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PRAISE FOR TRAPPED!


[image: Emoji: Star.] “The pleasures of watching the young sherlocks once again deduce rings around the grown-ups (using a technique they call TOAST, for ‘Theory of All Small Things’) are just as rich in this trilogy closer as they were in Volume 1. A top-shelf test of courage, friendship, and ingenuity.”

—Kirkus Reviews, starred review
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FOR LIBRARIANS EVERYWHERE: WITHOUT YOU, OUR WORLD WOULD BE SO MUCH SMALLER. YOU ARE MY ROCK STARS.








1. GEEK MYTHOLOGY

YOU CAN’T JUDGE A BOOK by its cover.

My name’s Florian Bates, and if you looked at me, you’d see a twelve-year-old boy and think, Seventh grader. And while that wouldn’t be wrong, it wouldn’t begin to tell you the whole story. For example, it wouldn’t tell you that, in addition to doing homework and mowing the lawn, my list of chores typically includes solving cases as a consulting detective with the FBI’s Special Projects Team.

And if you looked at the copy of Albert Einstein’s Relativity that was checked out from the Tenley-Friendship branch of the DC Public Library nine days ago, you’d think, Science book. (Okay, first you might look at the picture of Einstein on the cover and wonder how he got his hair to look that way, but then you’d think, Science book.) However, you’d never guess that the book triggered an international incident involving a Russian spy ring, the theft of national treasures, a European crime syndicate, and a joint task force of the FBI, CIA, and National Security Agency.

And finally, if you looked at our plan to break into the Library of Congress, evade its state-of-the-art security system, and somehow find the single piece of information necessary to solve our case, you’d think my best friend—Margaret—and I were absolutely bonkers.

Okay, so sometimes you can judge a book by its cover.

The plan was totally nuts.

To be honest, it wasn’t so much a plan as it was a list of nearly impossible objectives with no idea how to accomplish them. We knew it was bad. We just couldn’t come up with anything better. We had to unmask a spy who’d spent decades as a deep-cover agent stealing US government secrets. But more important, we had to help Marcus.

Marcus Rivers was in charge of the Special Projects Team. But he wasn’t just our boss; he was family. He was also an amazing agent who never once hesitated to risk his life and his career to protect us. It was our turn to return the favor.

At some point during the case, we slipped up and the spy used our mistake to make it look like Marcus was guilty of theft, corruption, and espionage. Marcus who’d spent his entire career fighting criminals was now accused of being one.

Desperate times called for desperate measures.

“You’re the mastermind,” I said to Margaret as we approached the library. “What are we going to do?”

“Get inside, find the evidence, and prove Marcus is innocent,” she said.

I gave her a sideways glance. “You have any specific details about how we should do those things?”

She shrugged. “I figured we’d just make it up as we went along.”

Like I said, absolutely bonkers.


OBJECTIVE 1:

CRASH THE “IT’S ALL ABOUT THE BOOKS” GALA AT THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS



First, we had to get inside the library by crashing a gala reception in the Great Hall of the Thomas Jefferson Building. When we arrived, there were about fifty people in tuxedos and gowns waiting to pass through security.

“How are we going to do this?” I asked.

“Clothes and confidence,” Margaret answered as if that were a complete sentence.

“What are you talking about?”

“I looked up ‘crashing a formal party’ online, and it said the two most important things were clothes and confidence. You’ve got to dress like you belong and act like you belong.”

Between my tuxedo and Margaret’s dress, we had the clothes part covered. It was the confidence component that had me worried.

“Speaking of clothes,” she said. “Why do you have a tux?”

“Because it’s a formal event,” I answered, stating the obvious.

“No. Not why are you wearing it. Why do you have it in the first place? What twelve-year-old owns a tuxedo?”

I couldn’t believe it. “Let me get this straight. You’re giving me a hard time for having something we need?”

“I’m not giving you a hard time,” she said. “I just think it’s a little… unusual. Call me curious.”

“Both my parents work in museums,” I explained. “I’ve been dragged to more fund-raisers and exhibition openings than I can remember. They’re usually formal events like this one, so they bought me a tux.”

“Okay, that makes sense,” she said. “It’s also good news. Since you’ve been to a lot of these things, you should fit right in.”

“Well, there’s one big difference between those events and this one.”

“What’s that?”

“We had invitations.”

She gave me a conspiratorial smile and said, “You’re not going to let a little piece of paper stop us from solving the mystery and saving Marcus, are you?”

She always knew what to say to get me to go along with her schemes. “No, I’m not,” I answered. “Let’s do this.”

There were two lines with security guards manning metal detectors. At the head of each line was a woman with a computer tablet checking invitations. One of the women looked to be in her mid-twenties and wore a black cocktail dress and very high heels. The other wore a longer dress with shoes that were nice but more comfortable. She also had a wedding band on her ring finger.

“The odds are better that the one on the right is a mom,” I said. “That might mean she’s nicer to kids.”

“True,” answered Margaret. “But the one on the left is more likely to think all kids are stupid.”

“Good point,” I said as we got into the line on the left.

During an FBI training session called Outsmarting Your Opponent, we were taught that the biggest advantage you can have is for the other side to underestimate your abilities.

“When she asks for our invitations, we’ll tell her our moms have them but are already inside.”

“If our mothers are inside, then why are we out here?” I asked.

“That’s where the stupid comes in.” Margaret suddenly adopted the voice of an airheaded middle schooler who spoke in endless run-on sentences. “I was texting my friend Maddie about the party but I had trouble getting good reception so I started walking around trying to get more bars but it just got worse and worse so I went through a door and accidentally got locked outside. OMG, my mom’s going to kill me if she finds out.”

“Do people really think kids talk that way?” I asked.

“I’m counting on it,” Margaret said.

“And why am I outside if you were the one on the phone?” I asked.

“You’re my best friend. You go wherever I go.”

“So we’re both stupid.”

“That’s the plan unless you’ve got a better one,” she said.

I exhaled slowly. “Tragically, I don’t.”

We were about halfway through the line when she realized we had a potential problem. “Uh-oh.”

“What?” I asked nervously.

“She’ll probably want a name to check against the guest list. We’ll need some TOAST help on that.”

TOAST stands for the Theory of All Small Things. It is the method we use to read people and situations in order to solve cases. The idea is that if you look for little details, you can add them up to discover otherwise hidden pieces of information. At the moment we needed the names of two potential “mothers” who were already inside the gala.

“I got it covered,” I said.

I pulled out my phone and started searching.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Looking on social media for any pictures tagged with that.” I pointed to a banner that read, #ITSALLABOUTTHEBOOKS.

“Oh, that’s kind of brilliant,” she said as she did likewise.

Even though the party was barely an hour old, there were already dozens of photos to scroll through of people inside having fun.

“Find one posted by someone with an unusual name,” I said. “It’ll seem less likely that we made it up. Also, find out where they work in case that’s included on the guest list.”

By the time we reached the front of the line, we were ready to go. Margaret’s airhead act worked like a charm, and when asked, I became the son of a kids’ book publisher named Mara Anastas. I even spelled it out for her so that she could find it on her tablet.

“See what I mean,” Margaret said as we walked through the entrance. “Clothes and confidence.”


OBJECTIVE 2:

AVOID DETECTION WHILE SNEAKING INTO THE LIBRARY’S SECURE AREA



It was amazing how different the Great Hall looked compared to when we’d come during normal hours. Multicolored lights gave it a party feel, and giant reproductions of famous book covers were hung as decorations. People mingled in clusters while a jazz quartet played on a stage.

A waiter walked past us carrying a tray of finger food, which caught Margaret’s attention. “Ooh, those look delicious.”

“We’re working a case,” I reminded her, “not going to a party.”

She gave me that Margaret smirk. “Actually, we’re blending in at a party so that we can work the case. Besides, if I pass out from starvation, that will attract even more attention.”

She chased after the waiter, and I scanned the room. Now that we were inside, we needed to find the computer server. The library had an automated system that kept detailed records of its secure areas. If we could access them, we thought we could prove Marcus’s innocence.

Margaret returned carrying a little plate with two toothpick skewers of beef. “The waiter said it’s called bulgogi, and it’s amazing,” she said as she tasted one. “I think it’s Korean.”

“Is that one for me?” I asked, pointing to the untouched skewer.

“I thought you said we weren’t at a party.”

“Well, now I’m worried about passing out due to starvation.”

She reluctantly held up the second skewer, and I snatched it before she could change her mind. It was delicious.

“You’re right,” I said between chews. “We’ve got to track him down and get more.”

“No, no, no,” she said. “This is not good.”

“What do you mean? It tastes great.”

“Not the food,” she replied. “Him.”

She nodded over my shoulder, and I turned to see one of our suspects about fifteen feet from us. It was Alistair Toombs, the director of the library’s Rare Book and Special Collections Division. Luckily, he was facing the other way. We had a run-in with him earlier during the case and couldn’t risk being seen.

We worked our way to the opposite side of the room and tried to disappear into the crowd of people milling around chitchatting.

“We’ve got to find the server room fast,” I said as I studied the building’s layout, trying to logically deduce where it should be. “It has to be cool and dry, which means it won’t have any exterior walls. Humidity can seep through those. They’d also stay away from the lower basement to avoid potential flooding. As far as wiring…”

“I hate to interrupt your little Sherlock moment,” Margaret said. “But it might be quicker if we just follow him.”

Next to the stage a computer tech was making adjustments to the audio and lighting boards. He looked like he was just out of college. As soon as he was done, he took his tool kit and left.

“Change of plans,” I said. “Let’s follow him.”

The guy led us back across the room before he got into an elevator labeled STAFF ONLY. After the doors closed, we rushed over to watch the display to see where he got off.

“Two floors down,” said Margaret. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

“Yeah, except we’re not getting anywhere on that elevator. At least, not without a key card.”

The call button was attached to a card reader.

“Not a problem,” she said. “We’ll just hang around here until somebody gets off the elevator. Then we’ll slip in before the doors shut.”

It was a good plan. At least until Alistair Toombs spotted us. Because we’d followed the computer tech, we were no longer hidden in the crowd. I could tell by Toombs’s expression that he recognized us. He looked angry and was headed our way.

Luckily, at that moment the elevator dinged, and the door opened. We had to wait for a man as he struggled to push an oversized catering cart. We helped him by giving it a tug, and by the time he was finally gone, Toombs had almost reached us. We jumped into the elevator and pushed the buttons as quickly as we could.

“Wait one moment!” Toombs called out as the doors finally closed and we began to descend.

“We’re not going to have much time before he takes the next elevator down and starts chasing us,” said Margaret.

When the doors opened, we hurried out into the hallway. We didn’t want to run because it might attract attention, but we did our best speed walking.

“What are we looking for?” Margaret asked in a hurried whisper.

“Any place we can hide,” I said.

Down here the building showed its age. Over the course of 120 years, it had been built and rebuilt so many times the hallways and storage rooms were mazelike in their complexity. The good part was that that would make it harder for Alistair to find us. The bad part was that it meant it would be difficult for us to find our way around.

When we heard the ding announcing the elevator’s return, we picked up the pace even more. We just kept making turn after turn until we ran into a dead end. Behind us we could hear Alistair’s footsteps in the distance. We had three doors to choose from. Amazingly, one was marked COMPUTERS.

Margaret and I shared a smile. Fate had shined on us.

“Better lucky than smart,” she whispered.

We slipped into the darkened room as quietly as we could and closed the door tightly behind us. We didn’t dare turn on the lights for fear he’d be able to see the glow under the door.

We could hear him getting closer.

More frightening, we could tell that he was trying each door along the way. Most of them were locked, and we heard the rattle of the handles.

“What do we do?” I asked. “Hide?”

Next to the door was a small electronic display that had a keypad and a glowing red button marked LOCK.

I pressed it, and we heard a click.

I cringed at the sound, hoping it wasn’t too loud.

We stood silently in the darkness. Through the space underneath the door, we could see a pair of shoes come to a stop. On the other side, Toombs jiggled the handle, but it didn’t budge. He tried again, but it still didn’t open. Finally he went on his way.

We remained motionless for at least two minutes, and all I heard were Margaret’s slow, measured breaths.

“You think it’s safe to turn on the lights?” she whispered.

“Yes,” I said tentatively.

I found the switch and flipped it. As the lights turned on and my eyes adjusted, I realized that our “lucky” find wasn’t so lucky after all. We weren’t in a computer room. We were in a room full of books about computers. This was, after all, the world’s largest library. Books were everywhere.

“Maybe it’s better to be smart than lucky,” I joked.

“It’s okay,” she said. “At least he didn’t catch us.”

“Should we keep trying to find the server?”

Margaret shook her head. “No. He’s not going to stop looking. Or worse, he’ll alert security. I think we’ve got to get out of the building before someone catches us. We’re not going to be able to help Marcus if we get arrested.”

“Good point.”

We waited another minute to make sure he was gone, and then I opened the door.

Or rather, I turned the handle to open the door, but nothing happened.

“Stop messing around. It’s not funny.”

“I’m not trying to be funny,” I said. “It’s locked.”

“Duh,” she said, shaking her head. “Because we locked it.”

She reached over to the keypad and pressed a green button marked OPEN. But it didn’t respond. She tried again but had the same result. I jiggled the handle some more. Nothing happened.

“Margaret,” I said nervously. “I think we may be trapped in here.”


OBJECTIVE 3:

ACCESS INFORMATION IN THE COMPUTER SERVER ROOM ESCAPE!



Not surprisingly, we had to change our third objective. We were locked in a storage area half the size of a classroom. It was filled with books about the history of computers, manuals that explained how to build computers, and biographies of famous people in computer history. (If only we’d stumbled into the room with the books about lock picking and prison escapes.)

We tried not to panic.

“Maybe we should call our parents,” said Margaret. “They can come get us.”

It almost certainly meant getting grounded for life, but she was right. That’s when we realized being trapped in the basement of a massive marble building filled with metal bookcases totally disrupts your cell service. No matter where we stood in the room or how much we waved our phones in the air, we couldn’t get any sort of connection.

“Remember when we were pretending to be so stupid that we got locked out of a building?” I said.

“Yeah.”

“It turns out we are that stupid. Only, even stupider because we got locked in.”

It was becoming harder and harder to keep calm.

“It’s Friday night,” Margaret said, panicked. “What if no one comes back here until Monday?”

And harder still.

“Let’s not think that way. Let’s stay positive.”

“You’re right,” she said with only slight believability. “We can figure this out.”

I tried to flip the lock like they do in movies by sliding my school ID through the slot between the door and the jamb. After about ten tries, the lock remained completely unchanged, but my ID was mangled beyond repair.

Margaret began typing codes into the keypad. She started with 0000 and then tried 0001, 0002, 0003… well, you get the picture.

“You realize there are ten thousand different potential combinations,” I said.

She gave me the evil eye and asked, “Is that you staying positive?”

“Sorry,” I replied sheepishly as I backed away. “Keep up the good work.”

I started scanning shelves looking for anything about electronic locks or keypads, but I couldn’t make sense of how the books were organized.

“Margaret, can you look at this?”

“I’m kind of busy over here,” she said, focusing on the keypad and trying to make sure she didn’t skip a number.

I took a book off the shelf and brought it over to her.

“I don’t understand this,” I said, holding up the spine for her to see.

She stopped and read the title. “Geek Mythology: The Real-Life Legends and Gods of Computer History.” She looked up. “What about it?”

“I’m not confused by the title. I don’t understand the call number.”

“QA76.16.W69.”

“Exactly,” I replied. “I’ve never seen anything like that in a library before. Shouldn’t it be something like 791.43?”

Margaret smiled when she realized why I was confused.

“You’d think so,” she said. “But that’s because most libraries use the Dewey decimal system. The Library of Congress has its own classification system. We learned about it last year in English.”

“Seriously? That’s so confusing. Why would they do that?”

“I think the Librarian of Congress is upstairs at that gala,” she said. “As soon as I crack this code, we can go ask her.”

I stared at the book, and my mind started piecing together the puzzle. I must have had a far-off look because Margaret reached over and touched my shoulder.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Let me see your phone,” I said urgently.

“I’m pretty sure there still isn’t any cell service down here.”

“I don’t want to make a call. I need to check your photo gallery.”

She handed it to me, and I quickly swiped through all the pictures she’d taken during the case, their colors streaming by in a blur. There were two in particular I was looking for, and when I found them, I switched back and forth between them to make sure I was right. Even though I was, I didn’t know what it all meant.

I closed my eyes, and the pieces of the case flooded through my mind. FBI, CIA, NSA, Russian spies, Library of Congress, Albert Einstein, Alistair Toombs, and then… books. There were so many books throughout the case. Rare books. Science books. Children’s books. Massive volumes of Shakespeare’s works. A book that belonged to Thomas Jefferson. And now Geek Mythology. Maybe the hashtag was right. Maybe it was “all about the books.” I remembered my mother once telling me, “No matter what you’re searching for, you can always find the answer in the library. The secrets of the world are hidden in books,” she’d said. “All you’ve got to do is look for them.”

And then everything went dark, and I saw the answer right in front of me. I opened my eyes and looked at Margaret.

“We’ve got to get out of here!” I exclaimed.

“Yeah, I realized that a while ago. That’s why I’m typing ten thousand different codes.”

“No, I mean, we’ve got to get out of here because I may have just solved the case.”

“Really? How?”

“It’s hard to explain,” I said. “But the first thing you have to understand is that Geek Mythology changes everything.”





2. TOASTBUSTERS

ONE WEEK EARLIER

I PROMISE I’LL EXPLAIN HOW Geek Mythology changed everything. But for it to really make sense, I first have to explain what everything is. That means going back one week earlier. It was a Friday afternoon, and the FBI wasn’t treating Marcus like a criminal; it was awarding him one of its highest honors. And Margaret and I weren’t trapped in a room beneath the Library of Congress; we were going head-to-head in an epic battle of Toastbusters.

The object of the game was to see who could uncover the most hidden details about people using nothing more than the Theory of All Small Things. Normally we played in the school cafeteria or at one of the Smithsonians, but those locations weren’t particularly challenging because the two easiest groups of people to read were kids and tourists. This match was different. We were at the J. Edgar Hoover Building in a room full of FBI agents who dressed alike, had matching haircuts, and were specifically trained to avoid detection.

This was our Super Bowl.

“The guy with the red tie getting punch,” Margaret said, trying her best to talk like a ventriloquist without moving her lips. “I think he’s recently gotten divorced.”

We both turned to Kayla, who was standing between us and serving as the official scorer. She was an agent and the “unofficial” fourth member of the team. Since she worked at the Bureau, she was able to tell us when we were right or wrong. A correct observation was worth two points; an incorrect one meant minus one. I could tell from her expression that Margaret had scored again.

“About a month ago,” Kayla whispered. “How’d you know?”

“There’s a pale stripe on his finger where his wedding ring used to be. And he keeps going back to the hors d’oeuvres table like he hasn’t had a decent meal in weeks.”

“Very nice. That’s two points.”

“Which means the game is tied,” Margaret added with a little fist pump.

“Not for long,” I replied. “So enjoy it while you can.”

I carefully scanned the room, which was one of the nicest at FBI Headquarters. It had marble floors, two massive stone fireplaces, and large paintings depicting famous moments in American history. It was used to welcome visiting delegations and hold special events. Today it was hosting the reception for the Bureau’s annual awards ceremony. We’d come to see Marcus receive a Director’s Award for Excellence, which was a huge honor. He was still in the auditorium posing for pictures, so we’d taken a spot near the dessert table, which gave us plenty of opportunity to observe people. (And, you know, eat lots of dessert.)

“I’ve got one,” I whispered. “The tall guy in the pin-stripe suit munching on carrot sticks.”

“Okay,” Kayla said. “What can you tell me?”

“He’s recently lost between thirty and forty pounds.”

She was impressed. “That’s two points for Florian.”

Margaret gave me a curious look and then studied the man to see how I figured it out. “His jacket,” she said, realizing. “It’s too big.”

“And even though he’s only eating carrots, he keeps staring at the dessert table like he’s going to tackle it.”

“That’s a good one,” Margaret admitted.

“And it means I’m back up by two.”

“Yes, it does.…” She took a deep breath as she considered her strategy. “Which is why… I’m going for a three-pointer.”

Three-pointers were rare. To get one, you had to first identify the person and then give your opponent a chance to steal. It was risky because not only could it cost you points but you’d also lose your turn.

“Who is it?” I asked.

“There’s a man with a beard sitting in the far corner. He has a slice of chocolate cake and is drinking a bottle of water.” She turned to Kayla. “Do you know him?”

“I do. We were in basic training together at Quantico. Florian, you’re on the clock.”

I had sixty seconds to make an observation about him, but it wouldn’t have mattered if I had sixty minutes. I looked for anything interesting, but he seemed absolutely unremarkable.

“I’ve got nothing,” I admitted reluctantly. “What is it?”

Margaret paused for a moment to increase the drama. Then she leaned forward and whispered, “He works in the field as an undercover agent.”

“Okay, wow!” said Kayla. “You’re not supposed to know that. In fact, almost no one in this room knows that.”

Margaret beamed with pride. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone.”

I was stunned. “How could you possibly…?”

“It started with his fingernails,” she said. “I noticed them when he was getting the cake.”

“What’s significant about his fingernails? That he has ten of them?” I asked.

“Most agents keep theirs neat and short. But his are long and kind of dirty. Add that to his hair, which needs to be cut, and his beard, which could use a trim.”

“And you get someone who’s messy,” I suggested.

“But he’s not messy,” she replied. “Look at his suit. Tailored and pressed. It’s impeccable. His natural instinct is to be sharp. That tells me his subpar grooming is a job requirement, not a personal choice. And the only requirement that makes sense is that he’s undercover. It’s so he can blend in better out on the street, where a manicure and crew cut would make him stand out.”

I was blown away.

“That’s three points,” Kayla said, holding up three fingers as punctuation. “Three very impressive points.”

“And Campbell takes the lead,” Margaret announced like a sportscaster.

Like I said, this was our Super Bowl, and she was playing like a superstar.

I used all my best spy tricks as I scanned the room, hoping to counter with something equally impressive. There was a woman who kept turning her head slightly as she talked to a friend, and I thought she might be deaf in one ear. And I wondered if a man with mismatched socks was color-blind. But nothing seemed particularly TOAST-worthy. And certainly none was as cool as unmasking an undercover agent.

Then, when I swept the room again, I noticed we weren’t the only ones spying.

“See the guy in that group over there with his back turned?” I asked, subtly motioning to where four people stood in a cluster about twenty feet away from us. “The one in gray?”

“What can you tell me about him?” asked Kayla.

“It’s not part of the game,” I said. “It’s just that he’s watching us. Very carefully. I noticed him earlier in the auditorium. I didn’t think much about it at the time, but now I’m sure he’s following our every move.”

“How’s that possible if he’s facing the other way?” asked Margaret.

“He’s using that mirror.”

There was an ornate gold-framed mirror hanging on the opposite wall over a table with two punch bowls and a large flower arrangement. When you looked in it, you could see his eyes and tell that his attention was focused on us instead of the people he was with.

“I think you’re right,” said Kayla.

“Any idea who he is?” I asked.

“I’ve never seen him.”

There was a moment of quiet, and then Margaret said, “That’s fascinating and all, but you don’t get any points for fascinating. So, is that your way of declaring me the winner? ’Cause I have a new victory dance I want to show you guys.”

“Not yet,” I said defiantly. “Let me look a little bit more.”

I tried to get back into the game, but I was too distracted by the man. I wondered why he was so interested in us. I still hadn’t spotted anything by the time Marcus came into the room. In the short distance from the door to where we were standing, he must have been stopped by at least a dozen people congratulating him with a handshake or a slap on the back. He seemed a bit embarrassed by all the attention.

“Where are your parents?” Kayla asked him.

“They had to go,” he answered. “They’re watching my sister’s kids tonight.”

“You should’ve seen their faces when you were up there,” she said. “They’re so proud of you.”

“We all are,” Margaret said as she gave him a hug. “Congratulations!”

“Thank you.”

“Yes, congratulations,” I added. “Can I see it?”

He handed me the award, which was glass and shaped like a diamond on a base. The FBI seal was engraved above an inscription, which I read aloud. “ ‘FBI Director’s Award for Excellence presented to Special Agent Marcus Rivers in recognition of your outstanding contribution to our nation through exemplary service and dedication. With deepest appreciation.’ ”

I looked up at him and smiled. “Wow! It’s so well deserved.”

“Where are you going to put it?” asked Margaret. “On a podium in your office with a little spotlight on it?”

We all laughed.

“I was thinking something a little more low-key,” he said. “Like the closet or at my parents’ house.”

“Well, I’d go with the podium,” she replied. “But that’s just me.”

“It’s a good thing you got here when you did,” said Kayla as she gave him a congratulatory hug. “Margaret just identified an undercover agent. A few minutes longer and there’d be no telling how many government secrets they might’ve exposed.”

Marcus picked up a piece of cake from the table and ate happily as we walked him through the Toastbusters highlights. He was rightfully impressed by Margaret’s fingernail identification, and I decided to concede the match and declare her the outright winner.

Her celebratory dance was surprisingly restrained.

I was still laughing about it when the man who’d been spying on us approached Marcus. He was average height and built like a wrestler. (Not the ones on TV who break chairs over each other’s heads, but compact and muscular like the ones you see at the Olympics.) He had a thick black mustache and was bald on top with hair on the sides.

“Congratulations,” he said, offering a powerful handshake. “The Director’s Award is huge. I hear you’ve closed some amazing cases lately.”

“I think a lot of it was luck,” Marcus said modestly. “ ‘Right place at the right time’ kind of thing.”

“Oh, no,” he said with an odd smile. “I’m sure luck had nothing to do with it.”

He just stood there for a moment creating an awkward silence.

“I’m sorry,” said Marcus. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Marcus Rivers.”

“Dan Napoli,” he replied. “I’m with the organized crime division. I transferred down from the New York office six months ago.”

“Nice to meet you, Dan.”

Napoli turned to Margaret and me. “And who do we have here?”

Even among agents in the Hoover Building we weren’t allowed to discuss our role with the Bureau. So instead of telling him that we were covert assets on the Special Projects Team, Margaret went with our standard cover story.

“I’m Marcus’s niece, and this is my best friend.”

I noticed she didn’t offer our names.

“Well, I’m sure you’re proud of your uncle.”

“Very much,” she replied. “And you’re right. Luck had nothing to do with the cases he’s closed. He’s just that good.”

Napoli lingered a bit before saying, “Well, it was nice meeting you all. I’m sure our paths will cross again.”

I thought that was an odd closing line, and I waited until he was far enough away before I turned to the others and said, “There’s something about that guy I don’t trust.”

“I’m right there with you,” Margaret added, her eyes glued to his every move.

When we told Marcus about Napoli spying on us in the mirror, he didn’t find it nearly as curious as we did.

“I think one of the drawbacks of playing Toastbusters is that it can make you suspicious of everybody,” he suggested. “Just because you’re spying on someone doesn’t mean they’re spying on you.”

“If he’s not suspicious, then why was he staring at us?” asked Margaret.

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you’re the only twelve-year-olds in a room full of FBI agents?”

Our lack of a response indicated that he might’ve been on to something.

“He congratulated me just like half the room,” continued Marcus. “And the fact that he included you in the conversation may just mean he’s trying to be polite. Besides, you’ve got to cut those organized-crime guys some slack. They’re always locked in a surveillance van spying on lowlifes. It messes up their people skills.”

Suddenly everyone’s attention turned to the man who’d just entered the room. Admiral David Denton Douglas would have been imposing even if he wasn’t the director of the FBI. Tall and fit, he took long purposeful strides as he made a beeline to us. I was impressed with how well he was able to make eye contact and acknowledge people without stopping to chitchat. No doubt it was a necessary skill for officials in powerful positions.

“Sorry to interrupt the festivities,” he said. “But I need your help with a situation.”

“What type?” asked Marcus.

The admiral looked around the room at all the people, most of whom were now looking our way. “Not here,” he said. “We need to use a skiff.”

Marcus and Kayla exchanged a serious look.

“Do you want all of us?” Marcus asked, motioning to Margaret and me.

Admiral Douglas thought about this for a moment and nodded. “Yes. Let’s bring the whole Special Projects Team.”

My pulse began to race, and a smile of anticipation formed on my lips.

As we followed him out the door, Margaret asked Kayla, “What’s a skiff?”

She raised her eyebrows a bit and answered, “A spy-proof room.”

This was beyond exciting. But the last thing I noticed before we left the room was Dan Napoli watching our every step.





3. THE SCIF

THE ADMIRAL MAINTAINED HIS BRISK pace down the hall, the heels of his shoes clicking against the marble floor, his posture so perfect his shoulders barely seemed to move as he walked. He bypassed the main bank of elevators and turned into an alcove where a private one was already waiting, its doors open, a uniformed guard inside.

“Good afternoon, Admiral,” said the guard.

“Good afternoon, Thomas,” he replied. “Subbasement four, please.”

“Yes, sir.”

The doors shut, and as we descended, I felt a knot of excitement grow in my stomach. In a matter of moments the mood had gone from celebration for Marcus winning an award to anticipation for a case so sensitive we had to go into a spy-proof room just to hear about it. For the first few floors everyone stood quietly, and the only sound was the whirring of the elevator motor. Luckily, we had Margaret there to break the tension.

“You guys are great when it comes to solving crimes but kind of lousy at naming things,” she said.

“What do you mean?” asked Marcus.

“Why would you call a spy-proof room a skiff? A skiff is a type of boat. My dad took me fishing in one once, and believe me, there was nothing spy-proof about it. There was nothing mosquito-proof, either. I used an entire can of bug spray and still wound up covered in bites.”

The admiral laughed. “I’m with you, Margaret. But the government loves acronyms. Everything’s some sort of alphabet soup. ‘Skiff’ comes from SCIF, which stands for Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility.”

A ding announced our arrival. “Subbasement four,” said the guard as the doors opened.

“No bug spray necessary,” added Marcus as we stepped out into the hallway.

Unlike the reception area or the main hall, there were no marble floors or works of art down here in the bowels of the building. In fact, there was no decoration of any kind, just a long narrow corridor with pea-green walls and tomato-red doors. It was as if the building’s color scheme were dictated by the soup menu in the cafeteria.

“You think of a room as a separate and independent location,” the admiral explained as we walked. “But it’s connected to the outside world in so many ways—windows, walls, wiring.”

I know my brain’s a little strange, but when he said that, all I could think of was that all three of those words start with W.

“The problem with those is that people on the other side can listen in,” he continued. “An ear to the wall, a microphone pointed at a window, or a listening device connected to the wiring. So when we discuss things of a top-secret nature, we sometimes use a SCIF. It’s a soundproof room enclosed in layers of metal on both sides of the wall, floor, and ceiling.” He stopped at a door marked SB4-2051. “A box within a box, wrapped up as tight as a present on Christmas morning.”

He opened the door to reveal a waiting room manned by a guard behind a desk who told us that electronics weren’t allowed beyond that point. We had to place our phones inside little lockers that looked like post office boxes. As we did, we noticed four were already in use.

“Company?” asked Marcus.

“Good to see they’ve arrived,” said the admiral. “We can get started right away.”

My curiosity level was off the charts imagining who might be waiting for us in the room. I wondered if it was a team of undercover agents like the one Margaret identified at the reception. Or maybe there were secret operatives from a foreign government. The possibilities were endless, but never would I have guessed whose faces we saw once he opened the door.

“Mom? Dad? Mr. and Mrs. Campbell?”

“Please enter,” encouraged the admiral. “We have to be inside the SCIF to take advantage of its soundproof qualities.”

The room had a wooden conference table with eight chairs. My parents were seated on one side with Margaret’s on the other while yet another guard kept an eye on them. Once he left the room and the admiral closed the door, we simultaneously asked, “What are you doing here?”

“We don’t really know,” said Mrs. Campbell.

“The admiral didn’t give us too many details,” added my father.

“I assure you that nothing’s wrong,” he said. “We just need to take care of a little business in private. Everyone, please sit down. I don’t mean to rush things, but there’s another group returning in about forty-five minutes. They’ve been using the room all day, and I managed to squeeze us in while they’re on a meal break.”

He moved to the front of the room while we filled in the empty seats.

“Do you know what this is about?” I whispered to Marcus as I sat next to my mother.

He just gave me a smile and a wink.

“I’m sorry for all the subterfuge,” said the admiral. “But something unprecedented happened a few weeks ago when I informed Marcus that I was presenting him with a Director’s Award for Excellence.”

“What’s that?” asked Margaret.

“He turned it down.”

We all gave Marcus a look of disbelief.

“Why would you do that?” I asked.

“Because I didn’t think I deserved it,” he replied.

“Special Agent Rivers felt that he was getting recognition and credit for the work of others,” explained Admiral Douglas. “Namely, for the work you two have done. And the more I thought about it, the more I saw his point. You both deserve recognition for what you’ve done. But I think we can all agree that it might have been a bit problematic doing so out in the auditorium in front of all those people. So I convinced Marcus that I would take care of you down here, and in exchange he agreed to accept the award at today’s ceremony.”

Margaret and I were beyond confused.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t understand,” she said.

“Maybe this will help.”

He unlocked a cabinet and pulled out a pair of flat jewelry boxes, which he placed on the table.

“Margaret, Florian, would you please join me?”

We stood next to him, and he opened one of the boxes to reveal a gold medal engraved with the Great Seal of the United States and attached to a ribbon with red, white, and blue stripes. It was stunning.

“This is the FBI Medal for Meritorious Achievement,” he explained. “It’s awarded for extraordinary accomplishments in connection with criminal and national security cases. It’s one of the highest honors the Bureau can bestow on a civilian, and it is my great privilege that I get to present it to each of you.”

Margaret and I were speechless. We just stood there with dazed looks on our faces, which the adults found quite amusing.

Finally Margaret was able to mutter, “You’re giving us medals?”

“Yes, I am,” he replied. “Now, if you’ll bow your heads a little, we can make it official.”

He hung the medals around our necks, just like they do at the Olympics, and said, “The Medal for Meritorious Achievement is presented with honor and distinction to covert asset Florian Bates and covert asset Margaret Campbell for their dedicated service to the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the people of the United States of America.”

Next he gave a glowing account of the role we’d played in solving several cases, and I was touched by his attention to detail. He talked about me overcoming my fear of helicopters and climbing aboard one during an emergency. He spoke of Margaret’s loyalty and quick thinking in a crisis.

“Not only are they brilliant and brave,” he concluded, “but I believe that TOAST is without question the most impressive mystery-solving technique I’ve ever witnessed.”

By this point all four parents had tears in their eyes, and although the lighting in the SCIF wasn’t great, I’m pretty sure Marcus and Kayla did too.

“I don’t know what to say,” I responded, dazed by it all.

“How about ‘thank you,’ ” suggested my mother.

“Yes, of course,” I replied. “Thank you very much.”

“It’s a lovely honor,” added Margaret, “and greatly appreciated.”

“It’s my privilege,” Douglas responded. “It’s a great thing for this country that you two became friends.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said quietly. “But it was certainly great for me.”

It was a perfect moment. For about ten seconds. Then the admiral added, “I have bad news, though.”

“What?” asked Margaret.

“You can’t take the medals out of the SCIF.”

Suddenly it all made sense. That’s why we needed a spy-proof compartment. We’d received a huge honor, but no one outside that room could know about
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