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To friends lost this past year, 
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Chapter 1�

Jordan Waters let out a contented sigh as he 
looked around his fifth-grade classroom. He felt 
like things were finally back to normal. The school 

year had started off very badly. Jordan and Justin Grant, 
his best friend since kindergarten, had been put into 
one class. The other half of the Math Kids, Stephanie 
Lewis and Catherine Duchesne, had been placed in Mrs. 
Wilson’s class. To make matters even worse, Mr. Miller, 
his new teacher, had made it quite clear he was not a fan 
of anything to do with math.

Luckily, the Math Kids had been able to use their 
math skills to prove that Mr. Miller’s son had been falsely 
accused of reckless driving. To return the favor, Mr. Miller 
had pulled a few strings and got Stephanie and Catherine 
moved into his class. The Math Kids were reunited, and 
things were right with the world. Mr. Miller had put them 
in the same math group, and now they had time to work 
together on difficult math problems. There was nothing 



David Cole

2

better than a tough math challenge as far as Jordan and 
his friends were concerned.

This time the problem came from Catherine’s dad. He 
taught math at the college and had even written some of 
his own math books. Mr. Duchesne knew his daughter and 
her friends loved math and always had a new problem 
for them to solve. In fact, it was solving a math problem 
that first introduced them to the math professor. When 
Mr. Duchesne had been kidnapped, he wrote Catherine a 
secret message that she and her friends solved using the 
Fibonacci series, a famous math pattern. The Math Kids 
had figured out the clue and were able to rescue him. 
That was also when the four friends had met FBI Special 
Agent Carlson, who had been assigned to the kidnapping 
case. That introduction had led to the agent asking the 
Math Kids to assist the FBI on a cold case involving a 
bank robbery, and from there an unlikely friendship had 
developed between them.

“Okay, here’s the problem,” Catherine said as she read 
from a sheet of paper. “The new ice cream store has sixteen 
flavors of ice cream. How many ways can they make a 
three-scoop ice cream cone?”

“Does the order of the scoops matter?” Stephanie 
asked.

“That’s a great question, Stephanie,” Justin said. “That 
makes a big difference when you’re counting up the total 
number of possible combinations.”
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“It says the order of the scoops doesn’t matter, just 
the flavors that end up in the cone,” Catherine answered.

“So, two scoops of chocolate and one scoop of vanilla 
is the same no matter how you stack them up?” Stephanie 
asked.

“Well, obviously that’s not right,” Jordan chimed in. 
“You should always put the vanilla scoop in between the 
two chocolate scoops.”

“Can we stick to the math and not your taste buds?” 
Justin asked.

Stephanie made her way to the white-board. She had 
the best handwriting, so she usually ended up being the 
one who wrote down the group’s thoughts.

“We could do it the hard way,” Jordan said. “We could 
write down all of the combinations and count them, but 
I have a feeling there’s an easier method.”

“I think you’re probably right,” Catherine said. “My dad 
is usually trying to teach some lesson when he gives us a 
problem like this. I think we should make a table and see 
if we can come up with a pattern.”

Stephanie started a table on the white-board.

Flavors Possibilities Combinations
1 1 aaa

“I used letters for the flavors,” she said. “The first one 
is pretty easy. Boring, but easy.”



David Cole

4

“I don’t know,” Jordan said. “A three-scoop chocolate 
ice cream cone doesn’t sound boring to me.”

“We probably shouldn’t do ice cream problems right 
before lunch,” Justin said. The other Math Kids laughed.

“Okay, back to work,” Stephanie said. With the help of 
her friends, she filled out the next few rows in the table.

Flavors Possibilities Combinations
1 1 aaa
2 4 aaa, aab, abb, bbb

3 10 aaa, aab, aac, abb, abc, 
acc, bbb, bbc, bcc, ccc

4 20

aaa, aab, aac, abb, abc, 
acc, bbb, bbc, bcc, ccc, 

aad, abd, acd, add, bbd, 
bcd, bdd, ccd, cdd, ddd

“Wow, the number of possibilities really goes up fast 
with each new flavor,” Catherine said. “It will take us 
forever if we have to keep writing down all of the possible 
combinations. Does anyone see a pattern yet?”

The four friends stared at the board, hoping something 
would jump out at them. Stephanie jotted some numbers 
on a sheet of paper, then just as quickly scratched them 
out in frustration. Jordan spent his time trying to figure 
out the number of possible combinations for five flavors 
of ice cream, hoping the extra piece of information would 
allow him to figure out the pattern. Justin closed his eyes, 
trying to get into his “zone.” When he got into the zone, 
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he usually came out with an answer, but this time he came 
up blank.

Catherine looked at the sequence of possibilities. “1, 4, 
10, 20. There’s something familiar about that pattern, but 
I can’t quite put my finger on it.”

The lunch bell rang, interrupting their work. They put 
the problem out of their minds as they ate lunch. Instead, 
they discussed Catherine’s upcoming art show.

“Are you entering one of your drawings?” Stephanie 
asked.

“No, I’m trying something a little different this time,” 
she said.

Stephanie’s eyes widened. In her opinion, Catherine 
was a great artist, but Stephanie had never seen her do 
anything but sketches. “What are you doing?” she asked. 
“Painting?”

“I thought about that. I have been reading a book about 
Wassily Kandinsky. He was a pioneer of abstract art.”

“Abstract art, huh?” Justin interjected. “That’s just 
shapes that don’t make any sense. In my opinion, if I can 
do it, it’s not art.”

“I think you’d actually like Kandinsky,” Catherine 
retorted.

“I doubt it.”
“What if I told you his art was full of math?” Catherine 

asked.
“Well, that might make it a little more interesting.”
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“He used shapes—especially circles and squares—in 
most of his works. It is amazing to see how much expression 
he could get out of such simple shapes.”

“How can you get expression out of a square?” Justin 
asked. His look said he wasn’t buying it.

Stephanie ignored Justin. “So, you’re doing an abstract 
painting?”

“No. I am using shapes though. But unlike Kandinsky, 
my entry is going to be three-dimensional. I’m going to. . .” 
Catherine grew quiet and smiled. “I just remembered 
where I saw that pattern,” she said. “I’m pretty sure I 
know how to solve the problem now.”

Before she could say anything more, Jordan’s phone 
buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket and stared wide-
eyed at the screen while his friends looked on.

“Your art project is going to have to wait,” he said 
tensely. “I just got a text from Agent Carlson. He’s in 
trouble!”
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Chapter 2�

T wo days earlier. . .
FBI Special Agent Bob Carlson stepped out 

of Terminal 3 at Cairo International Airport and 
was immediately hit with a blast of hot, dry air. It was 
mid-morning, and the temperature was already in the 
low nineties. Carlson removed his suit coat and draped it 
over one arm. He loosened his tie and looked around, 
searching for the contact he was supposed to meet.

“Agent Carlson?”
Carlson looked to his right and saw a small, dark-

skinned man wearing a pair of white pants and a loose-
fitting cotton shirt. The man gave Carlson a brief bow 
and extended his hand.

“Mr. Hassan?” Agent Carlson asked.
“Mahmood Hassan,” the man responded with a wide 

smile. “It is an honor to greet you, Agent Carlson.” Another 
short bow.

“The honor is mine,” Carlson replied.
“This way, sir. My car is just over here.” Hassan motioned 
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toward a four-door sedan parked with one tire up on 
the curb. It was dented and so dusty it was difficult to 
determine the color underneath. Hassan opened the 
trunk and Carlson stowed his small suitcase.

When Carlson was seated, Hassan started the car and 
darted into traffic, narrowly missing being hit by a taxi. 
The driver honked loudly as he swerved out of the way. 
Hassan laughed and waved.

“I really appreciate you picking me up. I could have 
rented a car,” Carlson said.

“That is a very bad idea, Mr. Carlson. The traffic is 
quite horrible, and Cairo drivers follow laws that are both 
numerous and unwritten.”

Hassan passed a car on the right, veering onto the 
shoulder before swerving back onto the road in a cloud 
of dust.

“See, that was quite all right,” Hassan smiled. “We’ll 
be at your hotel in a zucchini bite.”

Hassan laughed at Carlson’s confused look.
“I think you would say we’ll be there soon.”
Carlson chuckled, but clutched the door handle as 

Hassan changed lanes again without bothering to look 
to see if a car was in the way. Another horn blasted as a 
truck steered to the left just in time.

“And I thought driving in Washington, D.C., was 
dangerous,” Carlson said.

“No worries, my friend,” Hassan said. “As a great 
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imam once said, ‘My heart is at ease knowing that what 
was meant for me will never miss me, and that what 
misses me was never meant for me.’”

Carlson let out a sigh of relief when they finally arrived 
safely at the hotel. Hassan quickly hopped out of the car 
and retrieved Carlson’s bag from the trunk.

“I’ll give you some time to get settled in,” Hassan said. 
“I’ll pick you up first thing in the morning and we’ll go to 
the pyramids. They are only fourteen kilometers away, 
but with traffic we should plan on at least an hour of 
travel. I’ll meet you outside the hotel at seven o’clock.”

“That’ll work perfectly. I’ll see you then, Mr. Hassan.”
“Please, call me Mahmood, sir.”
“Only if you call me Bob.”
“Thank you, Bob, sir.” Hassan gave another bow and 

got back into his car. He pulled into traffic, his horn blaring.
Thirty minutes later, Carlson had checked in, showered, 

changed his clothes, and was ready to explore. He was 
only in town for two days, and he wanted to see as much 
as he could in that short time.

He hailed a taxi and directed the driver to Khan 
el-Khalili, a market in the historic center of the city. 
Carlson spent an enjoyable two hours looking through 
the medieval-style mall with its spice dealers, gold 
merchants, and everything else a person might want to 
purchase. He haggled with a merchant for a small 
Aladdin-style metal lamp. The shop owner wanted two 
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hundred and fifty Egyptian pounds, but Carlson bargained 
him down to one hundred and twenty-five, about eight 
US dollars. He stopped for lunch, enjoying kushari, a mix 
of noodles, rice, black lentils, fried onions, and tomato 
sauce, while he watched the tourists pass by.

He asked a merchant for directions to the Cairo 
corniche, an area Hassan had recommended to Carlson 
because of its great views of the Nile.

“Dok Dok dock,” the vendor told him, pointing down a 
twisted row of shops.

“Dock dock dock?” Carlson asked.
The man laughed. “Yes, Dok Dok is the name. It’s a 

dock, you know, like a boat landing. It’s in Garden City.”
“Oh, that makes more sense.”
He walked toward the river and was able to secure a 

ticket on a felucca, a traditional wooden sailing boat, 
that was headed in the right direction. The ship was 
about to set sail when two burly men hopped aboard just 
in the nick of time. They wore identical blue-striped 
kaftans, the traditional loose-fitting outerwear worn by 
many Egyptian men. With dark, thick beards, they could 
easily have passed for twins.

Under a stiff breeze, the felucca made good time while 
Carlson enjoyed the view. It was a rare instance of relative 
quiet in a city of twenty million people. When the ship 
docked forty minutes later, Carlson found his way to the 
Grand Egyptian Museum. He marveled at the large stone 
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obelisk outside the museum, and took his time taking in 
the grand staircase that led to the main exhibition space. 
He walked through rooms filled with mummies of ancient 
kings, enormous statues, boats, coffins, and artifacts 
from the pyramids. He was admiring the Gold Mask of 
Tutankhamun, which was made of almost twenty-five 
pounds of gold, when he noticed the two men from the 
boat.

They were standing just inside the entrance to the 
room. They were conspicuously looking at nothing, just 
standing against a wall. They turned quickly when Carlson 
glanced their way, pretending to examine a blue vase 
adorned with a large image of a cat. Something signaled 
an alert in the back of Carlson’s brain, and he decided it 
was time to leave. He quickly left the room through the 
rear exit and circled around through the Temple Garden 
exhibit and back to the front of the museum. He took a 
quick look around to see if he was being followed, then 
descended the grand staircase and exited out the front 
door. Outside the museum, he sat on a bench behind a 
short row of bushes. He peered through the foliage but 
didn’t see the men exit. It’s probably nothing, he thought.

Carlson took a taxi to a restaurant Hassan had 
suggested. He was able to get a table with a nice view of 
the Nile as dusk settled. The restaurant served many 
traditional Egyptian dishes and Carlson selected a few 
his new friend had recommended. He ate shish tawook, 
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chicken cooked on a skewer and served with rice and pita 
bread, and had a large glass of qamar al-deen, a delicious 
drink made from apricot juice. Dessert was umm ali, a 
light pastry topped with powdered sugar and shredded 
coconut.

When dinner was finished, he hailed another taxi to 
take him back to his hotel. The streets were crowded with 
throngs of people. His driver had to slam on the brakes 
several times to avoid hitting pedestrians who had 
strayed off the sidewalk. He drove with one hand on the 
steering wheel and the other on the horn the entire way 
back to the hotel.

Agent Carlson paid the driver and entered the hotel. 
He took a glance outside and saw two familiar-looking 
bearded men in blue-striped kaftans leaning against 
the wall across the street. Well now, this is starting to get 
interesting, he thought to himself as he waited for the 
elevator.
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Special Agent Carlson slept fitfully despite being 
exhausted from the long flight and sightseeing the 
previous day. He groaned when his alarm went 

off at six o’clock. He dressed quickly and headed for the 
lobby. He needed a strong cup of coffee. Maybe two.

Hassan pulled up in front of the hotel promptly at 
seven. Carlson hopped in the car, ready to get out to the 
pyramids.

“Good morning, Bob, sir,” Hassan said. “I trust you had 
a good night’s sleep?”

“It was fine, Mahmood. Thank you for asking.”
The agent stretched, taking the opportunity to check 

behind the car to see if they were being tailed. He hadn’t 
seen the two men in the striped kaftans, but it didn’t mean 
they weren’t simply being more discrete this morning.

“Is something wrong?” Hassan asked.
“I think I was followed yesterday. I’m probably just 

being paranoid, I guess.”
“How long have you been in the FBI?”
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“Twelve years,” Carlson answered.
“Then you have learned to be paranoid. The belly 

dancer dies while her waist is still moving.”
“I’m not sure I understand,” Carlson said.
“I think you would say old habits die hard,” Hassan 

replied.
Carlson laughed. “You certainly have a way with 

words, my friend.”
“Can you tell me more about why you have come this 

far?” Hassan asked. He steered around a young boy 
herding two donkeys on the side of the road. “All I know is 
that you are seeking information you can only find here 
in Egypt.”

“Are you familiar with the name Willard Howell?”
“Yes, of course. His inventions are known all over the 

world. But I thought he went missing.”
Carlson nodded. “He did, five months ago. When Howell 

disappeared, it was suspected he had died, but without 
any evidence, his status remained missing, not dead.”

“And has that status changed?”
“It has. A little over two months ago, his private jet 

was discovered on the beach of a small private island in 
the Bahamas. An FBI forensics team was called in to 
examine the wreckage.”

“Why would your agency care about a plane crash?”
“Howell’s plane left Grand Cayman under clear skies. 

The flight plan he filed said he was headed northwest 
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to Houston. He dropped off the radar just to the west of 
Cuba. No transponder signal, no distress call. The plane 
just disappeared.”

“Small planes crash all the time,” Hassan said. “Why 
is this crash any different?”

“Because the plane ended up six hundred miles away 
from its last known position, headed in completely the 
opposite direction.”

“Perhaps pilot error?”
“Maybe, but Howell had logged hundreds of hours in 

the cockpit, so it seems unlikely he would have ended up 
that far off course.”

“Did they find Mr. Howell?”
“No,” the agent responded. “There was no sign of his 

body in the wreckage. Maybe he somehow made it out 
of the plane and died later. The plane crashed on the 
beach, so maybe his body was washed out to sea.”

“It is a tragedy,” Hassan said. “Did the FBI determine 
why the plane crashed?”

“There didn’t appear to be anything physically wrong 
with the plane. There was one very strange thing though,” 
Carlson said. “The black box was disconnected.”

“And what does that mean?” Hassan asked.
“The whole purpose of the black box is to collect data 

from the instruments to help determine the cause of a 
crash. Because it was disconnected, we have nothing 
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that helps to tell us why a perfectly good plane with an 
experienced pilot was heading in the wrong direction when 
it crashed.”

“And with no body, he is still considered missing?”
“Not anymore. Last week, a federal judge in Florida 

ruled the crashed plane was enough evidence to declare 
Howell dead,” Carlson said.

“And why would your agency still be concerned about 
this?”

 “It turns out that Howell left a very strange will. With a 
fortune valued at almost a hundred billion dollars, you 
can bet there is a lot of interest in where the money will 
end up.”

“As they say, the shroud has no pockets,” Hassan said.
“Yes, or as we would say, you can’t take it with you.”
“That is quite right, Bob, sir.”
“And the clock is ticking,” the agent said.
“Why?”
“The will says that unless someone figures out where 

his money is, it will all go to Winston Baumgarten, Howell’s 
lawyer,” Carlson said. “We’re investigating the will to see 
if it is legitimate.”

“Do you have reason to believe it isn’t?” Hassan asked.
“Nothing concrete, but it was drafted just days before 

his disappearance, which makes it suspicious,” Carlson 
replied. “We’ve tried to get in touch with the notary, but it 
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seems she is coincidentally out of the country on an 
extended vacation.”

“I still don’t understand why the FBI would care where 
the money goes,” Hassan said.

“We care if Baumgarten had anything to do with 
Howell’s death,” Carlson said. “That’s part of the reason 
I came here.”

“But what is here in Egypt that you can’t find in all of 
America?” Hassan asked.

“The Great Pyramid of Giza,” Carlson said.
Fifteen minutes later, Hassan pulled into the parking 

lot nearest the Giza Pyramid Complex. When Carlson got 
out of the car, he stood in wonder for a moment. He had 
seen the Great Pyramid of Giza from the museum the 
previous day, but now that he was closer, he could really 
appreciate its size. Now he understood why it was one of 
the Seven Wonders of the World. Standing 480 feet tall, 
it had been the tallest building in the world for almost 
four thousand years. Time and the relentless attack of 
the wind and sand had taken its toll on the pyramid, but 
it was still a magnificent sight.

With Hassan as his guide, Carlson was able to bypass 
the ticket lines and proceed directly to the largest of the 
many pyramids. A guard allowed them access to one of 
the shafts leading inside the pyramid. There were several 
internal rooms, but Carlson was interested in the King’s 
Chamber.
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“It’s a tight squeeze,” Carlson said as he followed 
Hassan through the passage.

“Not so much for me,” Hassan said. The smaller man 
barely had to bend his head in the small hallway.

“Why do they call it the King’s Chamber if the body of 
Pharaoh Khufu was never found?”

“His casket was found in the chamber, but it was 
empty.”

“And no treasure was found?” Carlson asked.
“No, the pyramids had been plundered long before the 

little French king got here,” Hassan said. Carlson knew 
that Napoleon Bonaparte and his troops had fought the 
Battle of the Pyramids in 1798.

“They say that Napoleon spent several hours in the 
King’s Chamber.”

“That is what the legend says,” Hassan said.
“The legend also says Napoleon was pale and visibly 

shaken when he emerged,” Carlson continued. “He never 
revealed what had happened.”

“I hope the pharaoh gave him a good scare,” Hassan 
said.

“Any idea what he might have seen?”
“The same thing you’re about to see. Nothing but 

granite stones.”
Hassan stepped to one side of the shaft to allow 

Carlson to enter the chamber.
“You’re not coming in?” Carlson asked.
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“It is a sacred place,” Hassan said. “I’ll wait for you 
here.”

Carlson entered. The room was rectangular, about 
thirty by fifteen feet, with an eighteen-foot ceiling. The 
chamber was empty except for the large red granite 
sarcophagus. There was no lid on the casket. The agent 
carefully examined the walls, looking for ancient writing. 
Finding nothing, he stuck his head out of the entrance to 
speak with Hassan.

“There are no hieroglyphics here?” he asked.
“Only a few have been found, mostly appearing to be 

worker’s notes,” Hassan answered with a shrug.
“My information was that there were numbers,” 

Carlson said.
“Ah, the numbers,” Hassan answered. “You have come 

a long way for nothing if that is all you seek.”
Carlson wasn’t sure what to make of this non-answer. 

“Were there numbers found?”
“Not in the King’s Chamber,” Hassan answered. “There 

were numbers found in a hidden room deep inside the 
pyramid.”

“Any idea of their meaning?” Carlson asked.
“They are a measurement, nothing more.”
“A measurement?”
“Yes. The numbers are 1, 20, and 100. Reading from 

right to left, it would mean 121. The tunnel leading to the 
room is 121 cubits long. It means nothing.”
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“I wonder,” Carlson said. “Why would workers bother 
to write the length of the tunnel at the far end?”

“The numbers mean nothing,” Hassan snapped. “What 
do they have to do with Howell?”

“The will had some strange numbering in one section. 
1, 2, 1. It also mentions the great triangle.”

“And you think the great triangle means the Great 
Pyramid?” Hassan asked.

“Well, that’s what I thought, but I guess I’m not so sure 
now.”

“Have you seen enough, Bob, sir?” Hassan asked.
Carlson nodded. “Yeah, I guess I’ve seen everything 

there is to see.”
Hassan led the way out of the tunnel, Carlson repeatedly 

having to stoop to avoid hitting his head on the rough 
limestone. The agent was relieved to see daylight again 
but disappointed he had not learned more.

“Is there anything else you want to see?” Hassan asked.
“The will also mentioned a famous riddle,” Carlson said.
“The riddle of the Sphinx?”
“It didn’t specifically mention the Sphinx.”
“I’m sure that is the meaning. It is, after all, the most 

famous riddle in history,” Hassan said. “I’ll tell you while 
we walk.”

Hassan led them down a dust-covered path toward 
the Great Sphinx. It wasn’t far, but Carlson was soon 
dripping with sweat under the relentless sun.
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“The Sphinx was a creature from Greek mythology. It 
had the head of a woman, the body of a lion, and the 
wings of an eagle,” Hassan explained. “Our Sphinx is a 
little different, of course, as it has the head of a man and 
no wings. In any event, legend said the Sphinx would ask 
a riddle. If you could not answer correctly, you would be 
strangled and eaten. The riddle goes like this: What is 
that which in the morning goes upon four feet; upon two 
feet in the afternoon; and in the evening upon three?”

Carlson wiped sweat from his brow as he struggled to 
keep up with the shorter man. “That riddle is well known,” 
he answered. “The answer is a person, who crawls on all 
fours as a baby, walks on two legs as an adult, and walks 
with a cane in old age.”

“That is quite correct,” Hassan said.
“I’m not convinced that this is the answer Howell’s will 

is looking for,” Carlson said. The agent looked closely at 
Hassan, trying to read his face.

“Then Howell’s will is wrong!” Hassan said sharply.
He said nothing more as they walked around the base 

of the Sphinx. Hassan’s phone chirped and he stopped to 
answer. When Hassan hung up, the two men completed 
their circuit around the huge lion-shaped structure. As 
they turned to walk back up the hill to the Great Pyramid, 
Carlson spotted two familiar men walking toward them.

“I think those are the two men who were following me 
yesterday,” he said.
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“Quickly, follow me,” Hassan said. He strode in a 
diagonal path toward the base of one of the smaller 
pyramids. Carlson followed, glancing over his shoulder.

“They’re following,” he said.
Hassan quickened his pace, breaking into a run as 

they reached the pyramid’s base. Carlson ran, trying to 
keep up. Now Hassan was at the corner of the pyramid. 
He ducked behind the limestone with Carlson just steps 
behind him. As the agent turned the corner, he saw that 
Hassan had stopped.

“They’re still coming!” Carlson said. “We’ve got to 
keep moving.”

Hassan smiled. “We?”
Suddenly Carlson understood. Hassan was with the 

two men following them. He had tricked Carlson into 
moving around the pyramid and out of sight of the other 
tourists. He was trapped! The two men in the blue kaftans 
rounded the corner. Carlson couldn’t take on both. His 
only chance was to subdue Hassan and make a run for 
it. As he turned around to face Hassan, that plan quickly 
went out the window. Hassan was holding a gun in one 
hand. 

“You came to me looking for answers, my friend,” 
Hassan said with a sneer. “Now it is I who will be asking 
the questions.”

He nodded at the two men. Carlson heard rustling 
behind him, then everything went black.
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* * *

Carlson woke in darkness with a throbbing ache in the 
back of his head. He gently probed around the area. There 
was a large bump that was painful to touch. His hair was 
matted with clotted blood, but thankfully the bleeding 
appeared to have stopped. His overall assessment was 
that he would survive.

The next question: Where was he? He was lying on his 
back. There wasn’t room to completely stretch his legs. He 
reached out into the darkness and touched metal. He felt 
movement beneath him, and he realized he was in a car 
trunk. Not good, but he was still alive, which gave him at 
least a fighting chance.

The car slowed to a stop. Carlson heard a car door 
slam. He patted his pocket. His cell phone was still there. 
He pulled it out and turned it on. The glow from the screen 
allowed him to look around the trunk. It was empty except 
for a spare tire. Nothing he could use as a weapon.

But maybe the weapon I need is right in my hand, he 
thought. Knowing he might not have much time, he quickly 
drafted a text and sent it to a senior agent at the FBI.
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T he bell rang, signaling it was time to return to 
class.
“Emergency meeting of the Math Kids after 

school,” Jordan said as they left the cafeteria.
The four friends returned to class but there was no 

way they could concentrate knowing their FBI friend was 
in trouble. They rushed out of the room as soon as class 
was over for the afternoon. Not wanting to waste any 
valuable time, they met in the school library.

“What does the text say?” Stephanie asked as soon 
as they sat down at one of the reading tables.

Jordan read the short, cryptic message aloud. “Jerry. . .”
“Jerry? Who’s Jerry?” Justin asked.
“Shush, let him read!” Stephanie snapped.
Jordan continued, “Jerry, need help ASAP. 207 from 

Giza. Unknown location. Hassan in on it. GIS? Confirm 
121 in G Pyr. Riddle struck nerve with Hassan. Code 
NCR.”
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“What does that mean?” Justin asked.
Jordan tapped on his phone while the others watched 

in silence.
“I Googled 207,” Jordan said worriedly. “It’s the police 

code for kidnapping.”
All the color washed out of Catherine’s face. It was less 

than a year ago that her own father had been kidnapped. 
The Math Kids had been able to rescue her father, but 
would they be able to help Agent Carlson?

“What about Giza?” Justin asked. “Is that like Giza in 
Egypt?”

“Why would Agent Carlson be in Egypt?” Catherine 
asked.

“No clue,” Jordan said.
“And why would he text you instead of the FBI?” 

Stephanie asked. One hand tugged at her ponytail.
“I think it was an accident,” Jordan replied. “He must 

have been trying to text someone else.”
“What should we do?” Catherine asked. “Or maybe 

the better question is, what can we do?”
“First of all, we need to contact the FBI,” Jordan replied.
“What are you going to do, call them and ask for 

Jerry?” Justin asked sarcastically.
“That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”
The other Math Kids looked on as Jordan searched for 

a number for the FBI office Agent Carlson worked out of, 
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then punched the number into his phone. He put the 
phone on speaker mode and set it on the table.

“FBI, DC office.” The response was curt and strictly 
business.

“Um, I’m looking for an agent named Jerry,” Jordan 
stammered.

“The FBI doesn’t appreciate pranks, young man.”
“This isn’t a prank, ma’am.”
“There are more than eight hundred agents in this 

office. Do you have the last name?”
“No. All I know is that he’s a friend of Agent Carlson.”
“Do you have Agent Carlson’s first name?”
The four friends looked at each other. Stephanie 

shrugged her shoulders.
“Um, no ma’am,” Jordan said.
“Again, there are more than eight hundred agents. 

I’m going to need something more than Jerry, a friend of 
Agent Carlson.”

Jordan looked around at his friends for support. 
Stephanie shrugged again. Justin reached out a hand 
and hit the mute button on the phone.

“Waters,” Justin said.
“What?” Jordan asked.
“Ask them if they have an agent named Jerry Waters, 

or maybe Jerry Walters.”
“Why?”
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“Trust me,” Justin said.
“Is there anything else?” came the voice from the 

phone.
Jordan unmuted the phone. “I think his name is Jerry 

Waters,” he said.
After a short pause, “We do have an agent named 

Jerry Walters. Could that be it?”
Justin nodded. “Yes, ma’am, I think that’s him,” Jordan 

said.
“I’ll connect you.”
The phone went silent, then a gruff voice answered, 

“Special Agent Walters.”
“Is this Jerry Walters?” Jordan asked.
“Yeah, who’s calling?”
“Do you know Agent Carlson?”
“Who is this?” Walters asked again.
“Jordan Waters.”
“What do you need, Jordan?” Walters asked.
“I got a text message from Agent Carlson,” Jordan 

said. “It says—”
“—Look, kid,” the agent interrupted. “I’m buried in 

cases right now and I don’t have time to mess around.”
“But it’s an important message from Agent Carlson!”
“He’s got my number, so he can contact me directly,” 

Walters said. “Now, if there’s nothing else—”
In desperation, Jordan blurted out, “Code NCR!”
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“What did you say?” The voice on the phone was 
suddenly serious.

“Agent Carlson texted Code NCR as part of his 
message,” Jordan said.

“I’ll be there to see you within thirty minutes.”
“Okay. We’re at—” Jordan started.
“—McNair Elementary school,” the agent cut him 

off. “Stay there. I’ll be in contact shortly.” The call was 
disconnected.

The Math Kids were speechless. Stephanie tugged 
anxiously at her ponytail. Catherine’s hands were shaking. 
Jordan stared at the phone on the table. Only Justin 
looked like he wasn’t stunned. He looked very calm, 
especially considering the conversation he had just heard.

“How did you know his last name?” Jordan asked.
“If Agent Carlson texted you by mistake, I figured 

Jerry’s last name must be similar to yours.”
“Good call, Justin,” Stephanie said.
“No, Jordan was the one that got through to him. It 

was a great idea to mention the code,” Justin said.
“What do you think it means?” Jordan asked.
“I might be wrong, but I bet agents have some  

kind of code to let other agents know whether their 
communication is real or being forced by someone else.”

“What do you mean forced?” Stephanie asked, her 
voice quavering.
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“Like maybe someone is holding a gun on you and 
making you send a message you don’t want to send,” 
Justin said. “One code might mean everything is fine and 
another might say ‘don’t believe anything I’m saying.’”

“Well, which one is it?” Stephanie asked.
“I guess we’ll know in half an hour,” Justin said.
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T he heavy whump, whump, whump of helicopter 
blades sounded overhead. The Math Kids watched 
in amazement as a jet-black helicopter swooped 

in low over the school and settled on the grass. Without 
even waiting for the blades to spin down, a thin black 
man in a gray suit ducked his head and ran toward the 
four friends.

“Jordan Waters?” he asked as he came to a halt in 
front of Jordan.

“Yeah, but how. . .”
“We tracked your phone to this location,” the man 

responded. “Y-you’re the only one holding a phone, so I 
took a guess you must be Jordan.”

Jordan nodded, still staring at the helicopter.
There was a screech of tires as an unmarked black 

SUV turned quickly into the circle drive in front of the 
school. The driver brought it to an abrupt stop near the 
group.
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“Let’s go!” the man from the helicopter said, pointing 
to the SUV.

“Wait just a minute!” Catherine cried out. The man 
arched his eyebrows in surprise.

“We’re wasting time,” the man said. “Hop in.”
“No,” Catherine said, planting her hands firmly on her 

hips.
“What?” he asked.
“I’m not getting in a car with some stranger,” Catherine 

said. “I need to see some identification.”
The man nodded and reached into his pocket. He 

withdrew a black leather case and flipped it open. The 
gold FBI badge had an eagle on the top and was adorned 
with the words Federal Bureau of Investigation, US 
Department of Justice. Catherine closely examined the 
picture on the ID card, comparing the photograph to the 
man’s face. She nodded in satisfaction.

“Thank you, Special Agent Walters,” she said.
“Wait! You’re Jerry Walters?” Jordan stammered.
“I told you I’d be here in thirty minutes, didn’t I?” 

Walters said.
“Our pizza delivery guy says that too, but it hardly ever 

happens,” Jordan replied.
“Yeah, but I bet he doesn’t have an FBI helicopter at 

his disposal, does he?” Justin said, drawing a smile from 
Agent Walters.
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“Can we go now?” Walters asked, opening the door to 
the car.

“Wait!” Jordan said.
“What now?”
“Can we go in the helicopter instead?”
“Maybe next time,” Walters said. He gestured to the 

helicopter pilot, spinning his finger, and pointing toward 
the sky. The pilot nodded. The blades began to spin 
faster, and the helicopter lifted into the sky. The kids 
watched as it rose over the school and sped out of sight. 

Under Agent Walters’s urging, Stephanie and Catherine 
climbed into the back seat and Jordan and Justin into the 



35

The Triangle Secret

middle seat of the black SUV. The driver sped off as soon 
as Walters had settled into the front seat.

“Thanks for picking us up, Nick,” Walters said to the 
driver. Walters looked over the seat back at the four 
friends. “Nick is from the local FBI office. We’re headed 
there now.”

Agent Walters extended an arm toward Jordan. “Can 
I see the text?”

“Sure,” Jordan said, clicking on his phone to bring up 
the text.

A frown came to Walters’s face as he quickly scanned 
the message. The Math Kids looked on in expectation, 
but the agent remained silent.

“Has he been kidnapped?” Jordan asked.
Walters raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think 

that?” he asked with a trace of suspicion in his voice.
“207 is police code for kidnapping, isn’t it?” Jordan 

asked.
“It is,” the agent replied as he read the message again. 

“When is the last time you’ve heard from Agent Carlson?”
“It’s been a while,” Stephanie said. “We worked with 

him on a cold case involving—”
“Wait!” Agent Walters interrupted. “Are you the kids 

who helped with that unsolved bank robbery a couple of 
months ago?”

“That’s us,” Jordan said. “We’re the Math Kids.”



David Cole

36

Walter’s frown turned into a grin as he shook his head. 
“I didn’t make the connection when I talked to you on the 
phone.”

“Can you tell us what the message means?” Catherine 
asked.

“I can tell you what I know,” Walters replied. “You 
already figured out Agent Carlson was telling me he had 
been kidnapped.”

“From Egypt?” Stephanie asked.
“Yes, from the Giza pyramid area, specifically.”
“Oh, so that means G Pyr is talking about the Great 

Pyramid!” Justin chimed in.
“Right, Justin,” he said. “Agent Carlson was in Egypt 

investigating a possible clue in the Great Pyramid of 
Giza. He was working with an agent from the General 
Intelligence Service.”

“GIS?” Stephanie asked. The agent nodded and raised 
an eyebrow, clearly impressed that she had picked up on 
the acronym from Carlson’s text message.

“And Hassan is the agent?” Justin asked.
“Right again,” Walters answered. He looked at the 

four kids. “Carlson said you four were smart. Now I see 
what he meant.”

“What is he talking about with the number 121?” 
Jordan asked.

“It’s a bit complicated.”
“We love complicated,” Catherine said.
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“Yeah, the more complicated the better,” Stephanie 
added.

Agent Walters hesitated before answering. “Okay, I’ll 
let you in on the whole investigation. Who knows, maybe 
you’ll come up with something that will help us.”

“We’re mostly interested in helping Agent Carlson,” 
Jordan said earnestly.

The agent looked at the eager faces of the four friends. 
With a deep sigh, he said, “Okay, let me start at the 
beginning.”

“Looks like an accident up ahead, Jerry,” Nick said as 
the SUV slowed to a crawl.

“Okay, change of plans,” Agent Walters said. “Nick, you 
think you could find some place where we can get a snack 
for the kids?”

“I’ve got just the spot.”
Ten minutes later, the kids were spooning ice cream 

sundaes into their mouths while they sat in a corner booth 
at Frosty’s Frozen Custard. Stephanie had a notebook and 
pen at the ready to record any information they learned 
from the FBI agent.

“Don’t tell your parents the FBI is responsible for ruining 
your dinner,” Agent Walters said.

“Your secret is safe with us,” Jordan said happily. He 
wiped chocolate sauce from the corner of his mouth and 
licked his finger.

“Okay,” the agent said. “Let’s start from the beginning. 
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Two months ago, Willard Howell was declared dead, 
leaving a fortune of a hundred billion dollars.”

“Did you say billion?” Stephanie asked. “With a b?”
The agent nodded. “With a big B,” he said.
“Wow! That would buy a whole lot of sundaes,” Jordan 

said.
“Do you always have to put everything in terms of 

food?” Justin asked.
“Hey, I go with what I know.” Jordan scraped the side 

of the bowl to get one last spoonful of chocolate, then 
settled back contentedly.

The agent smiled before continuing. “Mr. Howell’s will 
is—well, let’s just say it’s a little strange. Instead of saying 
who would receive his fortune, it just left some cryptic 
clues. If you ask me, it sounded silly, but now that Agent 
Carlson has been kidnapped, I think there is more to it 
than I originally thought.”

“I thought the point of a will was to clearly spell out 
where the money goes,” Stephanie said.

“Unfortunately, there isn’t anything clear about this 
will.”

“What happens if you can’t figure out what the will 
means?” Catherine asked. “Who will get the money?”

“That’s the only part of the will that is clear. If no one 
figures out the clues, Mr. Baumgarten, Howell’s lawyer, 
gets the money.”
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“Isn’t that unusual? For a lawyer to get the money?”
“Maybe,” Carlson agreed. “It definitely is in this case, 

since the will was updated shortly before Howell died.” 
“You think the lawyer wrote that part into the will?” 

Stephanie asked.
“That’s one of the things we’re checking out,” the agent 

replied. “But if the will is legitimate and we can’t prove 
Baumgarten did anything illegal, he’s going to end up with 
a fat bank account.”

“Not if we figure out the clues first!” Jordan exclaimed.
“It’s not that easy,” Walters said.
“Why?”
“Because the money is probably stored in an offshore 

bank,” Walters said. “For someone to get to it, they would 
need to know the bank name, account number, and 
password.”

“And you think the will leaves clues to that information?”
“That’s what Agent Carlson was looking into when he 

disappeared. The will mentions something Howell called 
‘the great triangle.’ He also thinks there is something about 
the number 121 because of some strange numbering in 
one section of the will.”

“But what does that have to do with pyramids in 
Egypt?” Justin asked.

“We’re not sure, to tell you the truth. However, not too 
long ago, there were some hieroglyphics found in a 
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previously unknown tunnel in the Great Pyramid of Giza. 
There wasn’t much, just the number one hundred twenty-
one. It’s not much to go on, but Agent Carlson thought it 
was worth checking out.”

“Someone else must have thought he was on the right 
track,” Jordan said thoughtfully.

“Why do you think that?” Walters asked.
“Why else would he have been kidnapped?”
The agent thought about that for a moment. “That 

makes sense, Jordan. Maybe Agent Carlson was getting 
close to figuring it out.”

“And what is the riddle he mentioned?” Stephanie 
asked.

“The will also said an ancient riddle was the answer.”
“The answer to what?”
“That’s what we need to figure out,” Walters said.
“But there’s something we have to do first,” Jordan 

said.
Stephanie nodded, tugging on her ponytail. “We have 

to rescue Agent Carlson.”
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Agent Carlson squinted his eyes against the 
brightness of the sun as the trunk was opened.

“Out!” Hassan commanded.
Carlson got to his knees in the trunk, then slowly 

stretched one long leg out onto the pavement. The second 
leg followed, and he was finally able to stand. His clothes 
were soaked with sweat from being locked inside a trunk 
under the unrelenting Egyptian sun. He was exhausted, 
his muscles were cramped, and his head throbbed from 
where he had been hit. Despite all that, his mind was 
racing, trying to figure out how he could escape.

It appeared hopeless though. Hassan’s gun followed 
his every move. The two men in the blue kaftans roughly 
grabbed Carlson’s arms and hustled him through a door 
in a small concrete block building. The agent’s toe caught 
on a rubber mat just inside the doorway. He tripped and 
tumbled to the ground.

“The mighty FBI man can’t even walk without help,” 
one of the men said. The other laughed.
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“Quiet!” Hassan barked. “Search him.”
One of the burly men thoroughly searched Carlson 

and found nothing.
“He’s clean.”
Agent Carlson hid a smile. His fake fall had worked. 

They hadn’t seen him tuck his phone under the mat.
Hassan nodded from the doorway. He surveyed the 

small room. It was bare except for a small wooden table 
and two chairs. He looked at Carlson and gestured 
toward the table. The FBI agent rose from the floor and 
took a seat on one of the rickety chairs. Hassan remained 
standing.

“Leave us!” he said sharply. The other two men quickly 
cleared the room.

Hassan stared at Carlson. “Tell me what you know, my 
friend, and you’ll soon be on your way,” Hassan said. The 
words sounded friendly, and Hassan was smiling, but his 
dark brown eyes bored into Carlson’s.

“I’ve already told you everything, my friend.” The last 
two words dripped with sarcasm.

“And I think you know more than you have said.”
“What is the GIS’s interest in this?” Agent Carlson 

asked.
“That is none of your concern. Now, what’s really in 

the will?”
“Like I told you, it doesn’t come right out and say 

anything. It’s cryptic. It refers to the ‘great triangle’ and 



43

The Triangle Secret

the number one hundred twenty-one. I combined that 
with the mention of the ancient riddle, and it led me to 
the Great Pyramid.”

Hassan nodded. “And what did you hope to find here?”
“I’m not sure. I was hoping those clues would lead to 

more.”
“And did you find more information?”
“Not yet,” Carlson said.
“And why not?”
“It turns out there aren’t many clues in the inside of a 

trunk.”
Hassan sneered. “And you are certain you don’t know 

more?”
“There is one more thing I know,” Carlson said.
Hassan looked at him expectantly. When Carlson 

didn’t say anything more, he prompted, “And what is this 
other thing you know?”

“I know you and your agency are going to be in big 
trouble when I get out of here,” Carlson said. He started 
to rise but stopped when Hassan raised his gun 
threateningly.

“Not so fast, Agent Carlson!”
Carlson sank back into the chair.
“We’ll see if a little time to yourself will help to jog your 

memory,” he said. With that, he backed slowly away, his 
gun never leaving the FBI agent. Hassan pounded on the 
thick wooden door until one of the burly men opened it.
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“Secure him!” Hassan said. With that final order, he 
walked away. The two men entered the room and used 
zip ties to securely bind Carlson’s arms and legs to the 
chair. They placed a large strip of duct tape across his 
mouth.

“Enjoy your day,” one man said mockingly. He shut the 
door firmly and there was a loud click as the lock was 
engaged. 

As soon as the door was closed, Carlson went to work. 
He looked around, carefully examining the room for 
possible ways to escape. The walls and floor were solid 
concrete. The ceiling was too high to reach, even if he 
stood on the table. That left only two ways out. The door 
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through which he had entered was thick, solid wood and 
maybe still guarded by the two men. The small window 
was too narrow for Carlson’s wide frame to exit. To make 
matters worse, it was securely barred from the inside. 
The glass was so dirty he could only make out smudgy 
shapes on the outside. Escape looked impossible.

But first things first. If there was anything he had 
learned from working with the Math Kids, it was that one 
of the best ways to solve a big problem was to break it 
into smaller pieces. His first small problem was figuring 
out how to free himself from the chair.

When the two men had zip-tied him to the chair, 
Carlson had remembered his FBI survival training. While 
they were attaching the ties, he had pushed his wrists 
and ankles away from the chair. When they were done, he 
was left with a little slack in each of the plastic restraints. 
Releasing his feet was the easy part. He simply grasped 
the arms of the chair and stood up. The zip ties slid off 
the bottom of the chair legs and his feet were free.

His hands were a different matter as there was no way 
to slide them off the arms of the chair. He had no tools, 
so he was going to have to do it the hard way. He looked 
over his shoulder, judging the distance to the concrete 
wall behind him. He was only able to rise into an awkward 
crouch, but it was enough to give him the momentum he 
needed. He pushed back as hard as he could and rammed 
the chair into the wall. He heard the crack of wood, but 
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the chair held firm. He pushed back again. This time he 
felt one of the legs on the chair give way. He fell heavily 
to the ground and felt a searing pain in his left arm. His 
scream was muffled by the thick duct tape across his 
mouth. He rested on his side for a few minutes, waiting 
for the agony to subside.

It took him several attempts, but he was finally able to 
get back into his crouch. Gritting his teeth against the 
pain, he slammed into the wall again. This time the chair 
broke in several places, and the right arm of the chair 
broke free. This allowed Carlson to slide the zip tie off the 
chair. With his right arm free, he was able to pry the 
second armrest from the chair. He was now free to move 
around the room. He glanced at his left arm and 
grimaced. It was already swelling, and he was certain he 
had broken it when he fell to the ground. Removing the 
duct tape from his mouth, he used it to bind his arm 
firmly to the broken armrest.

“One problem solved,” he said with satisfaction. “Now, 
how do I get out of the room?”

He looked around his concrete prison. He was free 
from the chair, but his chances of escape didn’t look any 
better. Then he thought back to something else the Math 
Kids had taught him. Some problems can’t be solved by 
yourself. That’s when you need to bring in your team! If 
he was going to get out, he was going to need help.
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“I guess it’s time to call for some assistance,” he said 
to himself.

He smiled and lifted one corner of the rubber mat near 
the door. His cell phone was right where he had placed it 
when he had pretended to trip coming through the 
doorway.

He looked down at the screen and saw he had one text 
message. He assumed it would be from Jerry Walters but 
was surprised to see it was from Jordan.

The text message was short: Don’t worry. We’ll find you.
He looked at the text history and quickly realized he 

had sent his original message to Jordan instead of his 
FBI friend. He started to text Jerry but saw his cell phone 
was almost out of battery. He needed to call for help while 
he still had time. He had a couple of options. Unlike the 
911 emergency system in the United States, Egypt had 
separate emergency numbers for the police, ambulance, 
and fire department. He chose the fire department and 
dialed 125.

“Ma hi halat altawari alkhasat bik?” a voice quickly 
responded.

Not knowing any Arabic, Carlson had to assume they 
were asking what was wrong.

“Fire!” Carlson responded.
“Nar?”
“Yes, nar, nar!” Carlson yelled.
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The voice on the phone continued in Arabic. Carlson 
guessed they were asking his location, but he didn’t have 
any idea where he was and they likely wouldn’t have 
understood him anyway. He stayed on the line, repeating 
nar until his phone died.

Ten minutes later, he heard the wailing of a siren. He 
yelled, but the thick concrete walls muffled all sounds from 
inside the room. He turned the wooden table over and 
kicked one of the legs loose. He jammed the chunk of 
wood through the bars and cracked the window. He 
continued to slam the wooden leg against the window 
until the glass finally broke.

“Help! Help!” he yelled as loud as he could as the fire 
truck drew closer. He heard it screech to a halt in front of 
the building. Thirty seconds later the door to the room 
crashed open. Two firemen rushed into the room.

“Nar?” one of the men asked.
“No nar!” Carlson said emphatically. The firemen looked 

relieved but confused.
“English?” asked Carlson.
“I speak English,” the other fireman said.
“I need your help,” Carlson said, wincing as the pain in 

his arm flared up.
The fireman looked at Carlson’s arm, now an ugly purple 

as it continued to swell.
“Hospital?” he asked.
“No,” Carlson replied. “I need to get to the US Embassy.”
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“How many times do I have to tell you that 

your phone is off limits after nine o’clock?” 
Jordan’s mom gave him a look that said he 

had better hang up and do it now.
“I’m talking to Agent Carlson at the US Embassy in 

Cairo,” Jordan replied nonchalantly.
“Jordan, I’m serious,” she said.
“So am I,” Jordan said with a smile. He held his phone 

up so his mom could see the caller ID on his phone.  
He laughed at the look on his mom’s face when she saw 
he was telling the truth. “I’ll be off in a minute, Mom, I 
promise.”

She watched from his bedroom doorway with her 
mouth wide open in surprise. Jordan said goodbye and 
clicked an icon to disconnect.

“You mind telling me what that was all about?” she 
asked.

“Well, I got a text from Agent Carlson. He was kidnapped 
in Cairo. Then the FBI helicopter flew in over the school. 
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It was really cool. That thing swooped down out of the sky 
like—”

“Hold on. You’re not making sense. Can you start from 
the beginning?”

Jordan took a deep breath and told his mom the whole 
story, from the misdirected text message to reaching out 
to Agent Walters to his arrival in the black helicopter. If it 
was anyone else, Mrs. Waters might not have believed a 
word of it, but Jordan wasn’t one for making up stories.

“Is the agent okay?” she asked when he had finished.
“Yes. I was just talking to him. He managed to escape 

by hiding his phone and then calling the fire department. 
They broke down the door and rescued him. He’s got a 
broken arm, but he is safe at the embassy.”

Jordan’s mom shook her head.
“What?” Jordan asked.
“Nothing. Just how does a fifth grader manage to get 

involved in so many adventures?”
“It wasn’t me! Agent Carlson started it this time,” 

Jordan protested.
He did think about his mother’s words though. In the 

year since Jordan and his friends had formed the Math 
Kids, they had certainly had their share of adventure. 
Besides rescuing Catherine’s dad and working with Agent 
Carlson to solve the bank robbery mystery, they had used 
their math skills to catch two burglars red-handed when 
they had tried to break into Stephanie’s house. When 
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Stephanie found a secret code in an old book, the team 
had learned how to decipher a secret message that had 
led to a fortune in gold under the old Maynard mansion. 
And just a few weeks ago, they had used math to help Mr. 
Miller, their new fifth-grade teacher, save his son from 
going to jail. Jordan’s mother was right—that was a lot of 
adventures for four kids!

That reminded Jordan of something.
“Mom, can I make just three more quick calls?”
“What now?”
“I just want to let the other Math Kids know that Agent 

Carlson is safe.”
“Okay, just this once, but make it quick.”
“Will do, Mom.”
Jordan quickly filled his friends in on what had happened 

since they had met with Agent Walters. Everyone was 
relieved to hear Agent Carlson had escaped his kidnappers 
and made it safely to the US Embassy.

“We’ve got to see that will,” Jordan told Justin.
“You bet we do,” Justin replied. “I think Agent Carlson 

might be looking at it the wrong way.”
“What do you mean?”
“Can’t tell you right now. My mom is giving me that 

you’d-better-get to-bed look. Let’s talk about it at school 
tomorrow.”

“Um, you know tomorrow is Saturday, right?”
“Already? What happened to Thursday and Friday?”
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Jordan laughed. His best friend was smart about so 
many things but sometimes got tripped up by everyday 
life.

“Okay, we’d better have a Math Kids meeting then,” 
Justin said. “Let’s shoot for nine tomorrow morning at my 
house. I’ll talk my mom into picking up doughnuts.”

“Doughnuts? I’ll be there at eight-thirty!”



53

Chapter 8�

T he next morning, after the Math Kids had each 
eaten a doughnut, they got down to work.

“Okay, what do we know so far?” Jordan 
asked. Stephanie took her normal spot in front of the 
white board in Justin’s basement.

“Not much, unfortunately,” Catherine said.
“The will refers to a great triangle,” Stephanie said, “so 

that’s one thing.”
“It mentions the number 121,” Jordan added.
“And the last thing is the answer to an ancient riddle,” 

Stephanie said.
She wrote everything on the board. It wasn’t much, but 

it felt good to have something written down. The Math 
Kids sat back and looked at the board, hoping something 
would come to mind.

1) Great triangle
2) 121
3) Ancient riddle



David Cole

54

“Anybody got anything?” Jordan asked after a couple 
minutes of silence.

“Not me,” Stephanie said.
“Me either,” Catherine said.
Everyone turned toward Justin. He wasn’t looking at the 

board. Instead, he was staring at the dark television set 
in the corner. Stephanie started to say something, but 
Jordan waved a hand in her direction. He mouthed, “I think 
he’s in the zone.” When Justin was in the zone, he was 
thinking so hard on a problem that he forgot everything 
around him. One time, he was thinking so hard he 
absentmindedly walked right past his own house and 
entered the house next door instead. Mrs. Blanchette got 
quite a shock when she walked into her living room and 
saw Justin sitting on her couch, still deep in thought.

Everyone waited patiently. Sometimes it took a while, 
but Justin usually came back out of the zone with an 
answer, or at least another way of looking at things that 
helped the group figure a problem out. He finally blinked 
his eyes and looked around.

“Well?” Stephanie asked.
“What?” asked Justin.
“Do you have anything to add?”
“No, I just think maybe Agent Carlson is looking at this 

wrong,” Justin said thoughtfully.
“You don’t think Agent Carlson was on the right track 

when he went to Egypt?” Catherine asked.
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“No, I don’t,” Justin said. “I don’t think the clues have 
anything to do with the Great Pyramid.”

“Then what are the clues about?” Jordan asked.
“A math puzzle!”
“What makes you think that?” Stephanie asked 

skeptically.
“Well, for the first thing, the will refers to a great 

triangle, not the Great Pyramid,” Justin said.
“Yeah, but—”
“And for the second thing, the will mentions a number.”
“So?”
“I think we all know that where there are numbers, 

there is math!”
“We need to get our hands on that will,” Jordan said. 

“We have to see if there are any other clues.”
“Is there anything we can do in the meantime?” 

Catherine asked.
“Well, there are still four doughnuts in the box,” Jordan 

said.
“And that Boston cream has my name on it,” Justin 

said.
While they were eating, Stephanie asked Catherine 

how her art project was coming along.
“Pretty good,” she answered. “I’m doing a sculpture 

based on tetrahedrons.”
“What’s a tetrahedron?”
“We’ve kind of been talking about them all morning,” 
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Catherine said. When she saw her friends’ curious faces, 
she explained, “A tetrahedron is a triangular pyramid. All 
of its sides are triangles.”

“But that’s different than the pyramids in Egypt, right?” 
Stephanie asked.

“Yes. Those are square pyramids. The base is a square 
and all of the sides are triangles.”

“Oh, gotcha,” Stephanie said.
“I’m making the pyramids by gluing plastic balls 

together. I found out that there is a mathematical pattern 
for figuring out how many balls it takes to make a 
triangular pyramid,” Catherine said.

The mention of math patterns was enough to get 
Justin and Jordan’s attention. Both looked up from their 
doughnuts.

“For example,” Catherine continued, “to make a triangular 
pyramid with two layers takes four balls. There are three 
on the bottom and one on the top. A three-layer triangular 
pyramid takes ten—six on the bottom, three on top of 
that, and one more on the top. A four-layer triangular 
pyramid takes twenty balls. The numbers add up quickly. 
So, here’s my question for you: How many balls do you 
think it will take to build a triangular pyramid with five 
layers?”
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Wait! Do you want to try to solve this puzzle before 
seeing if Stephanie, Justin, and Jordan can do it? 
How many balls does it take to build a tetrahedron 
(triangular pyramid) with five layers?

Here’s a hint for you: Each layer is a triangle. Is there 
a pattern in the number of balls needed to make 
each triangle?

At first, Justin and Jordan tried building their own 
triangular pyramids using balls from the pool table in the 
basement, but it was hard to keep the balls in place. It 
wasn’t too bad with the first couple of layers, but they 
ran out of hands as they tried to add more balls.

“There has to be a way to do this mathematically,” 
Stephanie declared.

“I hope so, because I’m getting tired of fishing balls 
out from under the couch,” Jordan said.

“Okay, let’s start with the pattern we already have,” 
she said. She made a chart on the whiteboard.

Level Number of Balls
1 1
2 4
3 10
4 20
5 ?
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The three stared intently at the board, waiting for the 
pattern to jump out at them. Catherine sat back with a 
smile on her face. She already knew the answer and was 
enjoying watching her friends try to work it out. Stephanie 
scribbled some notes on a piece of paper.

“Wait, I think I may have it!” she called out.
“What do you have?” Justin asked.
“If you double the number of balls from the previous 

level and then add two, you get. . .” her voice trailed off. 
“Never mind. It works for the first two levels, but it doesn’t 
work from going from level three to four.”

“That’s alright, Stephanie,” Jordan said. “It was a good 
try.”

“Thanks, Jordan.” She looked frustrated that her idea 
hadn’t worked. She was usually so good at recognizing 
patterns.

“This shouldn’t be that hard,” Justin said. “I mean, 
we’re just adding a layer at a time. Maybe—”

“That’s it!” Stephanie yelled. “I think we’ve been 
looking at the wrong pattern.” Justin and Jordan looked 
at her expectantly.

Stephanie went back to the whiteboard and added 
another column to her table.
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Level Number of Balls Number of Balls 
on Bottom Level

1 1 1
2 4 3
3 10 6
4 20 10
5 ? ?

Justin and Jordan looked at the new column. Justin 
nodded.

“That makes sense,” he said. “If we can find out the 
pattern for the number of balls on each level, all we have 
to do is add the balls on level five to the number of balls 
in level four.”

“And I’ve got the pattern,” Stephanie said with a grin. 
She wrote her idea on the whiteboard.

1 3 6 10 15

2 3 4 5

“To get from level one to two, we have to add two 
balls. To get from level two to three, we add three balls. 
Each time the extra number of balls goes up by one.”

“That’s brilliant, Stephanie,” Justin said. That was high 
praise from Justin, who usually just nodded when 
someone else figured out a difficult problem. Stephanie 
beamed with pleasure.



David Cole

60

“So that means we need fifteen balls for the bottom 
level of the triangle on level five,” Jordan said, “and if we 
add fifteen to the twenty balls we already needed to get 
us to level four, we end up with thirty-five in total.”

The three looked over at Catherine. She shook her 
head slowly from side to side. Seeing their dejected faces, 
her face lit up in a wide smile.

“Just kidding. You nailed it!” she said. “And if that 
pattern looks familiar to you, it’s the same one we saw in 
the ice cream cone problem, remember?”

“Who would have thought that triangles had so much 
math in them,” Stephanie said.

“Exactly,” said Justin. “And now I am really convinced 
the will has something to do with math. And who knows 
better how to solve math puzzles than the Math Kids?”
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W ith Agent Carlson safe and no way to proceed 
without looking at the will, the four friends 
planned to do something unusual. For the rest 

of the weekend, the Math Kids were going to completely 
forget about math! Catherine was going to cheer on 
Stephanie at her soccer game and Jordan had invited 
Justin over to his house to “check out something cool he 
was working on.” Justin was hoping it was a new video 
game. If there was anything he loved as much as math, it 
was fending off zombies, shooting alien creatures, or 
having to solve a difficult puzzle to get to the next level.

“Good luck with your game, Stephanie,” Justin said.
“Thanks! And have fun with whatever new thing Jordan 

has come up with now,” she responded.
None of the four would admit it, but they were looking 

forward to putting math behind them for a couple of days. 
They soon discovered, however, that math sometimes 
shows up where you least expect it.

Catherine settled back in her lawn chair to watch the 
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game. It was a perfect day, warm with a light breeze 
pushing a few puffy white clouds across the brilliant 
blue sky. She took a drink from her water bottle while 
Stephanie ran some pregame drills with her team. 
Catherine marveled at how easy it was for Stephanie to 
handle a hard pass, settling the ball gently at her feet 
and then rocketing it across the field to her teammate. 
Catherine was a little biased, but she thought her friend 
was the best player on the field.

Before long, the teams lined up and one of the referees 
blew her whistle to start the game. Stephanie took the 
pass from the center and sprinted down the left sideline. 
A tall girl on defense blocked her path, but Stephanie 
feinted to her left, then quickly back to her right. The 
defender couldn’t keep up with the lightning-fast 
footwork. She got her feet crossed up and fell heavily to 
the ground. Now Stephanie had a clear path to the goal. 
Catherine was on her feet, yelling at her friend to take the 
shot. It looked as though she was going to do just that 
but at the last second, she floated a pass over to her 
wide-open teammate, who slammed the ball past the 
diving goalkeeper and into the back of the net.

Stephanie pumped her fist and then turned back up 
field. She saw her opponent still on the ground, a look of 
pain on her face. Stephanie quickly rushed over to help.

“Are you okay?” she asked anxiously.
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“Mostly just embarrassed. You definitely fooled me 
with that move,” she said sheepishly.

“Sorry about that,” Stephanie said.
“Don’t be sorry, it was great. After the game could you 

maybe show it to me? In slow motion?”
“Sure,” Stephanie smiled. She reached a hand down 

to help the girl to her feet. The fans for both teams 
applauded her sportsmanship. 

Stephanie’s team won six to two, with Stephanie 
accounting for three of their goals. Catherine stood in the 
background while the team ate orange slices and listened 
to their coach.

“Great job, team,” he said, enthusiastically clapping 
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his hands. “Your defense was really solid, and you did a 
great job of keeping your spacing while you were on 
offense. Passing was excellent. Stephanie, way to take the 
defender out of the play on that first goal and really nice 
job finding Fatima wide open in the middle of the field. 
Super teamwork!”

Fatima and Stephanie grinned and high-fived each 
other.

The coach went on to talk more about the game, but 
Catherine kind of tuned out while she waited. Until, that is, 
she heard him talk about the end of season tournament.

“Okay, the tournament is next weekend. There are 
thirty-two teams entered this year. It’s single elimination, 
so one loss and we’re out.”

“So let’s not lose,” Fatima shouted. The girls laughed.
“That’s right. Let’s not lose,” the coach said. “It’s going 

to be a busy weekend. It’s going to be tough to fit in 
thirty-two games over two days, but hopefully the weather 
will cooperate and next Sunday we can hold up the 
championship trophy.”

Something about what the coach said didn’t sound 
right to Catherine. She thought about it as she and 
Stephanie walked home. She smiled when she finally 
figured out what was bothering her.
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Can you figure out what the coach got wrong?

Here’s a hint for you: How many games are played 
in a thirty-two-team single elimination tournament? 

See the appendix for the solution.

* * *

When they arrived at Jordan’s house, Justin was surprised 
to see Jordan’s whole family dressed up on a Saturday 
morning. His dad was wearing a sport coat and tie, his 
mom wore a blue dress with a white knit sweater, and 
even Linda, Jordan’s older sister, was wearing a nice pair 
of pants and a blouse.

“Wow, it looks like I underdressed today,” Justin 
quipped.

“You look just fine, Justin,” Jordan’s mom said. “The 
concert isn’t really a dressy affair, but I told Jordan we’d 
try not to embarrass him.”

“Wait, I didn’t commit to not embarrassing him,” Linda 
protested. She was in eighth grade and loved nothing 
more than giving her brother a hard time whenever she 
could.

“Jordan, you’d better hurry up. We need to leave in 
fifteen minutes,” his mom called to him.
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Justin was confused. What concert? What was going 
on here?

“Um, am I missing something?” he asked.
Now Mrs. Waters was puzzled. “Didn’t Jordan tell you 

about the concert?”
“No. I thought I was coming over here to play a new 

video game.”
“Jordan has another stupid new video game?” Linda 

asked.
“He should concentrate on practicing instead of playing 

games,” Mr. Waters said.
“Practicing what?” Justin asked, still trying to get to 

the bottom of whatever it was that was going on.
“His fiddle,” Linda said.
“It’s a violin, dear,” Mrs. Waters said, her forehead 

creasing as she looked at her daughter.
“Same thing,” Jordan answered as he came back in 

the room carrying a small brown case. He had changed 
from his jeans and t-shirt to a pair of dress pants and a 
long-sleeved shirt. “A fiddle and a violin are the same 
instrument. The only difference is the style of music 
played on them.”

“See?” Linda said. Her mom gave her another look.
“Wait a minute,” Justin interjected. “Since when do 

you play the violin?”
“Oh, did I forget to tell you?” Jordan asked, his attempt 

at keeping a straight face failing miserably as he broke 
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into laughter. When he regained his composure, he said, 
“I’ve been playing for almost two years.”

“Why didn’t you ever tell me?”
“I wanted to get good enough that you wouldn’t laugh 

at me,” Jordan said. “I was pretty screechy when I first 
started playing.”

“That’s for sure,” Linda chimed in. “It was like tortured 
people screaming for help.”

“Linda!” her mom admonished. Mr. Waters turned his 
head to hide his grin, but his wife caught him. “And don’t 
you help by smiling!”

“Anyway, I’m playing in a concert if you want to come,” 
Jordan said.

“You’re playing in a concert?”
“Yeah, but you don’t have to come.”
“No, I want to go, but I’m still amazed that this is the 

first time I’m hearing about you playing the violin,”  
Justin said.

“The fiddle,” Linda said, drawing another look from 
her mom.

“Okay, we’d better get rolling,” Jordan’s dad said. “It 
wouldn’t do to have you be late to your first concert.”

Everyone piled into Mr. Waters’s car and he drove to 
the high school. Jordan’s dad dropped his son off at the 
entrance and pulled around to the parking lot on the 
side of the building. Justin, still reeling from this new 
revelation from his best friend, followed the rest of the 
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family into the auditorium. The stage was filled with kids 
nervously fidgeting in their chairs. They were arranged by 
the instrument they were playing. Jordan was sitting in 
the second row in the middle of a group of violinists. He 
gave a small wave when he saw his family take their 
seats near the front of the auditorium.

A small man with a thick mustache tapped his baton 
twice on the music stand in front of him. The kids 
immediately became quiet and raised their instruments. 
Another move with the baton and they began to play. 
The first four notes were dramatic, a tun tun tun tuuun 
played by the violinists and celloists. They repeated the 
notes a second time before the rest of the orchestra 
joined in.

Justin’s was surprised when he recognized the music, 
maybe from a TV commercial or a movie or something, 
but he knew he had heard it somewhere. He looked down 
at the program and saw that the orchestra was playing 
something called Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. He’d 
heard of Beethoven, at least. Justin’s second surprise was 
that the orchestra was much better than he had expected. 
For kids who had only been playing a couple of years, he 
was shocked at how well they performed. He settled back 
and enjoyed the music.

When the concert was over, the musicians and their 
guests mingled in the lobby outside of the auditorium.



69

The Triangle Secret

“That wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” said 
Linda. Jordan smiled ear to ear because he knew this was 
a strong compliment from his sister, who loved to give him 
trouble whenever she could. After a high five from his dad 
and a long hug from his mom, Jordan and Justin headed 
for the long tables laid out with cookies and cups of juice.

“Playing music makes me hungry,” Jordan said. He 
piled a stack of cookies onto a paper plate and used his 
free hand to grab a glass of juice.

“Everything makes you hungry,” Justin replied as he 
helped himself to the snacks.

“Nice job, Jordan!” called out someone from the crowd.
Jordan gave a wave with a chocolate chip cookie. 
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“Okay, so you have to answer two questions for me,” 
Justin said. “First, how does my best friend learn to play 
the violin without me finding out about it? And second, 
what made you take up music? Did your parents make 
you do it?”

“That’s three questions. One, you didn’t find out 
because I can be very sneaky. You should know that 
about me by now. Two, my parents didn’t make me do it, 
although once I started, they did nag me about practicing. 
And three, the reason I took up playing was easy—math.”

“Math? What does math have to do with music?” 
Justin asked.

“Everything. Math and music go together like cake 
and ice cream, like cookies and milk, like graham crackers 
and marshmallows, and—”

“Okay, okay, I get your point.”
“Seriously, think about it. Math is all about patterns. 

Music is all about patterns too. Just think of repeating 
verses and themes and choruses. Even the frequency of 
music is related to math. Let me show you.”

Jordan put his plate of cookies and juice on the table 
and pulled his violin out of the case.

“The pitch of a vibrating string on a violin changes 
based on the length of the string. If I hold my finger on 
the string to make it half as long, the pitch will be one 
octave higher. To play different notes, all I have to do is 
press down on the strings in different spots.” Jordan 
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demonstrated how the sound changed just by where he 
pushed on the strings.

“That’s pretty cool,” Justin said.
“Nope, it’s just math.”
“Yeah, I guess maybe there’s a little math involved,” 

Justin said. He still sounded skeptical.
“A little? Do you know who figured out that different 

vibrations make different sounds?” Justin shrugged his 
shoulders. “Pythagoras!” Jordan said.

“Who’s Pythagoras?”
“Only one of the most famous mathematicians who 

ever lived,” Jordan said. “The Pythagorean theorem is 
named after him.”

“What’s the Pythagorean theorem?” Justin asked, now 
fully intrigued.

“I’m not sure,” Jordan answered. “But it has something 
to do with triangles.”

“Hmm, it seems that everything has something to do 
with triangles these days,” Justin said thoughtfully.

“Then maybe it’s time we learned more about triangles,” 
Jordan said.



72

Chapter 10�
“C atherine! Stephanie!” Justin shouted across 

the street as he saw the girls walking to school 
on Monday morning.

“Hi, Justin. Hi, Jordan,” Catherine responded.
The boys checked for traffic and crossed the street to 

join their friends.
“How was the soccer game?” Jordan asked.
“We won,” Stephanie said.
“Nice!”
“And Stephanie scored half the goals,” Catherine said.
“It was a good team effort,” Stephanie said modestly.
“Maybe, but it was your foot kicking the ball into the 

goal.”
“Hey, Catherine, do you think your dad might be able 

to teach us about triangles sometime?” Jordan asked.
“He’d love it,” she responded. “When?”
“The sooner the better.”
“Well, his last class is at three this afternoon. We could 

meet him up at the college after school.”
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“Great! Does that work for everyone?” Jordan asked. 
Everyone agreed to meet after the final bell and walk 
together.

Mr. Duchesne was staring at a white-board covered 
with equations when the Math Kids entered his classroom 
that afternoon. The four stood in silence as the professor 
added yet another equation.

“Hi, Dad,” Catherine said. Her father jumped at the 
sound of her voice. “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”

“No worries,” he said with a broad smile. “I’m not sure 
I’m getting anywhere anyway.”

“What are you working on?”
“It’s a little hard to explain,” he said.
“It’s not more government work, is it?” Catherine 

asked. Her voice quavered as she remembered that he 
had been kidnapped while working on a secret project 
for the Department of Defense.

“No, this is for a company trying to figure out a more 
efficient way to package their products for shipping.”

“And you can use math for that?” Jordan asked.
“Absolutely, Jordan,” Mr. Duchesne answered. “Shipping 

costs are a big expense for companies. Shape packing 
algorithms allow them to figure out the perfect size and 
shape box to pack the greatest amount of their product 
with the least wasted space. Some are pretty simple, but 
for some shapes it is extremely difficult to solve with any 
certainty.”
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“Speaking of shapes,” Jordan said, “we have some 
questions about triangles.”

“Triangles, huh? Why the sudden interest in geometry?”
“You remember I told you about Agent Carlson trying 

to track down the secret of the rich guy’s will?” Catherine 
asked.

“Yes, but what does that have to do with triangles?”
“The will mentions the great triangle, so Agent Carlson 

went to Egypt to explore the Great Pyramid of Giza,” 
Catherine explained.

“I think he might be on a wild goose chase.”
“That’s what I said!” Justin said emphatically. “The will 

says great triangle, not great pyramid.”
“Yeah, but it must be referring to the Great Pyramid,” 

Stephanie argued. “Who’s ever heard of a great triangle?”
“Oh, but there is a great triangle,” Mr. Duchesne said. 

Everyone looked at him in surprise. “Actually, there are a 
lot of pretty interesting triangles in the math world, but I 
think only one of them would qualify as great. Let me 
erase the white board and I’ll explain.”

“But all your hard work will go to waste,” Catherine 
protested.

Mr. Duchesne shook his head. “Like I said, I’m not sure 
I was getting anywhere with the approach I was taking. 
Sometimes it’s better to erase and start over.” He finished 
wiping the board clean and looked out at the kids, who 
had settled into seats.
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“Where to begin?” he said. “The triangle I mentioned 
has many names. Indian mathematicians call it the 
Staircase of Mount Meru. In Iran it is known as the Khayyam 
triangle. In China, it is known as Yang Hui’s triangle. In 
most of the world, though, it is called Pascal’s triangle, 
named after the French mathematician Blaise Pascal, who 
lived in the 1600s.

“What’s so special about Pascal’s triangle?” Jordan 
asked. “Does it have more than three sides or something?”

Mr. Duchesne chuckled. “Not quite, Jordan. In fact, 
Pascal’s triangle isn’t the kind of triangle you’re thinking 
about. It’s really more of a pattern—a simple but powerful 
pattern.”

“How can it be simple and powerful at the same time?” 
Catherine asked.

“I think the British novelist Amelia Barr summed it up 
quite nicely,” Mr. Duchesne answered. “She said, ‘it is 
always the simple that produces the marvelous.’ Pascal’s 
triangle is simple, but it produces some amazing and 
powerful math.”

He started drawing on the board.
“It starts with a 1. Can’t get any simpler than that, can 

it? Then the next row has two 1s.”

1 1
1
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“Every row starts and ends with a 1. All the other 
numbers in the row are just the sum of the two numbers 
above it. So, for row three we start with a 1, then add the 
two 1s from the previous row to get a 2, and then end 
with another 1.”

1 2 1
1 1

1

“Okay, who can help me fill in the next row?”
Everyone raised their hands. Mr. Duchesne pointed at 

Stephanie.
“I think it’s 1, 3, 3, 1,” she answered.
Mr. Duchesne nodded and added the next row.

1 3 3 1
1 2 1

1 1
1

“Exactly right, Stephanie. We start with a 1. Then we 
add 1 and 2 from the previous row to get 3. We add 2 
and 1 to get another 3, and we end up with another 1. 
Okay, Jordan, how about the next row?”

Jordan thought for a second before he said “1, 4, 6, 
4, 1.”

“Right!” Mr. Duchesne put this row at the bottom.
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1 4 6 4 1
1 3 3 1

1 2 1
1 1

1

“Simple, right? We just keep going the same way.” He 
added the next few rows.

1 9 36 84 126 126 84 36 9 1
1 8 28 56 70 56 28 8 1

1 7 21 35 35 21 7 1

1 6 15 20 15 6 1
1 5 10 10 5 1

1 4 6 4 1
1 3 3 1

1 2 1
1 1

1

“What do you think so far?” asked Mr. Duchesne. 
“Notice any patterns yet?”

“Well, I don’t know if it’s a pattern, but the numbers 
on each row read the same left to right as they do from 
right to left,” Catherine said.

“That’s right! Those are known as palindromic numbers. 
Just like the word noon is a palindrome. It’s the same 
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even when you reverse the letters. Row three is 1 3 3 1. 
If we reverse it, we still get 1 3 3 1. Good job, Catherine. 
Anything else? Are there any other patterns you can see?”

The room went quiet.
“You will be amazed how many patterns are hidden 

inside Pascal’s triangle, but we’ll get back to that in just a 
minute. First, I want to show you how powerful it really is.”

Mr. Duchesne drew a table on the board.

A1 B1 C1 D1 E1

A2 B2 C2 D2 E2

A3 B3 C3 D3 E3

A4 B4 C4 D4 E4

A5 B5 C5 D5 E5

“There are twenty-five squares, each one labeled 
with a letter for the column and a number for the row. 
We want to know the number of ways we can get from 
square A1 to the other squares. The rules are we can only 
move down or to the right. For example, there is only one 
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way to get from A1 to A1—we just don’t move—so I’ll 
write a 1 in that square. Now, how about A1 to B1?”

“There’s just one way,” said Justin. “Move one square 
to the right.”

“Right. How about C1?”
“It’s the same,” Justin said, “only this time move two 

squares to the right. And D1 and E1 would have just one 
way too.”

Okay, let’s see what we have so far,” Mr. Duchesne 
said. He filled in the top row of the table.”

A1 B1 C1 D1 E1

A2 B2 C2 D2 E2

A3 B3 C3 D3 E3

A4 B4 C4 D4 E4

A5 B5 C5 D5 E5

1 1 1 1 1

“Now let’s look at the first column, the one with the A’s.”
“They would all be 1 too,” Stephanie said. “Only you 

move down instead of to the right.”
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“That’s correct.” Mr. Duchesne updated the table 
again.

A1 B1 C1 D1 E1

A2 B2 C2 D2 E2

A3 B3 C3 D3 E3

A4 B4 C4 D4 E4

A5 B5 C5 D5 E5

1 1 1 1 1

1

1

1

1

“Those were the easy ones,” Mr. Duchesne smiled. 
“Now, how about going from A1 to B2?”

“That’s easy, too” Justin said. “There are only two 
ways to get there. You could go down to A2 and then one 
to the right or you could go to the right to B1 and then 
go down.”

“Nailed it, Justin,” Mr. Duchesne said. “How about 
getting to B3?”

“Same thing,” Justin blurted out quickly. “Down two 
and then to the right one or you could go to the right one 
and then down two.”
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“Does everyone agree?” Mr. Duchesne asked.
After a moment of silence, Stephanie shook her  

head no.
“You don’t agree with Justin, Stephanie?”
“No, I think there are three ways to get to B3,” she 

answered. “There are the two Justin said but you could 
also go down one, then right, and then down again.”

“That’s right, Stephanie,” Mr. Duchesne said. “There 
are three different ways we can get to B3. How about C2, 
Justin?”

This time Justin took his time before answering. “I 
think there are three ways,” he said.

“Right! Okay, let’s do another,” Mr. Duchesne said. 
“How about going from A1 to C3?”

Everyone had to think about this one for a bit. Finally, 
Catherine said, “I think it’s six.” She traced out each path 
with her finger. “You can go A1-A3-C3 or A1-A2-B2-B3-C3 
or A1-A2-B2-C2-C3 or A1-C1-C3 or A1-B1-B3-C3 or  
A1-B1-B2-C2-C3.”

“What do you think?” Mr. Duchesne asked. “Everyone 
agree?”

Everyone nodded in agreement.
“Good, because she is right. Okay, let me fill in the rest 

of the table.” He quickly wrote numbers into all the 
squares.
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A1 B1 C1 D1 E1

A2 B2 C2 D2 E2

A3 B3 C3 D3 E3

A4 B4 C4 D4 E4

A5 B5 C5 D5 E5

1 1 1 1 1

1 2 3 4 5

1 3 6 10 15

1 4 10 20 35

1 5 15 35 70

“Wow, you’re like a human calculator!” Jordan said. 
“How did you do that so fast?”

Mr. Duchesne smiled. “I cheated.”
“Did you just memorize the table?”
“Nope,” he responded. “All I did was a little addition.” 

When the kids looked puzzled, he added, “Let me give 
you a little clue. Let’s look at square C4. How many ways 
are there to get to that square using just one move?”

“Two,” Catherine answered. “Either move right from 
B4 or down from C3.”

“Right. Now, how many ways to get to B4?”
“Four.”
“And how many ways to get to C3?”
“Six,” Catherine responded. She looked closely at the 

squares. “Wait, I think I get it! If I know the number of 
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ways to get to C3 and the number of ways to get to B4, 
all I have to do is add them up to get the number of ways 
to C4.”

“Exactly,” her father said. “So, like I said, all it takes is 
a little addition to fill out the table.”

“But what does this have to do with Pascal’s triangle?” 
Justin asked.

“Everything,” Mr. Duchesne answered. “What I just 
drew on the board is Pascal’s triangle.”

Justin looked at the professor like he had lost his mind. 
“But that’s a square, not a triangle,” he protested.

“Is it?” Mr. Duchesne asked with a smile.
He drew another table on the board, this one rotated 

so one corner was at the top. He filled in the numbers as 
before.

70
35 35

15 15
5 5

1 1
1 14 4

1 1

10 10

3 3

1 1

20

6

2

1
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“Look familiar?” he asked.
“Yes!” Catherine exclaimed. “It is Pascal’s triangle, just 

without some of the numbers on the left and right.”
“And if we kept making the square bigger and bigger, 

it would look even more like it,” Mr. Duchesne explained. 
“And now, let me show you some more of the magic in 
Pascal’s triangle.”

But before the professor could get started, Jordan’s 
phone buzzed. He looked down at the screen and his eyes 
widened.

“What is it?” Stephanie asked.
“It’s Special Agent Carlson,” Jordan answered. “He’s 

back from Egypt. He wants to take us to dinner and talk 
to us about Willard Howell’s will.”

“I hope this is another case for us!” Stephanie said.
“Is it okay if we go, Dad?” Catherine asked.
“Well, don’t let me stand in the way of the FBI,” Mr. 

Duchesne said. “Pascal’s triangle has been around for 
more than a thousand years. I guess it will be here for a 
few more days.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Catherine said.
Stephanie was still staring at the board.
“Can we learn more about Pascal’s triangle later?” she 

asked.
“You bet,” Mr. Duchesne answered. “It’s one of my 

favorite topics. And I haven’t even gotten to the good 
stuff yet!”
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Special Agent Carlson arrived at the restaurant 
just as Jordan’s mom pulled up. The kids climbed 
out of the car and rushed over to their FBI 

friend. As usual, Carlson was dressed in a dark suit with 
a neatly pressed white shirt. The only thing that wasn’t 
usual was the edge of a plaster cast peeking out from 
under his shirt.

“Can we sign it?” asked Jordan.
Carlson laughed. “Maybe after dinner,” he said.
“We’re sure glad you’re safe, Agent Carlson,” Stephanie 

said. “When did you get back?”
“Just a few hours ago,” he replied. “I caught a ride on 

a military transport out of Germany. Not the most 
comfortable of planes, but it got me here.”

They entered the restaurant and were escorted to a 
table. The waitress took their drink orders and left them 
to look over the menu.

“Does it hurt much?” asked Catherine, pointing at 
Carlson’s arm.
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“Not too much. I can’t say that for the day it happened 
though. It hurt quite a bit then.”

“How did you break it?” Jordan asked.
“Let’s just say that a chair and I had a difference of 

opinion.”
“And the chair won?”
“Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” the agent said. “My arm will 

be fine in a couple of months, but that chair isn’t good for 
anything but firewood now, so I think I won the battle.” 

The kids laughed and begged him for more details. They 
were quickly engrossed in the story of real-life espionage 
and intrigue. Stephanie tugged at her ponytail as Carlson 
explained how he had woken up in the car trunk.

“I would have been terrified,” she said.
“It was a little scary,” the agent admitted, “but I knew 

I had to keep my wits about me if I wanted to escape.”
“That was so smart to hide the phone,” Stephanie said 

in admiration. “I never would have thought to do that.”
“Maybe, but you might also have come up with a better 

way to get out of the chair.” The agent lifted his arm.  
“It worked, but I still keep thinking I should have tried 
something else before I resorted to brute force.”

The waitress returned and they ordered dinner.
“I think I’ve earned a nice steak,” Carlson said. “Medium 

rare, please, with asparagus and a Caesar salad.”
“I’ll have the spaghetti,” Jordan said, “with extra 

meatballs.”
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“Jordan and spaghetti sauce. That’s a disaster just 
waiting to happen,” Justin quipped.

Jordan looked down at his nice dress shirt. “Yeah, I 
think I’ll change that to a burger and fries,” he said.

“Make that two,” Justin said.
“Three,” Catherine added.
“Four,” Stephanie said.
“You really are a team, aren’t you?” Agent Carlson 

smiled.
“Hey, you can never go wrong with a burger and fries,” 

Jordan said. “Unless you make it even better by adding a 
milkshake.”

“And how about a round of milkshakes with those 
burgers,” Carlson told the waitress. He looked at the four 
kids. They all looked at each other, smiled, and yelled 
“Chocolate!” at the same time.

The waitress nodded and headed off to the kitchen to 
place their order.

“Did they catch Hassan and his buddies?” Justin asked.
“I’m afraid not,” the agent said. “Hassan works for the 

GIS, which is kind of like our CIA. I’m sure they won’t do 
anything to him. In fact, he might even have been acting 
on direct orders from his superiors. When you are talking 
about a hundred billion dollars, people will do some 
pretty bad things to get their hands on it.”

“How did the GIS even find out about the will?” Jordan 
asked.
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“We’re looking into that,” Carlson replied. “In fact, it’s 
one of the reasons the FBI is still involved in this case. As 
far as I know, the will hasn’t been publicized, so the fact 
that the GIS knows about it is troubling.”

“So, what’s next?” Stephanie asked.
“We’re kind of back to square one,” Carlson responded. 

“The only thing I brought back with me from Egypt was 
a fractured radius bone.”

“This doesn’t have anything to do with the Great 
Pyramid, does it?” Justin asked.

The agent shook his head. “I thought it did at first, and 
Hassan and his friends must have agreed or else they 
wouldn’t have abducted me. But I’ve had some time to 
think about it since then and I think there might have 
been some misdirection in the will.”

“What do you mean?” Stephanie asked.
“Well, we know that Willard Howell was a genius. 

Some thought he was a little eccentric, but there was no 
question that he was also very smart. I think he meant to 
leave us clues to the money in his will, but he didn’t want 
it to be too easy to find.”

“Justin thinks that maybe there are clues to an account 
number and password hidden in the will,” Catherine said.

“He just might be right,” the agent said. “And that’s 
where I hope you four can help.” He pulled several sheets 
of paper from the inside pocket of his coat.

“Is that the will?” Jordan asked.
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“It is. It’s only two pages, so there’s not much to go on, 
but I made a copy for you. If anyone can figure out the 
clues, it’s the Math Kids.”

The four friends lit up with the excitement of a new 
problem to solve.

“Would we really be billionaires if we solve it?” Justin 
asked.

“I’m sure there will be lots of lawyers involved, but if 
the will is valid, and you four solve it first, I guess it’s 
possible,” Agent Carlson said.

The four Math Kids grew quiet. Finally, Jordan broke 
the silence. “I can’t even imagine that much money.”

“Well, it wouldn’t all be yours,” Justin said. “We’d have 
to split it four ways, so that’s twenty-five billion each.”

“Only twenty-five billion, huh?” Agent Carlson asked.
“Wait! Only twenty billion if we include you,” Justin said.
“I think the FBI would probably have issues with me 

profiting from a case,” the agent said.
“Okay,” Justin said. “I guess it’s back to twenty-five 

billion each, then.”
“I should let you know one more thing,” Agent Carlson 

said. “You don’t have much time.”
“Why?” Stephanie asked.
“You’ll understand when you read the will, but we’re 

down to a couple of weeks.”
“Then we’d better get to it!” Stephanie said with 

determination.
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T he Math Kids assembled in Catherine’s family 
room. Stephanie laid the copy of the will on the 
coffee table and everyone leaned in to read. 

Agent Carlson was right about the document. It was 
short and definitely cryptic.

Last Will and Testament
of

Willard C. Howell

I, Willard C. Howell, resident in the City of Miami, 
County of Miami-Dade, State of Florida, being of 
sound mind, not acting under duress or undue 
influence, and fully understanding the nature and 
extent of all my property and of this disposition 
thereof, do hereby make, publish, and declare this 
document to be my Last Will and Testament, and 
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hereby revoke any and all other wills and codicils 
heretofore made by me.

I. EXPENSES & TAXES

I direct that all my debts, and expenses of my last 
illness, funeral, and burial, be paid as soon after my 
death as may be reasonably convenient, and I hereby 
authorize my Personal Representative, hereinafter 
appointed, to settle and discharge, in his absolute 
discretion, any claims made against my estate.

II. PERSONAL REPRESENTATIVE

I appoint Winston Baumgarten, of Fairfax, County of 
Fairfax, State of Virginia as Personal Representative of 
my estate.

III. DISPOSITION OF PROPERTY

I devise and bequeath my property, both real and 
personal and wherever situated, as follows:

Beneficiary
1) Having no spouse or living family members, there 

are no named beneficiaries.
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2) The contingent beneficiary is the first person or 
agency who can account for the secret of the 
great triangle, and they will earn the full sum of 
all my remaining assets. The famous ancient 
riddle is the answer to who shall pass this test.

3) If no contingent beneficiary has succeeded in 
claiming my remaining assets within ninety days 
of the declaration of my death, my Personal 
Representative may, without restriction, dispose 
of such assets as he deems appropriate.

IV. GOVERNING LAW

This document shall be governed by the laws of the 
State of Florida.

V. BINDING ARRANGEMENT

I, Willard C. Howell, do hereby declare that I sign and 
execute this instrument as my last Will, that I sign it 
willingly in the presence of each of the undersigned 
witnesses, and that I execute it as my free and 
voluntary act for the purposes herein expressed, on 
this 5th day of March 2021.
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The will was signed by both Willard Howell and 
Winston Baumgarten and a notary public named Cynthia 
Armbruster.

“Anyone have any ideas?” Jordan asked.
“I’m not sure I understand all of the legal stuff, but I 

think Justin may be right about the will giving clues to the 
bank account,” Stephanie said.

“What makes you think so?” Catherine asked.
“Simple. Look at the wording in the beneficiary area, 

particularly section two.”
Catherine stared intently at the document. “I don’t see 

it,” she said. “What am I missing?”
Stephanie pointed several times at the will. “The will 

uses both the word account and the word pass in this 
section. I can’t believe that’s a coincidence.”

“Great catch, Stephanie!” Jordan said. Justin sat back 
with a satisfied look on his face. His hunch had been 
correct!

“There’s not much to go on,” Catherine said. “If you 
take out all the legal stuff, we’re really only left with three 
clues. The great triangle, the riddle, and the number 121, 
and I’m not sure if that’s even a clue or if someone 
accidently typed the wrong number.”

“If Stephanie is right about the wording, the great 
triangle is the clue for the account number and the 
ancient riddle is the clue for the password,” Justin said.
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“That makes sense,” Jordan said, “but where does the 
number 121 come in?”

“I’m not sure,” Justin admitted. “And is Agent Carlson 
right about the famous riddle being the riddle of the 
Sphinx?”

“Also, we’re not certain about the great triangle, are 
we? Is it Pascal’s triangle or something else?” Jordan 
asked.

“For only three clues, we sure have a lot of questions 
and not a lot of time,” Catherine said. “Do you think it 
makes sense to try to split the work up?”

“Good idea, Catherine,” Justin said. “Jordan and I 
volunteer for the riddle.”

“That leaves Stephanie and me for the great triangle,” 
Catherine said. She picked up a book from a table next 
to the couch. “My dad left me this book on the patterns 
in Pascal’s triangle. Maybe we can start there.”

“Sounds good, Catherine.”
“What about the number 121?” Jordan asked.
“We’ll take that one too” Catherine said. “Unless I’m 

mistaken, I think it has something to do with the triangle 
anyway.”

“Why do you think that?” Justin asked.
Catherine opened the book. “Look at this,” she said, 

pointing to an illustration.
“It’s Pascal’s triangle, so what?” Justin asked.
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“Look at row three of the triangle.”
Now Justin saw it.

1 6 15 20 15 6 1
1 5 10 10 5 1

1 4 6 4 1
1 3 3 1

1 2 1
1 1

1

The numbers in row three were 1, 2, and 1.
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A fter Jordan and Justin had left to tackle the 
clue of the ancient riddle, Catherine and 
Stephanie sat down to study the book about 

Pascal’s triangle.
“This is amazing,” Stephanie said. “I know your dad 

said there were lots of patterns hidden in Pascal’s 
triangle, but I had no idea there were this many.”

“Let’s see if we can find some of these,” Catherine 
said, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

“Okay, here’s the first one—the counting numbers,” 
Stephanie said. “That one should be easy, it’s just the 
numbers 1, 2, 3, and so on.”

Both girls stared intently at the illustration of the first 
ten rows of the triangle.
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1 9 36 84 126 126 84 36 9 1
1 8 28 56 70 56 28 8 1

1 7 21 35 35 21 7 1

1 6 15 20 15 6 1
1 5 10 10 5 1

1 4 6 4 1
1 3 3 1

1 2 1
1 1

1

“There they are!” Catherine said. She pointed at a 
diagonal starting in the second row and followed the 
numbers as they went from 1 to 9.

“Wait, there’s another one,” Stephanie said. “If you 
start with either number in the second row, you can see 
the counting numbers going down the diagonal.”

“I guess that’s because the rows are all palindromes.”
“Yeah, that makes sense,” Stephanie agreed. “Okay, 

what’s next?”
“Triangular numbers,” Catherine said. She smiled as 

she remembered her art project. “Do you remember that 
problem I gave you? The one about how many balls it 
takes to make the next row of a triangular pyramid?”

“Oh yeah,” Stephanie said. “Can you remind me how 
that pattern goes?”

“Sure, it’s just 1, 3, 6, 10—”
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“Found it!” Stephanie blurted before Catherine could 
continue. “It’s just the next diagonal over from the 
counting numbers. It starts in row three.” She read out 
the numbers 1, 3, 6, 10, 15, 21, 28, 35.

“Nice job, Stephanie!”
“This triangle would have been handy to have when 

we were trying to solve that problem,” Stephanie said. 
“We’re on a roll! What’s the next pattern?”

“The book says the powers of 11 are hidden in here 
too.”

They stared at the triangle, checking all the diagonals 
to see if they could spot the pattern, but they came up 
empty.

“I guess all of the patterns aren’t quite as obvious,” 
Stephanie said.

“You got that right,” Catherine said. “Maybe we should 
take a break. How about a snack?”

“How about some soccer practice in your backyard?”
“And then a snack?” Catherine asked.
“You’re starting to sound like Jordan,” Stephanie said.
“My dad brought home a cherry cheesecake from the 

grocery store.”
“On the other hand, a snack doesn’t sound too bad 

now that you mention it.”
Catherine cut slices of cheesecake and put them on 

plates. She got forks from the utensil drawer and placed 
them on the table. She spooned cherry sauce on top of 
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the cheesecake and then licked the spoon clean before 
putting it in the sink.

“This looks great!” Stephanie said.
“It’s my favorite kind,” Catherine said. “You want some 

milk with that?”
“Yes, please.”
Catherine poured two glasses of milk and brought 

them to the table. The girls were quiet as they ate. Suddenly, 
Stephanie paused, a bite of cheesecake halfway to her 
mouth. Catherine looked on in amusement.

“Forget where your mouth is, Stephanie?”
“121,” she answered.
“What about it?” Catherine asked.
“121 is 11 squared.”
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“So?”
“It’s also the third line in Pascal’s triangle, and—” 

Stephanie started.
“—and maybe a clue in the will,” Catherine finished.
“Let’s go look at Pascal’s triangle again.”
Leaving their plates on the table, the last of the 

cheesecake still uneaten, the pair rushed back into the 
living room. Stephanie turned the book to an illustration 
of Pascal’s triangle.

1 9 36 84 126 126 84 36 9 1
1 8 28 56 70 56 28 8 1

1 7 21 35 35 21 7 1

1 6 15 20 15 6 1
1 5 10 10 5 1

1 4 6 4 1
1 3 3 1

1 2 1
1 1

1

“So, the third row is 121, which is 11 squared,” 
Stephanie said.

“And look at the second row!” Catherine said. “11 to 
the first power is just 11.”

“What is 11 to the third power?” Stephanie asked.
Catherine quickly scribbled on a piece of paper. 
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“1331!” she said. “And, if I multiply that by 11, I get 14641! 
We found the powers of 11 pattern.”

“Your dad was right,” Stephanie said. “This triangle is 
amazing!”

* * *

While Stephanie and Catherine were discovering the 
secrets of Pascal’s triangle, Justin and Jordan were poring 
over the ancient riddle.

“Okay, so the riddle is pretty well known,” Justin said.
“Yeah,” Jordan agreed, and read from the sheet of 

paper in front of him. “What creature moves on four legs 
at dawn, two at noon, and three at twilight.”

“And we know the answer is a person. But how does 
that translate into a password?”

“Well, usually passwords have some combination of 
letters, numbers, and special characters like exclamation 
points. Maybe the answer is only part of the password,” 
Jordan said.

“Why couldn’t it be numbers?” Justin asked. “We’re 
good with numbers.”

“If there’s more to the password, then we’ll never 
figure it out,” Jordan complained. “In fact, maybe person 
isn’t even the answer. Maybe it’s human or man or 
something else.”

“Why couldn’t it be numbers?” Justin asked again. 
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“The girls got all the numbers. Besides getting the number 
121, they’ve also got a whole pyramid of other numbers. 
It’s not fair.”

“Yeah, all we got is one line for our whole clue,” Jordan 
said. He looked down at the paper and read the line from 
the will. “The famous ancient riddle is the answer to who 
shall pass this test.”

“I know what you mean, Jordan. ‘The riddle is the 
answer’ isn’t much to go on.”

They sat in silence for a while, both clearly frustrated. 

“Something wrong?” Jordan’s mom asked as she 
peeked into the living room.

“No, just working out a problem,” Jordan said.
“Would a snack help?”
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Jordan brightened up immediately. “It never hurts. 
What do you have?”

“How about brownies?”
“And milk?”
“Of course.”
“And can you put powdered sugar on the brownies?”
“I can if you and Justin eat them in the kitchen,” she 

said.
“Deal!”
A few minutes later, the boys were working on their 

second brownies. They would have eaten more if Jordan’s 
mom hadn’t swooped in to remove the plate before they 
could spoil their dinner.

Powdered sugar was all over Jordan’s face and the 
kitchen table.

“Now I understand why your mom wanted us to eat in 
the kitchen,” Justin said. “You know that white stuff 
tastes a lot better when it’s inside your mouth.”

Jordan grinned and wiped his mouth with a napkin.
“You missed a spot,” Justin said.
“I’m saving that for later,” Jordan said.
The two finished their milk and brownies and returned 

to the living room. Jordan plopped down onto the couch 
with a contented sigh.

“Well, I don’t know what the question is, but powdered 
sugar is definitely the answer,” he said.

“Wait a minute!” Justin said, a gleam in his eye. “What 
did you just say?”
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“I said powdered sugar is the answer.”
“No, before that.”
“I don’t know what the question is, but—”
“I think that’s it!”
“What’s it?”
“Read me the clue from the will again,” Justin said.
Jordan picked up the paper and read, “The famous 

ancient riddle is the answer to who shall pass this test.”
“The riddle is the answer!”
“That’s what I just said,” Jordan protested.
“No, the clue is not the answer.”
“It’s not?”
“No, the riddle is the answer!”
“I think maybe you had a little too much sugar,” Jordan 

said. “What are you talking about?”
“The clue says that the riddle is the answer. The riddle 

is numbers! Who walks on four feet at dawn, two feet at 
noon, and three feet at twilight? 4, 2, and 3! I think that’s 
the real clue!”

Jordan read the clue again and thought about what 
Justin had said. Slowly, he nodded. “I think you could be 
right,” he said.

“I know I’m right!”
“How can you be so sure?”
Justin winked. “Because it’s numbers, and we know 

numbers.”
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“Y our Math Kids having any luck, Bob?” Jerry 

asked.
“Nothing yet,” Carlson answered his friend 

and fellow agent. “But don’t count them out. They’ve 
figured out some amazing things since I’ve known them.”

“Well, I hope so, because we are definitely running out 
of time.”

“I know.” Carlson looked down at his phone for the 
date. “We’re down to five days before the time runs out 
on the will and then the money is completely in the hands 
of Winston Baumgarten.”

“He’s about to walk into a big pile of cash, isn’t he?”
Carlson thought about what Agent Walters had just 

said before answering. “Yeah. I’d like to think he’d find a 
bunch of good charities to donate the money, but there’s 
nothing to prevent him from just keeping it all to himself.”

“You still think he had something to do with that plane 
going down?” Walters asked.
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“He’s the one that stands to gain, so yeah, I think it’s 
possible.”

“He didn’t seem to be very cooperative when we talked 
to him after the crash, did he?” Walters asked.

“I think it’s time we pay Mr. Baumgarten another visit,” 
Carlson said.

“I’ll grab my coat and meet you out front,” Walters 
said.

He turned to walk away just as Carlson’s phone 
buzzed. It was a text from Jordan. The text was short: 
We’re still working on the puzzle. We think the clues point 
to Pascal’s triangle.

Carlson reread the text and responded: Agent Walters 
and I are on the way to talk to Baumgarten at his office 
in Fairfax. Would love to see what you have so far. Can 
you and your friends meet with us afterward?

Jordan responded quickly: We can take the train up. 
What stop?

Carlson tapped a response: Get off at Western. We’ll 
meet you out front.

With the meeting set up, Carlson put on his suitcoat 
and left his office. Agent Walters had pulled his car 
around and Carlson hopped into the passenger seat. 
Fifteen minutes later, they pulled into the parking garage 
next to a modern fifteen-story glass building. Consulting 
the directory, they took the elevator to the top floor. The 
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elevator doors opened to an expansive lobby filled with 
dark leather furniture. Gold letters spelled out Baumgarten, 
Smithfield, and Suggs on the walnut reception desk.

“May I help you, gentlemen?” the receptionist asked 
from behind the desk.

“Special Agents Carlson and Walters to see Mr. 
Baumgarten,” Carlson said.

She consulted her computer screen. “I’m afraid Mr. 
Baumgarten isn’t available right now. Can I ask what this 
visit concerns?”

“We just have a few questions for him,” Carlson said 
guardedly.

“I’m sorry that he isn’t free at this time. He’s meeting 
with an important client.”

“When will he be available?”
“I’m afraid it might be some time.”
Carlson looked over at Walters, who gave him a small 

nod.
“We’ll wait,” Carlson said. He settled onto a leather 

armchair next to a coffee table. Walters sat near him on 
a couch. The receptionist picked up her phone and spoke 
quietly.

“You think he’s gonna give us anything this time?” 
Walters asked Carlson, his voice barely above a whisper.

“Probably not, but I’m not sure where else to go with 
the case at this point.”
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* * *

Catherine’s dad drove his daughter and her friends to the 
train station. They bought round-trip tickets into Fairfax 
and boarded a short time later. The four settled into seats 
facing each other with a small table in between. Stephanie 
had her notes from the work she and Catherine had done 
investigating Pascal’s triangle. Catherine had brought the 
book her father had given her that talked about the 
patterns in the triangle. Jordan had a small notebook with 
the stub of a pencil tucked inside. Justin had a pile of 
printed pages from the Wikipedia entry for Willard Howell.

“Okay, who wants to start?” Jordan asked.
“We’ll go,” Catherine said. “First of all, my dad was 

absolutely right. If there is a great triangle, then they must 
be talking about Pascal’s triangle. You won’t believe all the 
different patterns hiding in there.”

“Catherine isn’t joking, guys. It really is amazing,” 
Stephanie added. She opened the book and pointed out 
the patterns they had found: the counting numbers, 
triangular numbers, and the powers of eleven.

“That’s really cool!” Jordan exclaimed. “I wonder if there 
are even more patterns.”

“There are!” Stephanie said. “We haven’t found all of 
them yet, but there are powers of 2, tetrahedral numbers, 
and even the Fibonacci series!”
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“That is neat,” Justin said, “but have you found out 
anything that can help us find the account number and 
password?”

“Not yet,” Catherine admitted. “But I have a strong 
feeling it’s hidden in there.”

Justin nodded. “Me too,” he said. “Look what I found 
out about Willard Howell.” He moved his stack of papers 
onto the table. He had highlighted several sections. 
“Howell was a child prodigy. He could solve a Rubik’s 
Cube when he was only five years old. He was granted his 
first patent when he was nine. He graduated from high 
school at fourteen and from the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology when he was seventeen. And guess what 
he studied?”

“Math?” Stephanie guessed.
“Not just math,” Justin replied. “Every paper he wrote 

had something to do with patterns. Patterns in prime 
numbers. Patterns in pi. Patterns in random numbers.”

“Okay, so the guy liked patterns, but—”
“—and here’s the big one,” Justin continued over 

Jordan’s attempt to interrupt. “His honors thesis was 
called Pascal’s Triangle and its Applications to Efficient 
Computation of Binomial Coefficients.”

“Wow!” Jordan responded. “That tells me we’re definitely 
on the right track. What do you think, Stephanie?”

Stephanie was tugging at her ponytail and looking over 
Jordan’s shoulder down the aisle of the train car.
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“Stephanie?”
“What?”
“Is something wrong?” Catherine asked.
“No, but I think someone is listening to our conversation,” 

she said quietly. Jordan started to look back over his 
shoulder, but Stephanie grabbed his hand. “Don’t turn 
around!” she whispered urgently.

“Who is it?” Justin asked.
“There are two guys two seats behind you. They both 

have heavy black beards. They look almost like twins.”
“What should we do?” Catherine asked. All the color 

had drained out of her face. 
“Let’s grab our stuff and move to another car,” 

Stephanie said.
“What if they just follow us?”
“Well, I guess we cross that bridge when we come  

to it.”
The intercom blared, a muffled voice announcing the 

next stop.
“Wait, I have a better idea,” Jordan said. “Let’s get off 

at the next stop and see if they follow us.”
The four friends looked at each other and nodded. The 

train slowed and came to a stop. They gathered up their 
papers and left the train, Stephanie stealing a glance back 
at the two men. They were gone!

Out on the train platform, Justin asked, “Do you see 
them, Stephanie?”
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“No, when I turned around, they were gone.”
“Do you think they went out the back of the car?”
“Maybe, but—wait a minute, there they are! They’re 

over there by the stairs.”
“They’re blocking our only way out. What should we 

do now?” Justin asked.
“Just follow my lead,” Jordan said. He bent down and 

pretended to tie his tennis shoe.
Just then a ding sounded, alerting them that the train 

doors were about to close.
“Quick, back on the train!” Jordan shouted.
The four leaped from the platform into the train. As 

they did, the two burly men began running in their 
direction, but it was too late. The doors closed and the 
train began to move down the track. All four friends got 
a good look at the two men as the train pulled out of the 
station. The look on the men’s faces was pure hatred.

* * *

Agent Carlson looked up as an overweight man with a 
pale face and thinning brown hair stepped into the lobby 
from the inner offices. The man stopped to say a few 
words to the receptionist, who pointed in the direction of 
the agents. The man nodded and walked across the lobby.

“Thanks for seeing us without an appointment,  
Mr. Baumgarten,” Carlson said. The agent extended his 
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arm for a handshake but Baumgarten didn’t respond  
in kind.

“What can I do for you?” Baumgarten asked.
Carlson dropped his hand with a frown.
“We’d like to ask you a few questions,” Walters said.
“Didn’t we cover everything on your previous visits?”
“We just have a couple more questions based on some 

new information,” Carlson said.
The lawyer raised his eyebrows at this statement. He 

glanced down at his expensive gold watch. “I can give you 
fifteen minutes. Will that suffice?”

“It’s a start,” Carlson said.
“Follow me,” Baumgarten said, turning on his heel and 

walking toward the door. He led them to a small conference 
room. “Now, as I said, I don’t have much time, but I’m 
always happy to help the FBI.”

“Do you do this often?” Carlson asked.
 “No, of course not, I’m just trying to be polite.”
“You are the personal representative of the estate of 

Willard Howell, are you not?” Carlson asked.
“I am sure you already know the answer to that 

question.”
“Do you have any idea why he chose you?”
“As I’ve told you before, Willard was a close friend. His 

death was a terrible loss.”
“And what can you tell us about his will?”
Baumgarten laughed. “I’ve never seen anything like it, 
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I can tell you that. Willard was always full of surprises, 
but that will was maybe the biggest of all.”

“Do you know what the message in the beneficiary 
section means?”

Another laugh from Baumgarten. “I haven’t a clue, 
Agent Carlson. Now, can I ask you a question? Why is the 
FBI involved? As bizarre as the will might be, that sounds 
more like a legal matter than a criminal one.”

“Do you know a man named Mahmood Hassan?” 
Carlson responded. He stared intently at Baumgarten.

“No, I’ve never heard of him,” the lawyer answered 
calmly. “And I don’t think you answered my question 
about the FBI involvement.”

“The FBI is still investigating the cause of the plane 
crash,” Carlson answered, “and of course any investigation 
would naturally include looking into who stands to gain 
from Howell’s death.”

“You’re surely not suggesting I had anything to do with 
the crash, are you?”

“Is there any reason for us to suspect that?” Carlson 
asked.

A look of anger crossed Baumgarten’s face. “No. It 
was a tragic death of a close friend. Now, if you don’t 
have any more questions, I’m rather pressed for time.” He 
rose from his chair to signal the interview was over.

“I do have just one more question, Mr. Baumgarten,” 
Carlson said.
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“Yes?”
“What do you plan to do with the money?”
“I haven’t really thought about it,” Baumgarten 

replied. “Now, I’m sure you gentlemen can see your way 
out.” With that he turned and left the conference room.
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“T here they are,” said Carlson, pointing 

toward a bench in a grassy area near the 
train station. Walters pulled the car over 

to the curb.
“Hey, Agent Carlson!” Jordan called out. He rose from 

the bench and approached the car. “Hi, Agent Walters.”
Walters put the car in park and turned it off. The 

agents got out of the car and Carlson pointed to a diner 
across the street. “That looks like a good spot to talk.”

They found a table near a window and ordered soft 
drinks for the kids and black coffee for the adults.

“Did you learn anything from Mr. Baumgarten?” Justin 
asked.

“Not much,” Carlson admitted. “He wasn’t much help 
at all. If you ask me, he’s just waiting for these last few 
days to pass so he can claim the money for himself.”

Walters nodded in agreement. “I can’t say I wouldn’t 
be doing the same thing if I was in his shoes. A hundred 
billion is more money than I can even comprehend.”
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“I don’t have anything to go on, but I still think he was 
involved in Howell’s death somehow,” Carlson said. “It’s 
just a little too coincidental that the will was changed and 
the notary can’t be reached.”

“I’m not disagreeing, but since we don’t have any proof 
yet, I’m not sure there is anything we can do about it.”

“Unless we solve the clues,” Justin said firmly.
“Actually, that doesn’t help us in figuring out how, or 

even if, Baumgarten was involved, but it would prevent 
him from getting his hands on the money if he did have 
something to do with Howell’s death,” Carlson said. 
“Speaking of which, how’s figuring out the will going?”

“Well, we think the account number and password are 
hidden inside of Pascal’s triangle,” Jordan started.

“Pascal’s triangle?” Walters asked.
“Yeah, it’s a math thing. Lots of numbers with hidden 

patterns all over the place,” Stephanie said.
“We think the account has something to do with the 

number 121,” Catherine said.
“And the numbers 4, 2, and 3 are a clue to the 

password,” Justin added.
“That seems like good progress, but it sounds like we’re 

still pretty far away from a solution,” Carlson said.
“I’m afraid you’re right, Agent Carlson,” Catherine said. 

“But I think with a little more time we can figure it out.”
“Unfortunately, we’re running out of time,” the agent 

responded. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
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“Well, maybe if—” Justin started before he was cut off 
by Stephanie.

“It’s them!” she said, pointing out the window.
“Who? The guys from the train?” Catherine asked.
“Yeah, they’re getting into that taxi.”
“What are you talking about? What guys from the 

train?” asked Carlson, his senses now on high alert. He 
looked out the window and got a good look at one of the 
men in the back seat of the taxi. His eyes widened and 
he bolted up from his seat and out of the diner. He was 
pulling his handgun from the holster under his coat as he 
ran across the street, closely followed by Walters, who 
had his own gun in his hand. The agents were too late. 
The taxi pulled into the street and was soon lost to sight 
in the heavy traffic.

The kids watched as the agents conversed. Then 
Carlson sprinted back across the street while Walters 
whipped out his cell phone and headed toward his car.

“We’ve got to go,” Carlson said. “I’ll call you from the 
car to explain.”

He threw some money on the table to pay the bill. The 
kids followed him out the door while Walters turned on 
his flashers and made a U-turn to pull up in front of the 
diner. Carlson jumped in the car and the two agents 
sped away.

Seconds later, Jordan’s phone buzzed. He clicked the 
button to put the call on speaker.
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“How do you know those guys?” Carlson asked.
“They were listening to our conversation on the train,” 

Stephanie explained. “We got scared and pretended to 
get off the train. They followed us and then we hopped 
back on at the last second.”

“Smart move,” the agent said. “I’m glad you were able 
to get away from them.”

“But how do you know them?” Justin asked.
“Those were the men who kidnapped me in Egypt,” 

Carlson said.
Stephanie gasped and one hand went absentmindedly 

to her ponytail.
“Can you four make it back to the train?” Carlson 

asked.
“Sure, we’ll be fine,” Catherine said. She tried to sound 

confident, but she couldn’t hide the fear in her voice.
“Okay, I’ll text later,” the agent said. The call was 

disconnected.
“What are the kidnappers doing here?” Stephanie 

asked.
“And why are they following us?” Jordan added. “I 

hope Agent Carlson can track them down. Then maybe 
we can get some answers.”

“In the meantime, what do we do now, just go back?” 
Stephanie asked.

“We’ve got at least an hour until the next train,” Justin 
said. “What do you say we use that time to go check 
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out Baumgarten’s office? It’s got to be around here 
somewhere.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Catherine asked.
“It’s the middle of the day in a big city. There are 

people everywhere. It should be safe enough to walk 
past an office building, don’t you think?”

“I guess so,” Catherine said, but it was clear she wasn’t 
so sure.

Jordan looked up Winston Baumgarten on his phone 
and found directions to his office. It was only a twenty-
minute walk and they soon found themselves across the 
street from the shiny glass office building.

“Okay, we’re here, Justin. What now?” Stephanie asked.
“We could pretend to be new clients and go up to his 

office.”
“You must be joking!”
“I’m just saying that—”
“No!” she protested. “It’s dangerous enough that 

we’re outside the building. There’s no way I’m going in!”
Jordan was staring intently at his phone and then back 

across the street at the building entrance. “I don’t think 
we have to go in. I think that’s him coming out.” He 
showed Justin a picture of Winston Baumgarten from the 
firm website and pointed at the guy across the street.

“That’s him, alright,” Justin said. “Let’s follow him!”
“Are you serious?” Stephanie asked.
“We’ll stay a safe distance away,” Justin said. “He’s 



David Cole

122

probably just going to his car, but we could at least get 
his license plate number for Agent Carlson.”

“The FBI was able to track us to our school. You don’t 
think they can find his license plate number?” Stephanie 
asked sarcastically.

“Probably, but let’s just follow him for a few minutes 
and see if we can learn anything,” Justin persisted. 
“C’mon, he’s getting away.”

Staying thirty yards back and on the opposite side of 
the street, the four kids followed the lawyer as he kept up 
a steady pace for three blocks. After pausing to look 
around, the lawyer entered a sandwich shop called Fat 
Ed’s. Through the plate glass window, they saw him settle 
into a booth.



123

The Triangle Secret

“What now?” Jordan asked.
“Well, we sure can’t go in there,” Catherine answered.
“Why not?” asked Justin. “Baumgarten doesn’t know 

us. We’ll just be some kids going in to get a soda.”
“And chips. I could use some chips,” Jordan said.
“I don’t know,” Stephanie said. “This whole thing is 

starting to scare me a little bit. I mean, those Egyptian 
guys looked pretty mean.”

“Let’s give it a few minutes to see if Baumgarten comes 
back out,” Justin said. “If he doesn’t, we’ll just head back 
to the train station, I promise.”

“Ten minutes, and that’s it,” Stephanie said.
They didn’t have to wait ten minutes. A yellow taxi 

pulled up in front of the bar and a passenger got out. He 
was short and dark-skinned. He ran his hand through his 
black curly hair, taking his time to look around before 
entering. He joined the lawyer in his booth.

“Now who is this guy?” Jordan asked.
“I don’t know, but we have to find out!” Justin said 

emphatically.
“I’m with Stephanie on this one,” Catherine said. “This 

is getting scary! Maybe we should call Agent Carlson.”
“He’s out chasing the kidnappers,” Justin protested. “If 

we call, he’ll come back here and then he’d lose his 
chance to catch those guys.”

“I just wish we could find out what they’re talking 
about,” Jordan said.
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“Wait a minute,” Justin said. “Baumgarten doesn’t 
know what we look like. We could sneak into the next 
booth and listen to what they are saying.”

“That is a horrible idea, Justin,” Stephanie replied.
“What if just one of us goes in while the others keep 

watch out here?” Justin asked. “They probably wouldn’t 
notice one kid.”

“Yeah, and who’s crazy enough to volunteer for that?” 
Stephanie asked.

“I will.” Everyone stared at Jordan. “It’ll be okay,” he 
said. “Justin, let me wear your hoodie. I’ll pull the hood 
up and they won’t even know I’m there.”

Before anyone could change his mind, Jordan was 
trotting across the street in Justin’s hoodie. Halfway 
across, he stopped and turned back to his friends. 
“Anybody else want some chips?”
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Baumgarten and the other man were huddled 
together in the booth when Jordan walked 
through the door of Fat Ed’s sandwich shop. He 

wore Justin’s hoodie pulled up over his head, and he had 
tightened the drawstring to hide as much of his face as 
he could. He was sliding into the booth next to the two 
men when a jovial voice rang out.

“How ya doing, buddy? What can I get for you?”
Jordan looked behind the counter and a large man 

with a stained apron was standing there. Jordan shook 
his head no, but the man persisted.

“How about one of our specials? It’s got it all: salami, 
roast beef, and ham on freshly baked bread with all the 
fixings.”

Now both men in the booth were looking. Jordan 
squeaked out, “Just a bag of chips, please.”

“We’ve got regular, salt and vinegar, jalapeño, 
barbeque—”

“Regular.”
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“How about something to drink with that?”
Jordan shook his head no.
“Okay, suit yourself,” the large man said as he pulled a 

bag of chips from behind the counter. He brought them 
over to Jordan’s booth.”

“Buck ten with tax,” he said.
Jordan reached in his pocket, counted out four quarters 

and two nickels, and handed them to the man.
“Next time, try the special. Take it from Fat Ed,” he said, 

patting his ample stomach, “it’s delicious.”
Finally, Jordan was alone. He slid down in the booth, 

trying as hard as he could to be invisible. He slid his phone 
out of his pocket and started his voice recorder application. 
After a minute or so, the men resumed their conversation.

“I don’t like the FBI showing up at my office,” Baumgarten 
said.

“It couldn’t be avoided,” the other man said.
“It could have been, if you had taken care of business 

when you had the chance.”
“He turned out to be more resourceful than we had 

anticipated.”
“It had better not happen again,” said Baumgarten.
“We took care of the plane, didn’t we?”
“Yes, and your share will more than pay for that work. 

But neither of us will get a cent if someone figures out 
that crazy will.”

“I am quite confident they are not close to a solution.”
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“You’d better be right, Mahmood,” Baumgarten said.
Jordan couldn’t help it. He let out a gasp that was 

easily heard by the two men in the next booth. Hassan 
leaped from the booth and was standing next to Jordan 
before he could make a move. Jordan thought about 
ducking under the table and trying to get out of the 
booth on the other side, but now Baumgarten was also 
blocking his path. He was trapped!

“You must be one of those kids Carlson met with,” 
Hassan said. He snatched Jordan’s phone out of his hand. 
“And he’s been recording us!”

“What do you kids know?” Baumgarten demanded.
“I-I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jordan 

stammered. “I just came in for some chips.”
“Then why were you recording us?”
“Um, I was trying to check my text messages and I 

must have hit the wrong button,” Jordan said. “Accidents 
happen, you know?”

“Yeah, I know,” snarled Hassan. He grasped the phone 
and slammed it against the corner of the table. Pieces of 
metal and plastic flew in all directions. “Oops, accidents 
happen.”

He dropped the shattered phone onto the table. 
Jordan’s first thought was that his parents were going to 
kill him when they saw his phone. His second thought was 
that he hoped he lived long enough to see his parents.
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“What should we do with him?” Hassan asked, one 
arm firmly clasped around Jordan’s arm.

Jordan looked around, but Fat Ed was gone. It was just 
him and the two men.

“Let’s take him out back,” Baumgarten said.
As Hassan pulled Jordan to his feet, the rest of the 

Math Kids burst through the door.
“Hey, Jordan, how are you doing?” Justin asked loudly.
“Are these friends of yours?” Stephanie asked, her voice 

even louder than Justin’s.
The men looked around, clearly not expecting this 

interruption of their plans. Just then, Fat Ed pushed the 
kitchen door open. “Hey, folks. What can I get for you?”

Hassan released Jordan’s arm, and the boy quickly 
took the opportunity to join his friends. “Hey, Ed, why 
don’t you tell my friends about the special.”

Frustrated, Baumgarten and Hassan made their exit 
while Fat Ed told the kids about the marvel of salami, 
ham, and roast beef on freshly baked bread with all the 
fixings.

“Sounds delicious, sir, but I’m afraid we’re going to be 
late for our train,” Stephanie said. After making sure the 
coast was clear, the four friends walked out to the street.

“You guys saved me!” Jordan said, his words coming 
out in a jumble as he talked a mile a minute. “They said 
they were going to take me out back. That can’t be good, 
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right? Nothing good ever happens when they take you 
out back.”

“Did you hear anything?” Catherine asked.
“That other guy is Mahmood Hassan,” Jordan said. 

“The guy from Egypt. I mean, how many Egyptians are 
over here trying to get us right now?”

“I don’t know, Jordan,” Stephanie said. “But what 
did—”

“And they broke my phone,” Jordan complained. “You 
know how long it took me to talk my parents into letting 
me have a phone? A long time, I can tell you that. They’ll 
never buy me another one. I should—”

“Jordan!” Justin shouted.
Jordan looked at his best friend.
“Take a breath, man. Take a deep breath.”
Jordan slowly settled down as his panic subsided.
“Okay, now what did you hear?” Justin asked.
“Enough to know that they are working together,” 

Jordan said. “I think Baumgarten paid Hassan to make 
Howell’s plane crash.”

“So Hassan and his friends sabotage the plane and 
take a share of the hundred billion,” Stephanie said. “It’s 
a brilliant plan, but they won’t get away with it after the 
FBI learns what Jordan overheard.”

“But they might,” Justin said. “It would be just our 
word against theirs. We don’t have any real proof.”
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“Couldn’t Agent Carlson testify about the kidnapping?” 
Stephanie asked.

“That would help, but I’m not sure if that would be 
enough without some solid proof,” Justin said. “I hate to 
say it, but they might just get away with it.”

“We still have one way to stop them,” Catherine said. 
“We have to solve the puzzle!” She checked her watch. 
“And we’re running out of time. If we hurry, we can catch 
the next train.”

They started to walk up the street when Jordan 
suddenly stopped.

“Wait!” he said. “I forgot something!”
“What is it, Jordan?” Justin asked.
“My chips,” he said. He walked back into the sandwich 

shop and came back with a crumpled bag. He looked 
inside and shook his head sadly.

“Now I really want to get those guys,” he said. “They 
crushed my chips.”
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Stephanie carefully checked their train car to make 
sure it was completely empty except for the four 
of them.

“All clear,” she said.
“Okay, let’s get to work,” Jordan said. He pulled out his 

notebook and pencil stub. “Let’s start with what we know.”
“Howell was very familiar with Pascal’s triangle,” Justin 

said, “and his will refers to the great triangle. There’s no 
way that’s a coincidence.”

“Good point, Justin,” Catherine said.
Jordan scribbled into his notebook:
Clue is in Pascal’s triangle
Password has something to do with 4, 2, 3
Account or password has something to do with 1, 2, 1
“It’s not much,” Jordan admitted.
“No, but maybe that’s okay,” Justin said. “Think about 

it. This account is probably something he has used a lot 
over the years. He would want to pick an account name 
and password that were easy for him to remember.”
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“But he couldn’t pick something too easy, or someone 
else would guess it,” Stephanie said.

“That’s right,” Catherine said. “My dad used to use the 
first eight digits of the Fibonacci series as his computer 
password. It was easy for him to remember but most 
people wouldn’t recognize the pattern.”

“That’s the tricky part,” Stephanie said. “There are 
patterns all over Pascal’s triangle. We have no idea which 
he might have chosen. And even if we knew the pattern, 
how do these other numbers fit in?”

The four continued to look through the clues and how 
they might relate to Pascal’s triangle for the rest of the 
forty-minute train ride home, but they got nowhere.

Jordan’s parents were more forgiving about his 
smashed phone than he had expected. They bought his 
story about dropping the phone on the edge of a curb. 
He hated to lie to his parents but telling them the real 
story would probably get him grounded until college.

Jordan was even able to convince his dad to take him 
to the store before they closed that evening. He really 
wanted the latest model with all the bells and whistles, 
but he settled for the same one he had been using before 
Hassan got his hands on it. As soon as the tech guy had 
set up his phone, it began buzzing. He saw six missed 
texts and two missed calls from Agent Carlson.

No luck finding the kidnappers. You make it home ok?
You ok?
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Starting to worry me. You guys home?
Jordan, call me right away!
If I don’t hear from you soon, I’m sending someone 

over.
We’re on our way.
The last text was only a few minutes old, so Jordan 

quickly gave Agent Carlson a call. Carlson picked up 
immediately.

“Jordan?”
“Yes sir. Sorry about not getting back to you sooner. I 

had a little accident with my phone?”
“But you’re okay?”
“Sure, but we should talk about that.”
“What’s going on?” Carlson asked.
“Sorry, I’ve got a bad connection. I’ll give you a call 

back as soon as my dad and I get home.”
Carlson picked up the meaning of the last statement. 

Jordan didn’t want his dad to hear what he had to say. 
That wasn’t good news.

“As soon as you get home,” the agent said. He 
disconnected the call.

When he got home, Jordan went to his room and 
closed the door so he could speak in private. He called 
Agent Carlson and gave him a rundown on what had 
happened after the agents had gone after the two 
kidnappers. Carlson was furious.

“This isn’t a game, Jordan!” he yelled. “These are 
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dangerous men. You and your friends could have been 
seriously hurt, maybe even killed. What were you thinking? 
They are not going to let a bunch of kids get in the way 
of that much money.”

When he was finally able to get in a word, Jordan 
admitted that the agent was right about everything. He 
never should have gone into that diner. That settled 
Carlson down a little, but it was clear that he was still not 
happy with what they had done.

“Look, I’m happy you and the others are safe, but as 
of this moment, this very second, you are all off the case.”

“But—”
“But nothing, Jordan. The FBI will take it from here. 

Your information will help when we meet again with 
Baumgarten, but you won’t be a part of it, do you 
understand?”

“Yes, sir,” said a very subdued Jordan.
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It was two days before Special Agents Carlson and 
Walters were able to speak to Winston Baumgarten. 
Carlson paced in the lobby of Baumgarten’s law firm, 

his irritation clear on his face. Their two thirty-appointment 
time had come and gone. He was about to barge into the 
office area when the receptionist finally told them 
Baumgarten was ready to see them. They were escorted 
to the same conference room they had used in their 
previous visit.

Baumgarten was sitting at the head of the conference 
table, a smug look on his face. He didn’t bother to rise 
when the agents were shown into the room.

“What can I do for you this time, gentlemen?” he asked.
“Just a couple of questions about the will,” Carlson 

said.
“It’s a strange one, isn’t it?” Baumgarten said.
“How would you know if someone solved the puzzle?”
“That’s easy,” Baumgarten said. “When the time runs 
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out, I’ll be sent the name and password for Howell’s 
offshore account.”

“Who has the name and password?”
“I don’t know,” the lawyer answered. “The account 

name is being held by a person I don’t know. The same is 
true for the password. Each will contact me independently 
exactly ninety days after Willard Howell is declared 
legally dead.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” Carlson pressed. 
“How will you know if the puzzle has been solved?”

“Well, I suppose if someone has solved the puzzle, 
when I log into the account, there won’t be any money.”

“So, if I understand you correctly, you don’t have 
access to the account information now?” Carlson asked.

“No. All I know is that, according to the rules for the 
Royal Cayman Bank, the account name must be at least 
nine characters long and the password must be at least 
twelve digits. There’s no way I could possibly guess both 
the name and password.”

“And the will doesn’t give you the information you 
need?”

Baumgarten laughed. “That will doesn’t make any 
more sense to me than it does to you, Agent Carlson.”

There was a long uncomfortable silence, finally broken 
by Baumgarten. “Do you have any more questions?”

“Mahmood Hassan,” Carlson said tersely.
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“Not exactly a question. I’ve already told you that I 
don’t know him.”

“Then explain the meeting you had with him earlier 
this week!” Carlson snapped.

“I’m afraid you’re mistaken, Agent Carlson. I don’t 
know this Hassan fellow and I certainly didn’t have a 
meeting with him.”

“Have you ever been to Fat Ed’s sandwich shop?”
“Of course. It’s one of my favorites. You should try 

their special. It’s got salami—”
“I’m not interested in the menu, Mr. Baumgarten. 

What I am interested in is the meeting you had with Mr. 
Hassan at that restaurant shortly after you met with us 
earlier this week.”

“As I’ve said repeatedly, I don’t know anyone named 
Hassan.”

“And what if I told you that I had witnesses to this 
meeting?”

“I’d tell you to produce the witnesses,” the lawyer 
responded. “Is there anything else on your mind, Agent 
Carlson?”

“Oh, I’ve got plenty on my mind, Mr. Baumgarten. If I 
ever hear about you getting within a city block of those 
kids again, I’ll bring the entire power of the FBI down on 
your head.”

“And what kids are you referring to, Agent Carlson?”
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Carlson’s face turned red with anger. “The entire 
power of the FBI. Is that clear?”

“Oh, it’s quite clear, Agent Carlson,” Baumgarten said. 
“I think it is also clear that this meeting is over.”

“Maybe for now, but we’re not done with this case,” 
Carlson said.

“Perhaps not, but you have”—Baumgarten consulted 
his watch—“less than eighteen hours to solve Howell’s 
little puzzle. Good luck with that.” 

Agent Carlson stormed out of the building with Agent 
Walters jogging behind him to keep up.

“Wait up, Bob,” Walters huffed.
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Carlson came to an abrupt stop and Walters almost 
ran into him.

“I’m going to nail that guy,” Carlson said. “When he 
goes after a group of kids, he’s gone too far. We have to 
find a way to connect him to that plane crash.”

“We don’t have much to go on unless we can get 
Hassan to confess,” Walters replied. “The forensics team 
didn’t find anything when they checked out the plane. 
Without evidence from the disconnected black box, 
there’s nothing to say it wasn’t just pilot error that caused 
the crash. Without evidence, we’d never convict Hassan 
even if we could find him.”

“I know, that’s the problem,” Carlson said.
“What about the kids? Do you really think they can 

solve the clues in the will?”
“They’ve already gotten further than anyone else, but 

I can’t risk it,” Carlson said. He shook his head. “No, it’s 
too dangerous.”

“What if you warned them how serious this is?”
“I don’t know. I’d love to stop Baumgarten from getting 

his hands on that money, but they’re just kids, you know?”
“Yeah, but it sounds like they’re pretty smart kids, and 

we’re running out of time.”
“You’re right,” Carlson said. “They may be our only 

hope. But they better understand they can’t take any 
more chances.”
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* * *

Jordan and Justin were halfway home from school when 
Jordan’s phone buzzed. He smiled when he saw the text 
from Agent Carlson.

You and the team are back in business. Problem- solving 
ONLY!

Royal Cayman Bank
Account must be at least 9 characters.
Password is at least 12 digits.
Let me know if you come up with anything. Time is 

running out.
“What are you grinning about?” Justin asked.
“We’re back on the case! Let’s find Stephanie and 

Catherine. The clock is ticking.”
An hour later, the Math Kids were assembled in 

Jordan’s basement.
“Okay, we’ve got a few extra pieces of information,” 

Jordan began. “We know the account must be at least nine 
characters and the password is at least twelve digits.”

“That’s not much more to go on,” Catherine said 
skeptically.

“Maybe not, but it’s more than we had yesterday,” 
Jordan said. He added the new details into his notebook.

Clue is in Pascal’s triangle
Password has something to do with 4, 2, 3
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Account or password has something to do with 1, 2, 1
Royal Cayman Bank
Account must be at least 9 characters
Password must be at least 12 digits
“Let’s focus on the password,” Stephanie suggested. 

“We know it’s at least twelve numbers and we’re pretty 
sure it’s in Pascal’s triangle.”

Catherine opened her book and turned to an illustration 
of the triangle.

1 9 36 84 126 126 84 36 9 1
1 8 28 56 70 56 28 8 1

1 7 21 35 35 21 7 1

1 6 15 20 15 6 1
1 5 10 10 5 1

1 4 6 4 1
1 3 3 1

1 2 1
1 1

1

The four friends stared at the page, as if hoping the 
answer would jump out of the page at them. Catherine 
was quiet as she ran a finger across several of the rows. 
Her lips moved slightly as she counted.

“Do you have something, Catherine?” Stephanie asked.
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“I thought I had an idea, but the numbers didn’t work 
out,” she answered.

“Tell us your idea and maybe it will give us something 
to work with,” Jordan said.

“Well, I thought maybe the password was the digits in 
rows four, two, and three but there aren’t enough 
numbers.”

Jordan wrote down the numbers in his notebook.
Row 4: 1 3 3 1
Row 2: 1 1
Row 3: 1 2 1
He counted the numbers, then double-checked. “She’s 

right,” he said. “There are only nine numbers.”
“Still, it was a great idea, Catherine,” Justin said. “So, 

we’re three numbers short. What about the 1-2-1 clue? 
Maybe those just go on the front or back of the password.”

“Maybe,” Stephanie said. “But the will was pretty clear 
when it said the riddle was the answer.”

“Then where does the 1-2-1 come in?” Justin persisted. 
“Do you think that was just put in there to throw us 
off?”

“I don’t think so,” Catherine answered. “It was actually 
what got us to Pascal’s triangle. It was one of the powers 
of 11 hidden in the triangle.”

Stephanie’s eyes widened. She looked down at the 
illustration again.



David Cole

144

“What is it, Stephanie?” Catherine asked. “You’ve got 
something, don’t you?”

“11 squared is 121,” she answered.
“Yeah, we all know that,” Justin said.
“11 to the second power is 121.”
“That’s what you just said.”
“Look again at the triangle,” she said. “The third row 

is 11 to the second power. The second row is 11 to the first 
power. The first row is 1, which is eleven to the 0 power.”

Catherine suddenly understood where her friend was 
going. “So, if we look at the top row as row zero, the rows 
four, two, and three would really be rows five, three, and 
four!”

“Exactly!”
Jordan wrote down the numbers in these rows.
Row 5: 1 4 6 4 1
Row 3: 1 2 1
Row 4: 1 3 3 1
Jordan counted the numbers. There were twelve!
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Special Agent Carlson checked his phone as he sat 
in the lobby of Baumgarten, Smithfield, and 
Suggs the next day. He looked up as Baumgarten 

emerged from the office and crossed the lobby.
“Ah, another visit from the FBI I see,” Baumgarten said. 

“For the last time, I hope.”
“I just have a few more questions for you,” Carlson said.
“I’m afraid I don’t have time for you today,” the lawyer 

responded. “Unless you have a warrant for my arrest, I’m 
afraid I have other business this morning.”

The elevator chimed and two men carrying briefcases 
got off.

“If I’m not mistaken, these gentlemen are carrying the 
keys to my new fortune,” Baumgarten smiled.

“I’m looking for Mr. Winston Baumgarten,” said the 
man in the gray suit.

“I am too,” said the man in the black suit.
“I’m Winston Baumgarten.”
“Can I see some identification please?”
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“Of course.” Baumgarten retrieved his wallet from an 
inner pocket of his suit and produced his driver’s license. 
Both men studied it before handing it back.

“I have an envelope for you,” both men said almost 
simultaneously.

Baumgarten smiled broadly and accepted both 
envelopes. Their task complete, the two couriers retreated 
to the elevator.

“Like I said, my fortune awaits.” He turned to leave, 
but then spun to face the FBI agent. “You’ve come this 
far, Agent Carlson, why not see it through until the end? 
To be honest, I’m not sure how much money Willard had. 
Would you care to see?”

Agent Carlson followed Baumgarten to his office. 
Carlson stood as the lawyer opened the two envelopes 
and used his computer to connect with the bank in the 
Cayman Islands.

“Account name,” he said, looking at a sheet of paper 
from one envelope and typing in the information.

“And the password.” He took a little more time typing 
in the digits, carefully matching what he typed against 
what was on the sheet from the second envelope.

“And now. . .send.” He waited while the account and 
password were verified by the bank. He smiled in 
anticipation.

“And the balance in the account is. . .what?” The color 
in his face made an amazing transformation, going from 
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pink to white to bright red as he stared at the computer 
screen. “Zero? How can it be zero?”

He rose from his desk and roared furiously at Agent 
Carlson. “You did this! You stole my money!”

The look on Carlson’s face was complete innocence. “I 
don’t have any idea what you are talking about.”

“Yes, you do. Somehow you and those little brats 
figured out the clues and emptied the account.”

“No, we didn’t,” Stephanie said from the doorway. 
Looking over her shoulders were the other members of 
the Math Kids.

“And we’re not brats, we’re mathematicians,” Jordan 
said.

“I’m sorry for the interruption, Agent Carlson,” 
Stephanie said. “It was Justin’s idea, really.”

“I know we were supposed to wait in the downstairs 
lobby, but. . .” Jordan said.

“But he said we just had to see the look on your face,” 
Catherine said.

“And it’s even better than we thought,” Justin giggled.
“You figured out the clues?” Baumgarten asked.
“We did. Well, Catherine and Stephanie did,” Justin 

admitted.
“We all did,” Stephanie said modestly. “We’re a team. 

You see—”
“You kids stole my money!” Baumgarten screamed.
“That’s where you’re wrong,” Carlson said.
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“You’re saying they didn’t access the account?”
“Oh, we definitely accessed it,” Jordan said. “It was 

easy once Stephanie figured out what the one hundred 
twenty-one clue meant.”

“Thanks to Catherine pointing me in the right 
direction,” Stephanie said.

“And Justin and Jordan helped, too,” Catherine said.
“I don’t care who helped who!” Baumgarten shouted, 

his face now an angry shade of purple. “I want to know 
who stole my money!”

“Your money?” came a voice from the doorway.
Everyone turned to look at the long-haired man 

standing there.
“Willard?” Baumgarten said, his voice a raspy whisper. 

“But how. . .”
“How am I still alive? Is that your question?” Howell 

laughed. “Well, it turns out I’m a better pilot than your 
Egyptian friends thought. They hacked into the navigation 
system.”

“What makes you suspect that?” Baumgarten asked.
“Well, since I wrote the system myself, I’m pretty sure 

I know when someone is hacking me. I was curious to see 
where they were taking me, so I just went along for the 
ride. When it became clear they were trying to force my 
plane down into the ocean, I just used my password to 
override the system. I wanted everyone to think I had 
crashed, so I set it down on the beach. Not quite as 
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smoothly as I would have liked, but I managed to get out 
with just a few bumps and bruises. I wasn’t sure who was 
responsible, so I decided to lay low for a few months.”

“I’m so happy you’re safe,” Baumgarten said.
“Are you? I’m not so sure. I’m sure if the FBI were to check 

your emails, they might find out differently,” Howell said.
“I assure you my emails are clean,” Baumgarten 

protested. “Here, you can see for yourself.”
“Oh, I’m sure your laptop is clean,” Carlson said. 

“However, while Mr. Howell was hiding out, he was able 
to trace the hacked software in his plane to an account 
run by the GIS. That led him to a number of messages 
between you and Hassan.”

Winston Baumgarten turned a pasty white as the color 
drained out of his face.

“Oh, in answer to your earlier question,” Carlson said, 
“I do have a warrant for your arrest.” He reached into his 
pocket and pulled out the document.

“That’s ridiculous! You don’t have any evidence!” 
Baumgarten yelled.

“I think Mahmood Hassan and his friends might 
disagree with that. Agent Walters picked them up at the 
airport last night as they were boarding a plane to Cairo. 
They’ve agreed to testify in exchange for a reduced 
sentence.”

Two more FBI agents entered the room, handcuffed 
Baumgarten, and led him from the office. They could 
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hear him yelling until the elevator doors finally closed. 
When the commotion cleared, Howell looked at the four 
kids standing in front of him.

“Am I to understand that the four of you solved the 
little puzzle I left?”

“Yes, sir,” Jordan said. “We figured out the password 
first. It was tricky, but you left enough clues for us to 
find it.”

“And the account name?” Howell asked.
“That was all Catherine,” Justin said. “We thought you 

might have named it after Pascal, since he got the most 
credit for the triangle, but the name would have been too 
short.”

“We needed it to be at least three characters longer, 
so Catherine suggested we just add your clue to the end. 
The account name was Pascal121.”

“But when we logged into the account, there was no 
money,” Stephanie said. “Did someone get there before 
us?”

“Yes,” Howell answered. “Me. Once I found out Winston 
was involved with sabotaging my plane, I moved the 
money to another account to make sure he couldn’t get 
his hands on it. I do wish I could have been here to see 
his face when he saw there was no money left.”

“But what was the purpose of the will in the first place, 
Mr. Howell?” Catherine asked.

“I’ve suspected Winston was stealing from me for 
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some time now,” Howell answered. “My plan was to use 
the will as bait. I thought he would try to get to my money 
by solving the puzzle. I didn’t think he could actually 
figure it out, but I thought he’d at least attempt to get to 
the money by guessing some passwords. If he had, I 
would have known he was trying to access my account 
without my authorization and I would have fired him on 
the spot. Instead, he decided the quickest way to the 
money was to have me killed. That’s when he approached 
Hassan and his men about sabotaging my plane.”

“So you’re sure the GIS wasn’t involved?” Catherine 
asked.

“It doesn’t look like it,” Agent Carlson responded. 
“Sounds like they just had a few bad apples in the bunch.”

“It’s scary that they almost got away with killing you, 
Mr. Howell,” Stephanie said.

“Almost,” Howell replied. “Everything went according 
to his plan except for two small problems.”

“What problems?” Jordan asked.
“First, they didn’t know I could override the navigation 

system in the plane,” he said. “And second, they didn’t 
count on a group of fourth-graders—”

“Fifth-graders,” Jordan interjected.
“I apologize. They didn’t count on a group of fifth-

graders solving the puzzle I left. I have to admit, that was 
pretty impressive, and I’m not easily impressed.”

“We don’t have anything to show for our work, though” 
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Justin said. “I mean, twenty-five billion would have been 
a pretty nice reward for solving a math problem.”

“Oh, you’re not going away empty-handed,” Howell 
said. “I’ll be setting up a college fund for each of you. It’s 
not twenty-five billion, but it should be enough to pay for 
whatever school you’d like to attend.”

“Wow! Thanks, Mr. Howell!” Stephanie said.
“And there is one other thing,” Howell said. “Jordan, I 

understand you were a little disappointed you didn’t get 
a chance to ride in the FBI helicopter.”

“You’re getting us a ride in an FBI helicopter?” Jordan 
asked.

“No, I asked but they said they couldn’t do it,” Howell 
said.

“Oh,” Jordan said dejectedly.
“But the good news is that I have my own helicopter,” 

the billionaire said. “Would you be interested in flying in 
it when I take you all out to lunch?”

“It depends, Mr. Howell,” Jordan said. The billionaire 
raised an eyebrow. “Do you think we could fly over our 
school on the way?”

Howell smiled. “I think we could arrange that.”
“Then count us in,” Jordan said.

The End�
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Appendix�
Abstract Art and Math Activity

Wassily Kandinsky was born in Russia in 1866. He is known 
as a pioneer of abstract art. Abstract art doesn’t look like 
real life. Instead, the style uses bold lines, shapes, and 
colors to sometimes imitate real images, but often it has 
no picture at all.

Abstract artists often try to express their feelings or 
emotions, which is known as expressionism. Kandinsky’s 
artwork was both abstract and expressive, which meant 
it fits into a special category of art called abstract 
expressionism.

You will see math in much of Kandinsky’s art. He often 
used shapes, especially circles and squares, in his paintings.

Do you want to use some math to create your own art?

Supplies:
•	 2 sheets of white card stock
•	 Watercolor paints



David Cole

156

•	 Watercolor paint brush
•	 Water
•	 Paper towel
•	 Ruler
•	 Scissors
•	 Glue stick

Steps:
1) Use the watercolors to paint circles on one sheet of 

card stock. Use any design you like (for example, 
make swirls or concentric circles that start as a dot 
and grow larger). No matter what kind of circles 
you create, be sure to cover the entire paper and 
use several colors within each circle.

2) Let the paint dry completely.
3) On the back of the dried artwork, use a ruler to 

make a grid of one-inch squares.
4) Cut the artwork into squares and mix upi the pieces.
5) Lay the squares randomly on the other piece of card 

stock to create an abstract picture.
6) Glue the pieces down securely.

The result will be a beautiful Kandinsky-inspired picture!
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How Many Games in the Tournament?

There is a lot of math behind setting up a tournament. 
How many teams will play? How many losses can a team 
have before they are eliminated? How many games can 
be played at the same time (how many fields are available 
to play soccer, for example)?

The coach said there are thirty-two teams in the 
tournament. It is a single elimination tournament, so a 
team is out of the tournament as soon as they lose one 
game. How can we figure out how many total games will 
be played?

There are a few different ways to solve this problem. 
One way is to draw out the bracket and count the number 
of games played.
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Another way is to count the number of games in each 
round. A simple table works well here:

Round Number of Games
1 16
2 8
3 4
4 2
5 1

Total Games 31

There is an even easier way to solve this problem. There 
are thirty-two teams in the tournament. Thirty-one of 
these teams will lose, one in each game, so there must 
be thirty-one total games.

The Math Behind Beethoven’s Music

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827) was a German 
composer and pianist. He is known as one of the greatest 
composers of all time. He began to lose his hearing at 
age twenty-eight and was totally deaf by the time he was 
forty-five. Despite that, he continued to compose 
beautiful symphonies. How was he able to do that?

By stacking notes together in a particular way, we 
create a geometric series of frequencies that create 
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consonance, a combination of notes which sounds 
naturally pleasing to our ears. Even though he was deaf, 
Beethoven understood these patterns and was able to 
create by relying on the certainty of mathematics.

Hidden Patterns in Pascal’s Triangle

There are a lot of different patterns hidden in Pascal’s 
triangle. Besides the counting numbers, triangular 
numbers, and powers of eleven that Stephanie and 
Catherine found, you can also find these patterns:

Powers of 2
To find the powers of 2, just add all the numbers across 
in a row.

1 6 15 20 15 6 1
1 5 10 10 5 1

1 4 6 4 1
1 3 3 1

1 2 1
1 1

1 = 1 (20)
= 2 (21)
= 4 (22)
= 8 (23)
= 16 (24)
= 32 (25)
= 64 (26)
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Square numbers
To find the square numbers, first find the diagonal with 
the counting numbers.

1 6 15 20 15 6 1
1 5 10 10 5 1

1 4 6 4 1
1 3 3 1

1 2 1
1 1

1

To find the square of a number (the number multiplied by 
itself), just add the number to the right and below. For 
example, here’s how we find 22: 

1 6 15 20 15 6 1
1 5 10 10 5 1

1 4 6 4 1
1 3 3 1

1 2 1

1 1
1

22 = 1 + 3 = 4 
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Here’s how we find 52:

Fibonacci Sequence
The Fibonacci sequence is a little trickier to find. If you 
remember from A Sequence of Events (book 2 in the 
Math Kids series), the sequence starts with 1 1. Each 
additional number is found by adding the two previous 
numbers. The first few numbers of the sequence are:

 
1  1  2  3  5  8  13 21. . .

To find this sequence in Pascal’s triangle, we align all the 
numbers to the left.

52 = 10 + 15 = 25 
1 6 15 20 15 6 1

1 5 10 10 5 1
1 4 6 4 1

1 3 3 1
1 2 1

1 1
1

1 6 15 20 15 6 1
1 5 10 10 5 1
1 4 6 4 1
1 3 3 1
1 2 1
1 1
1
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Add the numbers on diagonals as follows:

1 6 15 20 15 6 1
1 5 10 10 5 1
1 4 6 4 1

138
5

3
2

1
1

1 3 3 1
1 2 1
1 1
1

Sierpinski Triangle
There is even art hidden within Pascal’s triangle. If you 
put every number inside of a triangle and then color in 
the odd numbers, you will see this beautiful pattern 
known as the Sierpinski triangle.



163

The Triangle Secret

Houdini’s Will

In the book, Willard Howell created a strange will that led 
the Math Kids to his secret bank account. Although this 
story is fiction, there have been some strange wills in real 
life. One of these was the last will of Harry Houdini, the 
famous magician and escape artist. 

Besides being an amazing magician, Houdini spent a 
good portion of his life debunking supposed psychic 
mediums who claimed to be able to speak to the dead. 
He would often go to séances (meetings where people 
attempt to contact the dead, usually by using a medium) 
dressed in disguise so he could demonstrate that the 
medium was a fraud.

Houdini died of a ruptured appendix on Halloween in 
1926 after being punched in the stomach. Houdini’s will 
contained some very strange provisions. Before he died, 
he left his wife a secret message. She was told to perform 
a séance regularly to try to contact him from beyond the 
dead. Houdini said he would prove it was him by reciting 
the message he had given her before he died.

Although she held annual séances every year on 
Halloween for ten years, there was no evidence that he 
ever appeared.
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Coming Next!

A Knotty Problem
Book 7 in The Math Kids Series

by

David Cole
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Chapter 1
―

Stephanie Lewis used her right foot to settle a sharp 
cross field pass from Riley Clark, quickly shifted the 
soccer ball to her left foot to keep it away from the 

nearest defender, then drilled a shot into the upper left-
hand corner of the goal. She smiled as she heard a squeal 
of delight from the sideline. She recognized the voice of 
Catherine Duchesne, her best friend, and gave a small 
nod of recognition in her direction.

“Great shot, Stephanie!” Riley said as she caught up 
to her teammate. The two exchanged a high five.

“It wouldn’t have happened without your amazing 
pass,” Stephanie replied.

“True,” Riley said. “That was an amazing pass.” 
Stephanie grinned and put an arm over Riley’s shoulders 

as they walked toward midfield. “The only thing more 
amazing than that pass is your modesty.”

Riley nodded solemnly. “You’re right, Stephanie. When 
you get past my incredible soccer skills, good looks, and 
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great sense of humor, I think it’s my modesty that really 
stands out.”

Stephanie burst into laughter while Riley tried to keep 
a straight face.

“You two want to join us?” the ref called out.
“Oh, sorry!” Stephanie yelled and hustled to midfield 

for the kickoff.
Two minutes later, the ref blew his whistle to signal the 

end of the game. Stephanie glanced over at the scoreboard. 
Her team had won 8-0 in a game which saw her score 
four times and assist on two other goals. Her teammates 
swarmed around her as she walked off the field.

“Great game, Stephanie!”
“Way to go, Steph!”
“Amazing game, Stephanie!”
Her face turned a bright red in embarrassment. She 

shrugged her shoulders in response to the compliments.
“Good game, Stephanie,” said Logan Clark, her coach 

and Riley’s dad. “I hope you saved some of that fancy 
footwork for the state tournament.”

“It was a great team effort,” Stephanie said.
“Like my amazing pass,” Riley chimed in, drawing a 

look from her dad which quickly turned to a grin as he 
saw her earnest expression.

“There’s not much to talk about,” the coach addressed 
the team. “Great passing, and a lot of good shots. Let’s 
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hear it for the offense.” The girls all applauded and 
several clapped Stephanie on the back. “And let’s not 
forget the defense. Shutting out a good team like this 
isn’t easy. Good job of sticking to your opponents and 
clogging up the passing lanes. Let’s hear it for the 
defense.” The team clapped again. “And finally, let’s not 
forget about a couple of really nice saves by Sydney!”

Sydney Maine took a dramatic deep bow while her 
teammates cheered.

“So, a great game across the board,” Coach Clark 
said. “I guess you already know, but this win assures us 
a spot in the state tournament. Pick up one of the packets 
with all the details and make sure it gets into your 
parents’ hands. Okay, that does it for me. Get out of here 
and enjoy the rest of your weekend.”

Stephanie gathered her stuff and walked over to 
where Catherine was folding up her lawn chair.

“Great game, Stephanie!” Catherine said. “That last 
goal happened so fast I almost missed it.”

“It was fun. That may have been one of the best games 
I’ve ever played,” Stephanie admitted. “I hope I can play 
that well in the state tournament.”

She glanced down at the stack of papers stapled 
together in one corner. The color drained from her face.

“What’s wrong?” asked Catherine with concern.
“It’s the tournament.”
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“What about it?”
“It’s on the same weekend as the district math 

tournament,” Stephanie said. 
“Oh, no! Are you sure?”
Stephanie handed the papers to Catherine. Her friend’s 

face fell as she confirmed the date. 
“Jordan is going to go through the roof,” Stephanie 

said. “All that work we’ve done for two years is going to 
be wasted.”

The Math Kids had won the school math contest in 
fourth grade but lost in the finals of the district competition. 
When they advanced from fourth to fifth grade, they 
found that Mr. Miller, their new teacher, hated math. After 
the four helped keep Mr. Miller’s son from going to jail on 
false charges, they had earned his respect and he had 
allowed them to form their own math group to continue 
to work toward their dream of avenging their loss in the 
district math competition.

Now all the hard work, all the weekends working on 
increasingly difficult math problems, all the dreams of 
holding up that trophy looked like they were all for nothing.

“You’re right,” Catherine said glumly, “Jordan is going 
to go through the roof.”

* * *

“You’ve got one to your left, Jordan!” Justin cried out.
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“Got him,” Jordan replied. “You cover the right side and 
I’ll move up along this ridge.” He made a grimace and 
scanned his eyes left and right as he inched his way 
forward.

“Incoming!” 
There was a thunderous boom as an alien grenade 

blew up near Jordan’s character. His health points went 
quickly to zero and Jordan dropped his controller in 
frustration.

“That’s the third time I’ve fallen for that trap,” he said. 
“It looks completely clear and then bam, I’m dead. Maybe 
next time I’ll just plow right down the middle of the valley 
instead.”

“Nah, you tried that too,” Justin said. “Next time let’s 
try hugging the right side and double-teaming the alien 
sentries.”

Jordan and Justin had been best friends since 
kindergarten and they both loved to play video games, 
although Justin was hands down the better of the two. 
Both Justin and Jordan got a weekly allowance for doing 
chores around their house. While Jordan spent his 
money as soon as he received it, Justin carefully saved 
every cent until he had enough money to buy the latest 
game. This new one was the toughest they had played.

“I’m actually glad this one is going to take a while  
to beat,” Justin said. “Andromeda Attack was way too 
easy.”



David Cole

172

“You think maybe we should try an easier level?” Jordan 
asked.

“No way,” his best friend protested. “We can beat this, 
I know it.”

“Okay, let’s restart and give it another shot then.”
“I’ve got a better idea, Justin said. “Let’s take a break 

and tackle that problem Mr. Miller gave us.”
“You don’t want to wait for Stephanie and Catherine?”
“I think they’re still at Stephanie’s soccer game. We can 

at least get a start on it.”
For Jordan and Justin, shooting aliens was one of the 

best ways to spend a Saturday afternoon. The other was 
solving math problems, the more difficult the better.

Justin dug into his overloaded backpack. Jordan watched 
in amusement as his friend pulled out three golf balls, a 
realistic rubber snake, four books, a handful of rubber 
bands, a roll of cellophane tape, and a pair of broken 
sunglasses before he finally retrieved a pile of papers.

“Why do you always have so much stuff in your 
backpack?” Jordan asked.

“I like to be prepared.”
“Prepared for what?”
“Anything,” Justin replied.
Jordan looked skeptical. “It looks like just a lot of 

random junk.”
“Random?” Justin asked. “No way. This is all carefully 

planned out.”
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“Okay, so what are the golf balls for?” Jordan asked.
“Defense against rabid animals,” Justin replied. “You 

just peg the animal in the head, and it will take off.”
“Why three balls?”
“I’m not that good a shot.”
Jordan laughed. “Okay, and what about the snake?”
“That’s easy,” Justin replied. “That’s to keep mice from 

sneaking into my pack to eat the snacks I have hidden 
down at the bottom.”

“Why do you need the sunglasses?”
“In case it gets sunny.”
“But they’re broken.”
“That’s why I have the tape and rubber bands to hold 

them together.”
“Okay, I give up,” Jordan said. “This is all important 

stuff.”
“You bet it is,” Justin said. “And now, here’s the math 

problem Mr. Miller gave us.” He pulled a single blue sheet 
from the stack of papers and placed it on the coffee 
table.

The doorbell rang. Jordan looked up in annoyance as 
Justin went to answer the door. When Justin returned 
with Stephanie and Catherine, he was carefully studying 
the problem.

“Hey guys,” he said. “This problem looks pretty easy. 
It’s a lot like the sixes problem Mrs. Gouche gave us last 
year! This will be a breeze to solve.”
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“Cool,” Stephanie said.
“How was your soccer game?” Justin asked. “You win?”
“Of course they did,” Catherine said. “And Stephanie 

had half of the goals!”
“Nice,” Justin said. “Was that your last game?”
“Yeah,” Stephanie said. “Except for. . .”
Her voice trailed off as she thought about what would 

come next.
“Except for what?” Jordan prompted.
Stephanie exchanged a long glance with Catherine. It 

did not go unnoticed by Justin.
“What is it you’re not telling us?” he asked.
Stephanie took a deep breath and then told them about 

the conflict between the soccer tournament and the 
math competition. Her prediction about Jordan’s reaction 
was right on the money—he went through the roof.

“You can’t miss the math competition!” he exclaimed. 
“I don’t think I have any choice,” Stephanie said. “It’s 

the state tournament.”
“And it’s the district math competition. We have to 

avenge our loss from last year.
“But it’s the first time our team has made it to state,” 

Stephanie said. “The team needs me.”
“What about our team?” Jordan asked. “You can’t 

drop out just when we need you most. You joined the 
Math Kids, so you have a duty to do everything you can 
to support the team. That’s all there is to it.”
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“No, it isn’t,” Stephanie said. “You’re forgetting that I 
have another team that’s also counting on me.”

“But there are only four of us,” Justin countered. “Your 
soccer team has lots of other players.”

“Stephanie is the best player on the team,” Catherine 
said. “If she doesn’t play in the state tournament, they 
will probably lose. They need her.”

“Well, we need her too!” Jordan shot back. “We’ll 
definitely lose without her.”

“Hey, I’m not happy about this either,” Stephanie said. 
“You know I want to be in the math competition.”

“Then do it,” Jordan said.
“But I also want to play in the state soccer tournament.”
“I guess you’ll have to make a decision then,” Jordan 

said, his voice eerily calm. “Either you’re a part of the 
Math Kids or you’re not.”

Stephanie’s eyes opened wide in surprise at Jordan’s 
statement.

“Are you saying I can’t be in the Math Kids if I don’t 
participate in the district competition?”

“That’s what I’m saying,” Jordan said firmly.
“I guess that means I’m out then,” she said.
“Fine. Have it your own way,” Jordan replied.
Catherine’s face became red with anger. “Well, if 

Stephanie is out, I’m out too.”
“That’s your choice.”
Catherine stared at Jordan, who stared right back. 
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Justin didn’t know how to respond. He was watching their 
close group of friends break up right in front of his eyes.

“Hey, c’mon guys,” he started, trying to figure out some 
way to ease the tension.

Stephanie was having none of it. She turned on her 
heel and left. Catherine followed her out of the room, out 
of Justin’s house, and out of the Math Kids.

“We have to do something,” Justin said, almost pleading 
with Jordan.

“No, we don’t. They made their choice, and they have 
to live with it. Now, how about tackling that math problem 
since we won’t be getting any help from Stephanie and 
Catherine?”

What Jordan didn’t realize is that Stephanie missing 
the math competition would soon be the least of his 
problems.
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People never want to feel like they are a zero, but I want 
to make the case that zero is much more powerful than 
you think. Zero may seem like an afterthought—it was, 
after all, the last digit to come into use—but, oh what a 
difference it made. This lowly number sits in the middle of 
the number line, with negative numbers to the left and 
positive numbers to the right. In this divided political world, 
couldn’t we use a few more zeros, moderate voices in the 
middle of the extremes? A zero isn’t powerless. It is the 
difference between having five dollars or fifty dollars. It is 
the great equalizer when it comes to powers—anything 
to the power of zero is always one. Without zeros, there 
would be no binary numbers and no computers that 
need the simplicity of dealing with only ones and zeros.

Let me leave you with this final thought about zero 
from author and motivational speaker Josh Kinkner:

Ask yourself this: If there was zero chance of failure, 
what would you do?

Now, go do that.
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