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			For Oliver

			—K.W.

			To Seth, who keeps on listening

			—C.B.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The first thing Abbi Wallace noticed was the group of other people in the room.

			“I thought we’d be by ourselves,” Abbi whispered to Lydia Herrera, one of her two best friends.

			Lydia shrugged. “The more the merrier?”

			Daniel Herrera, Abbi’s other best friend, nodded. “More brains can only make things easier.”

			The three friends and Abbi’s uncle Walker were in an escape room. Their local science museum had announced the new attraction a month ago. It was all about geckos! Abbi had been looking forward to coming ever since.

			
				[image: Drawing of several children and two adults in a gecko-themed science lab escape room, with Abbi sitting in a motorized wheelchair at the center while Lydia stands beside her, a boy in a cap crouching near the chair, and another boy talking with an adult man near wall posters of different gecko species; a woman in glasses studying a “Types of Geckos” chart, and a nearby table holding a clipboard and flashlight as the group gets ready to solve puzzles.]
			

			The room was designed to look like a science lab. There were beakers and vials and microscopes, and more, on every surface. Abbi knew that the normal-looking items hid all sorts of riddles and puzzles they would need to solve. She couldn’t wait to get started!

			
				[image: Drawing of a science lab table showing three test tubes in a metal rack, each holding blue liquid and a yellow plant cutting, a flask filled with bubbling yellow liquid to the right, and a blank clipboard with a few lines of writing in the foreground.]
			

			A TV hanging in the corner crackled to life.

			“Is this thing on?” a British voice said over the TV static. The pixels cleared, and a woman wearing a lab coat appeared on the screen. “Oh, thank goodness! It’s working. Listen, we don’t have a lot of time. Here’s the deal: My name is Aisha, and this lab belonged to my boss, Professor Green, the leading gecko expert in the world. He was working on a huge research project before he suddenly died. Unfortunately, as brilliant as he was, he was even more secretive. No one knows what the project actually was. Even I don’t know, and I was his personal assistant!”

			
				[image: Drawing of four children and two adults watching a video call with Aisha, a woman in a white lab coat, on a tilted screen showing tanks with geckos and other reptiles behind her; the kids sit or stand in a small room with a red wall phone, a bulletin board holding a sketch labeled “prof green,” and a table with folders, all looking up with curious, intent expressions toward the screen.]
			

			“Keeping secrets never pays,” Uncle Walker said. Abbi put her finger to her lips in a shushing gesture. Uncle Walker pretended to zip his lips and winked.

			“All we know,” Aisha continued, “is that he said this research would ‘forever change how humans see the world’ and that he couldn’t risk his work falling into the ‘wrong hands.’ ”

			
				[image: ]
			

			Aisha looked over her shoulder, as if she expected someone to pop up behind her. “We’ve gotten a tip that those ‘wrong hands’ are on their way right now—spies working for a company that makes dangerous technology. There’s no telling what they’d do with this research! They’ll be here in one hour. That’s how long you have to find and secure Professor Green’s work.”

			Abbi glanced around the room again. If her mom, famed mystery writer Wallis Wallace, was here, she would know exactly where to start.

			“I don’t have much else that will help,” Aisha said, “but I do know Professor Green was very careful and very forgetful. Wherever he stashed his secret project, I bet he left himself a trail of breadcrumbs in case he hid it so well, even he couldn’t remember where.”

			The other group of people—a family of three, two parents and a high school boy—were murmuring and pointing at different things near them. One of the parents looked at Abbi. The woman smiled in the way adults sometimes did when they met Abbi, as if they felt bad for her and wanted to be extra nice. It always made Abbi feel strange. As if her skin was too tight.

			The TV screen dissolved into static for a moment before Aisha reappeared. “This connection won’t last, but if you need anything from me, you can call me on the phone below this TV.” Beneath the screen, a bright-red old-style phone was hanging on the wall. It had a cord and buttons and everything! “Good luck, friends.”

			
				[image: Drawing of a group of children and adults in a room, all looking toward a wall-mounted TV where a woman in a lab coat is speaking. Below the screen hangs a bright red corded phone. In the center, a girl with short light hair sits in a wheelchair, watching the TV with a serious expression, while another child in a red cat T-shirt stands beside her. On the right, a curly-haired boy in a yellow shirt excitedly holds a glass jar with a small gecko tail inside as an adult man in a blue shirt looks on, and a woman with red hair, glasses, and a pink cardigan raises her hand near the phone.]
			

			The screen went black. Lydia put her hands on her hips, and Daniel pulled his trusty spiral notebook out of his backpack.

			“How do we want to do this thing?” Lydia asked.

			The promise of the mystery before them made Abbi feel more like herself again. She smiled and said, “One breadcrumb at a time.”

			
				[image: Drawing of a science lab setup showing a blue microscope beside a beaker of blue liquid with a glass stirring rod, a round-bottom flask of yellow liquid on a stand, and a curly tube connecting the beaker to the flask with a drop falling into it.]
			

		

	
		
			[image: Drawing of a purple wall in the gecko escape room covered with colorful posters, including a large center poster showing two bright yellow geckos around the words “SCIENCE IS FOR EVERYONE,” and three smaller labeled gecko posters: “CENTRAL AMERICAN BANDED GECKO,” “COMMON BARKING GECKO,” and a blue gecko at the bottom, with a few loose papers tacked near the edges.]

			Chapter 2

			The friends and their companions began to explore the gecko-themed escape room. There was so much info about geckos! The walls were covered in glossy posters and scientific drawings of geckos. A standing whiteboard near the center island had facts about geckos scrawled all over it. There was even a big world map on the wall that showed where different species of geckos lived.

			There was so much to look at, so much to take in. Abbi felt overwhelmed! She needed to focus. What was it her mom always said when she started writing a new book? Mysteries are about the who, darling. What they want, what they hate, and—more importantly—what they love. Follow the passion, solve the puzzle.

			“I’m a famous scientist who loves geckos,” Abbi murmured, trying to put herself in the professor’s shoes. “I need to hide something important. I need to keep it safe.”

			Abbi snapped her fingers.

			Next to her, Lydia startled and nearly dropped the colorful vial she was holding. “What? What is it?”

			“A safe!” Abbi said. “There’s probably a safe in here.”

			
				[image: Drawing of two girls in an escape-room lab, with Abbi on the left nervously clutching a steaming test tube while wearing a red shirt and fanny pack, and Lydia on the right sitting in a wheelchair, snapping her fingers with an excited smile; behind them are faint posters on the wall, including one showing a gecko.]
			

			Before Abbi could start searching, the teen from the other group shouted, “Hey! I found a safe!”

			The three friends rushed over. The safe was tucked way up in a row of overhanging cabinets.

			“Looks like we need a four-digit code to open it,” the teen’s mom said. “Shall we split up?” She was talking to her family, but Abbi nodded along anyway. It was a good plan.

			
				[image: Drawing of a group in an escape room gathered around a wall safe with a keypad and a small red unlocked-padlock icon, while a pink gecko model is sitting on top of the cabinet; a woman with curly hair and glasses is talking and holding up four fingers, a boy in front is looking up at her, a girl in a wheelchair is watching thoughtfully, another girl is standing with her arms crossed, and a boy in a cap is writing in a notebook, all focused on solving the safe’s code.]
			

			Abbi spun around and headed back to the whiteboard. There were numbers written all over it! Some were in math equations she didn’t understand. Others were part of the gecko facts, like:

			
				Geckos lose and replace all their teeth (up to 100!) every 3 to 4 months.

				Geckos can see color at night—350 times better than humans.

			

			None of those would fit the safe code, though.

			Daniel wandered over from the world map. “Oh no, do you think we have to do math?” He pointed at one of the equations on the board.

			As if summoned, Lydia popped up from under the island counter. She had been rooting through the cabinets. “Did someone say math?” she asked, beaming.

			Math was Lydia’s favorite subject in school. She joked that it was because she always beat her brother in the multiplication drills at school. Abbi knew she just really enjoyed it!

			
				[image: ]
			

			“Maybe the equations are a clue,” Abbi said. “But they’re written so messily.”

			“Yeah, you can’t really read them, huh?” Daniel said.

			“I feel like there’s something more obvious here,” Abbi said.

			Lydia shrugged and started looking through cardboard boxes of science equipment again.

			
				[image: Drawing of three children searching for clues in a classroom, with a girl in a red shirt on the right flipping through manila folders in a cardboard box, a boy in a blue shirt and cap in the center turning to look at a large whiteboard, and a girl in a wheelchair on the left pointing toward the board; the whiteboard shows a colorful map labeled “HABITAT,” a hanging folder labeled “MAPS,” and the words “GULF OF MEXICO,” while the word “MATH?!” and two exclamation marks float above the children’s heads.]
			

			Abbi glanced around to see if Uncle Walker had found any leads. She wasn’t surprised to see him leaning against the wall, arms crossed and eyes closed. When they had asked him to come, he had said, “I’m not great at puzzles and such, kiddos. But I’m always

			
			
			
			
				[image: Drawing of a boy in a pink cap and blue T-shirt pointing at a colorful map titled “Habitat” on a whiteboard while a girl with short light hair, sitting in a wheelchair, watches thoughtfully with her hand on her chin; the map shows labeled land shapes, including “Australia” and “Gulf of Mexico,” and scattered color swatches and notes about gecko locations.]
			

			
			
			
			
				
			

			
			
				[image: Drawing showing two framed posters of different gecko species: the top poster shows an orange “Mossy Leaf-Tailed Gecko” clinging to the glass, and the bottom poster shows a long, slender “Yellow-Headed Day Gecko” with a bright yellow head and blue-green body walking across the frame.]
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