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For Meredith, who loves puns and palindromes
almost as much as Cody and Otis.
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  [Chapter One]


The thief crept from the shadows and headed for the art gallery a few doors away. He was going to steal a painting for a very special customer. Breaking in was easy. He simply inserted the key into the shiny lock with his white-gloved hand, turned it, and stepped inside. He knew there would be no burglar alarm—in fact, he knew everything there was to know about the gallery.


He removed the painting from the wall and carefully hung a forgery in its place. The thief allowed himself a moment to admire the fake painting—it was expertly done. Before he left the gallery, he took a lock-picking tool from his pocket and placed it in the middle of the floor where it was sure to be seen. Let them think a burglar picked the brand new fool-proof lock! The thief laughed to himself.


Back in his room, he telephoned his connection. The man on the other end of the call had been waiting—and he thought he had been waiting too long. “Hello?!” he snapped as he blinked his beady eyes.


“It’s me,” said the thief. “I have the package for your customer. You don’t sound like you’re in a good mood.” He chuckled. “It was a piece of cake. I even left a hook pick behind so that idiot of a detective would think the burglar lost it.”


“What did you do that for?” squealed the man. He was so angry that he slapped one of his tiny ears with a big paw of a hand. That hurt, and it made him even madder.


“I couldn’t resist. This is so much fun!”


“Oh, shut up! I know this is a game to you, but the rest of us aren’t playing. We’re in it for the money, and if you keep fooling around with your stupid tricks, you’re going to mess things up for all of us.” He clenched his hand into a fist. “That wouldn’t be good for you. If you pull another stunt like that, you won’t be laughing.”


The smile faded from the thief’s face. He gripped the phone tightly. “Don’t you threaten me. I’m the kingpin of this whole operation, not you. If you ever talk to me like that again, you’re the one who won’t be laughing. If you understand, say, ‘Yes, sir.’”


The man gulped when he heard those words. “Y-y-y-yes, sir. I was only j-j-joking,” he stammered. His nervous, high-pitched laugh sounded like the bark of a hyena.


The thief smiled once more. “Good. I’m glad I cheered you up. Now I’ll get back to planning our big job. It’s going to be the most fun of all. The icing on the cake!”
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  [Chapter Two]


Cody Carson raced through the damp, dark tunnel, following the stream of light from the bulb on his miner’s hat. If not for the hat, his brown hair would have been standing straight up with fear. He glanced sideways at his twin brother, Otis, running beside him, his eyes wide with fright.


They were being chased, and the thud, thud, thud of the feet hurrying behind them made their blood run cold. Whoever, or whatever, was chasing them was rattling. Suddenly, Cody tripped on something and crashed to the dirt floor of the tunnel. He found himself staring right into the empty eye sockets of a human skull.


“Get up!” Otis panted as he pulled Cody to his feet. “We’ve got to keep running!”


As they dashed through the twisting tunnel, both boys were sure their lungs were about to explode.


Then, with horror, they realized they could run no more. They had reached a dead end, piled with skulls and bones. They looked around frantically, eyes searching the shadows, but there was no way out. The rattling sound stopped just a few feet behind them.


“Turn around, boys,” said a terrifying, hollow voice.


Trembling, Cody and Otis looked over their shoulders. A tall skeleton towered in the darkness, pointing a bony finger at them. “You are both in great danger,” it said. Then the skull opened its mouth and cackled.


“Agghh!” Cody and Otis shrieked as they both sat bolt upright in their beds. They looked at each other and knew instantly that they’d had the same nightmare. This hadn’t happened in a long time, but dreams were something the twins occasionally shared.


“Whew! It was just a dream!” said Cody, wiping the sweat from his forehead.


“Yeah, a dream that felt incredibly real,” answered Otis. “What was that creepy place?”


“No idea. But we can’t think about it now,” said Cody, glancing at the alarm clock. “It’s almost time to go to the airport!”


Both boys leaped out of bed, and in the rush of last-minute packing they forgot all about the nightmare and the warning it held.
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  [Chapter Three]


“Ialready love Paris!” said Cody Carson. His brown eyes danced as he ogled the dessert cart. “They all look so delicious. I don’t know which one to pick!” He looked at his father. “Don’t you think I should get two of them? After all, this IS the dessert capital of the universe.”


Mr. Carson shook his head. “We’ll be here for a week, Cody. You don’t have to eat seven days’ worth of pastry right now, and there will be lots of food at the party tonight, too.”


“It’s so hard to choose! I’m dessert stressed.” Cody chuckled. He loved making up palindromes—words or phrases that read the same backward and forward—almost as much as he loved dessert.


“I guess you just don’t know where to tart,” Otis said with a grin, testing out a new pun. He pushed his shaggy brown hair out of his eyes and looked at his brother. “I know what you’re going to say, so don’t say it.”


“No, don’t say it!” their cousin Rae Lee chimed in. She was too late.


“Sit on a potato pan, Otis!” Cody said. It was his favorite palindrome, and he used it every chance he got.


“If I hear that one again, I think I’ll go crazy,” Rae said.


“If you fall in the river in Paris, you go in Seine,” Otis told her.


“Cut it out, you guys!” Rae gave her short, dark hair a tug in frustration.


Cody grinned and opened his mouth to say something.


“Non!” Maxim Chatterton said quickly. “That means no in French, and I mean ‘no’ in every language. The next time you open your mouth I want you to be putting a piece of pastry into it.” He rattled his newspaper, Le Figaro, and went back to reading about the recent crime wave in Paris. Maxim took great interest in crime stories, so the twins and Rae ended up knowing more than most kids about bank heists and ransom notes. Now that Mr. Carson was a worldfamous painter, Maxim was very busy as his art agent, but ever since the twins’ mother had passed away years ago, he had always made time to be an all-around helper and friend to the Carsons.


The doors of the bustling café were open to the street, and a warm breeze wafted inside. The sun was shining, and they could hear someone playing a tune on a violin somewhere nearby. It was the perfect day to be in Paris. They had just dropped off their luggage at the home of the twins’ uncle, Detective Newton Andrews, who had invited them to stay for a week. He lived in a beautiful building not far from the Louvre Museum. His apartment took up the first two floors, and even had a little garden in the back. The Carsons, Rae, and Maxim were all looking forward to the big party he had planned that evening to welcome them.


“I asked your uncle to join us for lunch if he’s able to take a break from work,” Mr. Carson mentioned to the twins. “He hasn’t seen you since you were very small.”


Mr. Carson smiled, and he had a faraway look in his eyes for a moment. “Newton wanted to work for Scotland Yard since he was a kid. He was obsessed with the idea. Your mom and I didn’t think he’d actually do it, but he did!”


“Wasn’t it hard for an American detective to get hired at a famous police agency like Scotland Yard?” asked Cody.


“You don’t have to be British to work there,” explained Mr. Carson. “Anyone can apply for the job, as long as they’ve lived in the United Kingdom for three years and plan to live there permanently.”


“Yeah, and Uncle Newton isn’t just any American detective,” added Otis. “Didn’t you tell us he is one of the world’s top experts on art theft?”


“Definitely. That’s why he was invited to Paris to teach French detectives about it. But then this wave of art thefts began, and he was asked to stay to work on the case,” said Mr. Carson. “Here comes your uncle now!”


A man with gray hair, a neatly trimmed mustache, and twinkling blue eyes greeted everyone as he approached the table. “Glad I could join you for lunch. It’s been a long time,” he said, shaking Mr. Carson’s hand warmly. Then he turned to Rae and the twins. “You’re practically grown up now. My sister would have been so proud to see how you three turned out.”


“I recognize you from Mom’s photo album, Uncle Newton,” said Otis softly. “She had blue eyes just like yours.”


“That’s true. I miss her, and I know you do, too,” said the detective, resting a hand on Otis’s shoulder. “So glad that all of you could come for a visit.”


“So are we,” said Cody. “Paris is amazing!” He was still eyeing the pastries, trying to decide which to eat first, when Jules, the owner of the café, stopped by their table. He was tall, with green eyes and blond hair. He was wearing a dark suit and a shiny blue tie.


“Bonjour,” he greeted Detective Andrews.


“Bonjour, Jules. This is my brother-in-law from America, Hayden Carson, his twin boys, Cody and Otis, their cousin Rae, and Hayden’s friend and agent, Maxim Chatterton. Maxim speaks French fluently, but the others are still learning. You know my French is still pretty bad.” He turned to the group. “Luckily, I never have trouble ordering food here because Jules speaks perfect English,” he said.


“Thank you, Detective. My mother was American. I’m used to speaking English to you.” Jules looked around the table. “Did Detective Andrews tell you how we met? A couple of months ago, he came in and arrested my top chef in the middle of the dinner rush! It turned out that he was a small-time art thief.” He chuckled and shook his head.


“I can laugh about it now, but business was terrible for a while, and I nearly had to close my café. Fortunately, I found a new chef who is working out well. In fact, he is making the food for your party right now.”


“After the arrest, Jules and I became friends,” explained Detective Andrews. “That’s why I asked if his restaurant would cater the party. You’re joining us tonight, aren’t you, Jules?”


“Of course!” Jules said. “I wouldn’t dream of missing it.”


Jules noticed that Cody was staring at the pastries on the dessert cart. “Now here’s a young man who appreciates dessert! Let me tell you about the pastries. That one is a tarte tatin, a small caramel apple pie. And these colorful little cakes are called petits fours. Let’s pick several for the table, and you can all share. That way you’ll get a taste of everything.”


Soon the table was covered with chocolate cakes, puffs of pastry and whipped cream, custards, and cookies.


“Do you have a moment to join us, Jules?” asked Maxim as he folded his newspaper. “I’ve been reading about the art thefts here in Paris for several months.”


“Oh, yes.” Jules nodded, pulling up a chair. “It’s terrible. The thief is very skilled. Most of the time, the gallery owners don’t even know that a break-in has happened. You see, it appears at first as though nothing is missing. The thief replaces stolen paintings with excellent forgeries—fakes that look exactly like the original art. Sometimes the theft isn’t discovered until the thief publishes a note in the newspaper.”


Detective Andrews was scowling. “Yes, this thief thinks he’s very funny, but he isn’t.”


Mr. Carson shook his head. “This is like déjà vu. When I had my first show in Paris years ago, there was a similar wave of art thefts. I was lucky that my paintings were not stolen.”


Jules nodded gravely. “Yes, you were very lucky. Most stolen paintings are never recovered. They are sold again and again until no one can prove who really owns them anymore. Criminals are selling to greedy, rich collectors who will do anything to get their hands on what they want—and who don’t care how a piece of art was obtained or how much they have to pay. No doubt about it, there is a lot of money to be made on the black market for art. Everyone in Paris is upset about these thefts.”


Mr. Carson began to speak, but he was interrupted by the sound of breaking glass. A man’s voice called out in French.


“That didn’t sound very far away,” said Rae as she jumped from her chair. The twins were already heading for the door.


“Come on, let’s see what’s up!” cried Otis.


Jules, Maxim, and Mr. Carson followed. Detective Andrews was already on his cell phone, calling for backup.


They hurried past the shoe repair shop next door to the café and found a man standing outside a small art gallery called Claude’s Fine Art. He was shaking his fist and shouting at some boys who were running down the street. The window was smashed, and the sidewalk in front of the gallery was littered with broken glass. A couple of rocks lay in the middle of the mess.


“C’mon! Let’s try to catch them!” shouted Rae.


Rae and the twins were fast runners, but the older boys had a head start. One of them wore a green sweatshirt; the other two wore black hoodies. Otis was in the lead. “Turn left!” he huffed as the boys rounded a corner.


Cody and Rae followed Otis down a cobblestone street. The boy in the green sweatshirt looked over his shoulder and shouted something to the others. Rae and the twins were gaining on the boys when the three made another quick turn. Otis led the way around the corner and then came to a halt. Cody and Rae pulled up behind him. They were all panting.


“Where’d they go?” Cody asked, scratching his head.


Otis put his hands on his knees and took some deep breaths. “I don’t know,” he said. “It’s like they just vanished into thin air. Poof! Gone.”
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  [Chapter Four]


“I’m sorry we didn’t catch those guys, Uncle Newton,” said Otis later that afternoon.


“Don’t apologize. It’s a good thing you didn’t catch them,” answered Detective Andrews. “They might have been a gang of street thugs, and you could have gotten hurt.”


“It’s possible,” Otis said thoughtfully. “Our sensei, that’s our karate master, tells us to avoid fighting. But those guys broke a window. We didn’t want them to get away with it.”


Rae and Cody nodded.


They were all enjoying the party that Detective Andrews had arranged in their honor. A little later in the evening, the detective planned to unveil a picture that Mr. Carson had painted for him. It was sitting on an easel in a corner of the living room, draped with a cloth.


“I’m just glad you three are all right,” said the detective. “A couple of other gallery owners have had their windows broken in the past few months. It seems that these vandals just like to break things. The gallery owners have enough trouble with all the robberies going on.”


Mr. Carson wandered over. “How are the investigations going?”


The detective frowned. “Not very well. I am working with a new director, Monsieur Anton Brun. He has different ideas than the old director did. He thinks that the theft of art is not very important. He wants all the police to spend time chasing down bank robbers and car thieves and the like. Oh, he says he wants the art theft cases solved, but he keeps assigning members of the force to other cases.” His face pinched with worry.


Maxim joined the group. “I heard what you were saying, Detective. It sounds as if the new director is making some very poor choices. I can’t imagine anyone in law enforcement making light of art theft anywhere. In the city of Paris, known for its many masterpieces, that behavior is just unbelievable. Billions of dollars’ worth of art are stolen every year, isn’t that right?”


The detective nodded. “Art is often easy to steal. Big museums like the Louvre can afford many guards and state-of-the-art security systems like motion detectors and heat sensors. Smaller museums can’t afford such high-tech security. Many small galleries don’t even have burglar alarms.”


Rae and the twins exchanged glances. They had been hanging on the detective’s every word. They all loved mysteries, and gadgets like motion detectors and heat sensors really got them interested. Maxim glanced at them and groaned. “Don’t get any ideas, you three,” he said. “We’re here to enjoy Paris. Leave the sleuthing to Detective Andrews and the police.”
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