classroom turned into a scene of chaos. It started, unsurprisingly, with the bullies. Even though Robbie, the leader of the group, was in Mr. Miller’s room, Mrs. Wilson had gotten the rest of Robbie’s crew. The bullies loved to pick on anyone smaller than them, which meant almost everyone. This time, though, the bullies had turned their aggression toward each other.


It all started with Dylan Carmen, a new kid in school who had already shown he was going to fit in well with the bullies. He was a big guy, not quite as big as Robbie but he had a wiry toughness to him. Dylan tripped Bryce Bookerman as he walked in front of his desk. Bryce fell headlong into Brian Brown, knocking his water bottle over and spilling water all over the comic book he was reading behind his social studies book. Brian jumped to his feet with a roar. He took a wild swing at Bryce but hit Dylan instead. Dylan went down hard, knocking over Brian’s desk. Now everyone in the classroom was up and out of their seats, some to get out of the bullies’ way and others to get closer to see the action.


“That’s enough!” shouted Mrs. Wilson to no effect. The class was still in an uproar. Two desks had been knocked over and the bullies were now in a heap of writhing arms and legs as they wrestled each other. Mrs. Wilson waded into the pile, grabbing Bryce by one arm and dragging him to the side.


“Don’t move!” she said to him, pointing a finger just inches from his face. Next, she grabbed Brian, pulling him from beneath Dylan’s leg and depositing him next to Bryce.
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“Sit!” she said firmly, as if Brian were a misbehaving dog. This caused Bryce to let out a laugh, which drew a stern look from the teacher.


“I said that’s enough!” she shouted once more, and the class finally went silent. Dylan and Bill froze in place, their arms and legs still entangled.


Mrs. Wilson’s face was a bright red and she was struggling to maintain her control as she looked down at the bullies.


“You four, follow me!” she commanded, then she turned and without looking back led them out of the classroom. The bullies followed, but not before Dylan gave Brian one more shove, threatening to start the whole fight over again. Brian managed to restrain himself and followed the others out into the hallway, muttering under his breath.


It was twenty long minutes before Mrs. Wilson returned to the classroom. She seemed very calm and even gave the class a smile when she walked in.


“Well, I think that was quite enough excitement for one day, don’t you think?” she asked. “We only have forty minutes left until the bell rings, so please pick a book and we’ll have silent reading for the rest of the day.”


The remaining time passed in silence. Stephanie read a few chapters in a new book her mom had bought her. It was called Girls Think of EVERYTHING. It was full of stories about inventions created by women. Stephanie had one story she was going to show to Justin at lunch. She knew he would appreciate it because it was about Ruth Wakefield’s invention of the chocolate chip cookie. Catherine looked through a book of math puzzles, scribbling numbers and equations on a sheet of scratch paper as she worked. The bullies didn’t come back to the classroom.


When school ended, Catherine and Stephanie ran to catch up with Justin and Jordan.


“Hey, wait up!” Catherine called.


Jordan turned, and the girls could tell the day had not gone well.


“That bad, huh?” Stephanie asked.


“Worse,” Jordan said glumly.


“He’s thinking about asking his parents if he can homeschool this year,” Justin said.


“At least I could do some math at home.”


“How’s Mrs. Wilson?” Justin asked.


“Too soon to tell, but okay so far, I guess,” Stephanie responded.


Catherine went on to explain about the afternoon fight in the class. “It was total chaos,” she said. “There were desks flying everywhere.”


“Wow, and that was without Robbie,” Justin said.


“No Robbie, but we’ve got the whole rest of the gang,” Catherine said. “At least you only have to deal with one of them.”


“Yeah, but Robbie is a handful all by himself,” Justin said.


“Why do you think he acts like that?” asked Stephanie.


“I think he got dropped on his head a few too many times as a baby,” Justin quipped.


Everyone but Jordan laughed. He was lost in his thoughts of the miserable new school year.









Chapter 3
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The next morning, the bullies were back in Mrs. Wilson’s class, but they seemed quieter than usual. Brian’s eye was bruised, and Bryce had several bandages on his arm where he had scraped it against a desk during the near riot in the classroom the previous day. Catherine wondered what kind of punishment they had received. They were used to being in detention, but she had a feeling this time they were going to get something worse.


“Normally, we would break into our reading groups at this time,” started Mrs. Wilson, “but since we got some extra reading time yesterday afternoon, we’re going to try something different this morning.”


She had the class divide into groups of four. That would have been a no brainer for Stephanie and Catherine the previous year. The Math Kids had stuck together through thick and thin. This year, though, they had to look around the room for two more people.


“Looking for someone to join your group?” Ally Brooks asked in her squeaky voice. Her twin sister, Vivie, was right next to her. Though the girls were identical in looks, they could not have been any more different in personality. Ally was outgoing and loud while her sister was quiet and shy. One day they were best of friends and the next they were bitter opponents. Today they seemed to like each other, with Ally resting her hand lightly on Vivie’s shoulder.


Catherine looked at Stephanie.


Stephanie shrugged. The four girls pushed desks together in the front corner of the room. Surprisingly, the bullies formed their own group even though they had been throwing punches at each other only yesterday. Susie McDonald and her friends formed a group and were soon arguing over who should be the leader of the group. 


If history is any indication, Susie will win that battle, Catherine thought.


When all the groups had been formed, Mrs. Wilson gave each person two poker chips, one white and one black. “Okay, everyone,” she said, “we’re going to play a cooperation game. We will play three rounds. The winner will be the team who accumulates the most points. In each round, every person will decide whether to hide a white chip or a black chip under their hand.


Here are the rules on how many points you will earn in each round.” She wrote the rules on the board.


1) If everyone on the team selects a white chip, everyone on the team wins 10 points 


2) If only one person shows a black chip, that person wins 30 points and everyone else on the team wins nothing 


3) If two people choose black chips, they each win 15 points and everyone else wins nothing 


4) If three people choose black chips, they each win 10 points and the remaining person wins nothing 
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