Chapter 1
The Bee
Jack Stalwart was a nervous wreck. And it
wasn’t because he was on a mission for
the Global Protection Force, or GPF. He
was standing onstage in the gym at his
school, participating in the annual
geography bee. The geography bee was a
student competition to see who knew
more about the world’s geography. The
final three contestants were Benjamin
O’Dell, Cynthia McNulty, and nine-year-old
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Jack Stalwart.
“Now we’re
advancing to
the knockout
round,” said
Ms. Paulson,
the moderator
of the bee. She
was one of
Jack’s teachers.
Ms. Paulson was
sitting at a table
in front of the stage and reading from a
piece of paper.
Jack was nervous. One wrong answer
and he’d be dismissed.
Jack knew what it felt like to be asked
to leave the stage. In last year’s spelling
bee, he was knocked out when he
misspelled the word “reconnaissance.” It
was particularly embarrassing because he
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should have known how to spell that
word. Reconnaissance was the art of
gathering information on enemy forces,
which is exactly what Jack did almost
every night for the GPF.
The first question went to twelve-yearold Benjamin. Benjamin was one of the
smarter kids at school. He was wearing a
plaid shirt and tan pants.
“In what country would you find the
temple of Angkor Wat?” asked Ms.
Paulson.
“Easy,” thought Jack. Thanks to his
recent mission in Southeast Asia, he
knew that answer. Unfortunately,
Benjamin knew it too.
“Cambodia,” said Benjamin smugly.
Ms. Paulson nodded. “Correct,” she said.
“Jack,” said Ms. Paulson, reading from
her paper. “What is the capital city of
Finland?”
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“Helsinki,” said Jack, without missing a
beat.
“Correct,” said Ms. Paulson.
Jack ran his fingers through
his brown hair and sighed in
relief. Ms. Paulson directed the
next question to eleven-yearold Cynthia McNulty.
“In what country would
you find the world’s tallest
mountain, if measured from
the seafloor?” she asked.
Cynthia was quick to answer.
“Nepal,” she said proudly.
“I’m sorry,” said Ms. Paulson. “The
correct answer is the United States of
America.”
“Huh?” said Cynthia with a puzzled
look on her face.
Jack was confused too. Everyone knew
that Mt. Everest was the tallest mountain
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on earth. Jack could testify to that. After
all, he’d nearly climbed to the top when
he was chasing a bunch of thieves who
were after a yeti skull in Nepal.
Ms. Paulson explained. “Mt. Everest is
the tallest mountain, if measured from
the mountain’s base,” she said. “But
Mauna Kea is the tallest, if measured
from the seabed. Mauna Kea is on the
island of Hawaii, which is in the United
States of America.”
Cynthia walked off the stage, her head
hung low. Her ponytail swayed back and
forth as she walked.
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“That means we
have our final two!”
said Ms. Paulson.
“Jack Stalwart and
Benjamin O’Dell!”
The audience
erupted with
applause. Jack could
hear his parents and
his older brother,
Max, cheering him
on. Max gave Jack an
encouraging thumbs-up. Jack
was happy to see Max in the audience.
They were like best friends.
“Come on, Jack!” said his dad.
“You can do it, sweetie!” said his
mum.
As soon as the applause died down,
Ms. Paulson got back to business. “The
first person to miss a question is
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eliminated,” she said, “leaving the
remaining student as the winner.”
The butterflies in Jack’s stomach were
fluttering now.
“Benjamin,” said Ms. Paulson. “What
country is the birthplace of opera?”
“Italy,” said Benjamin.
“Drat,” thought Jack. That was an easy
question.
“Correct,” said Ms. Paulson. Then, she
turned to Jack.
“In 1979, the Serra Pelada gold mine
was established in northern Brazil,” she
said. “What is the name of the state
where the gold mine was located?”
The audience gasped. This was the
most difficult question yet! It was
extremely specific and, unlike the other
questions, required some knowledge of
history.
Or did it?
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Jack wondered whether he could
reason through to an answer. He wasn’t
alive in 1979, and hadn’t heard of the
Serra Pelada gold mine. In fact, he didn’t
even know that there was gold in Brazil.
But Ms. Paulson had said something
about a northern state. Jack knew that
Brazil was divided into 26 states (and
one federal district). Only a handful were
in the north. Two of the biggest states
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were Amazonas and Pará. Since they
covered most of the north, Jack reckoned
if he guessed one of them, he’d have a
nearly 50/50 chance of being right. The
trick was guessing the right one.
Jack took a deep breath and hoped for
the best. “Amazonas,” he said.
Ms. Paulson’s face dropped. Jack knew
what she was going to say before she
even said it.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “That’s incorrect.
The correct answer is Pará.”
The last thing Jack remembered was
Ms. Paulson telling him to leave the
stage. Jack was in a dazed state. He
walked off like a zombie.
“Let’s give a round of applause to our
new geography bee winner,” said Ms.
Paulson. “Benjamin O’Dell!” Ms. Paulson
presented Benjamin with a trophy. On
top of the trophy was a globe.
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The audience erupted with cheers.
“And let’s not forget our second-place
finisher, Jack Stalwart!” said Ms. Paulson.
The audience clapped for Jack too, but
by that point Jack was too numb to care.
He walked from the stage to his parents
and brother.
“We’re so proud of you!” said his
father.
“I didn’t even make it into the
semifinals,” said Max, giving Jack a
playful punch in the arm.
“Give me a hug, sweetie,” said his
mother, throwing her arms around him.
“You’re such a clever boy!”
“I don’t feel very clever,” said Jack.
“People are only as clever as the
question they’re given,” said his dad.
“No one in the audience knew that
answer including us, and we’re not
stupid.”
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“I guess so,” said Jack.
“How about we get an ice cream?” said
his mother.
Ice cream always made everything feel
better.
As Jack walked toward the door, he
turned to see Benjamin kissing the
trophy like a tennis player who’d just
won Wimbledon. After seeing that, Jack
vowed never to lose the geography bee
again. If that meant he had to study
every atlas, geography book, and map
he could get his hands on, he’d do it. In
the meantime, there was ice cream.
“Let’s get out of here,” said Jack,
pushing the doors open. Then, the
Stalwarts left the gym.
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