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For Bill Luckey, my first Double Detectives editor, who gave the extended Carson family carte blanche to travel anywhere in the world … and beyond!
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[Chapter One]


“It isn’t whether you win or lose, but how you play the game.” The speaker stared into the mirror over the mantel, lips twisted into a mocking sneer. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Anyone who believes that is nothing but a loser. The truth is just the opposite. In the end it doesn’t matter a bit how you played the game, but whether you won or not. Winning is everything.”


The mantel was crowded with trophies, but not many were for first place. “The losers lose because they haven’t got the guts to go the distance. They’re afraid to do whatever it takes to win, and that’s why they will always be losers. That’s why they go around saying ‘blah-blah-blah, winning doesn’t matter.’ If they don’t know they’re lying then they deserve just what they get—nothing.”


Reflected in the mirror was a face full of  self-satisfaction . . . and madness. “I’ll beat anyone, and I’ll get rid of anybody who tries to stand in my way. They won’t even suspect that I’m up to something! I’m too smart for them. That’s why I’m a winner. A winner never quits. A quitter never wins. No more second place for me!”


When the second-place trophy for the Wildwood Snowboarding Competition was thrown across the room, it smashed through the glass coffee table. The neighbors jumped when they heard the sound of breaking glass and the wild, angry raving that came afterward. But they were used to hearing such noises from next door. They never complained. They were afraid to.
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[Chapter Two]


Crystal clouds of snow plumed into the air as the three snowboarders sped down the mountain. They were crouched over their boards, knees bent, each one trying to remember to stay loose. They were racing on the black diamond run, the steepest run on the mountain, only for expert snowboarders. The three were experts, all right, fearless and highly skilled.


Swoosh! Otis raced out in front of his twin brother, Cody, while their cousin Rae trailed just behind. Cody was moving his body too much, and it was slowing him down. Rae was gaining on him fast, sticking out her arms for balance.


Otis pivoted on the top edges of the bumpy moguls to scrub up speed. He didn’t want to look uncool by flailing his arms. He did look pretty uncool, though, when he lost control of his board and tumbled into the snow.


Rae and Cody shot past him. Otis picked himself up, dusted himself off, and looked after them. They were neck and neck. The two were waiting for him at the end of the run.


“I’m crazy about snowboarding,” Otis said as he walked toward them. “I’ve fallen head over heels for it.”


“You fell head over heels, all right.” Rae smirked.


“Very punny,” Cody replied. “Next time, instead of snowboarding down the mountain you should sit on a potato pan, Otis.”


“Sit on a potato pan, Otis” was Cody’s favorite palindrome. He used it to tease his brother all the time. Cody loved making up palindromes—words or phrases that read the same backward and forward. His brother loved making up puns.


“C’mon, guys, let’s head back to the lodge and warm up,” Rae said.


The three trudged through the snow to the Shadow Mountain Resort, a large brick building with smoke coming out of the chimney. In the locker rooms they all stripped off their snow gear. Soon they joined the twins’ father, Hayden Carson, and family friend Maxim Chatterton by one of the fireplaces in the lodge’s large but cozy lobby.


Other guests wandered in and sat on couches or  at tables near the two other fireplaces, or next to the panoramic windows that looked out on the snowy landscape. Paintings of skiers and snowboarders decorated the walls. Mr. Carson had painted many of them.


Mr. Carson leaned back against the sofa. “You were out for a long time,” he said to his twin boys and his niece, Rae Lee. “Glad to see you all looking so happy. I hope you can stay happy without finding any thieves, smugglers, forgers, or other crooks on this trip. I know that would make me happy.”


Rae and the twins seemed to have a talent for getting mixed up in mysteries loaded with danger wherever they traveled. The three had tangled with kidnapping crooks on a Caribbean island, saving a movie star from harm. In the Amazon rain forest they had busted a ring of international animal smugglers. This time, Mr. Carson was hoping for a nice, quiet vacation.


“Try to confine your adventures here in Colorado to snowboarding and looking at nature,” he said.


His son Cody wasn’t paying attention. He was staring at the person who had just walked into the lobby of the ski lodge.


“It’s Trent Margolis, the snowboarding champ,” Cody said with awe in his voice. “That must be his coach with him.”


Walking alongside Trent was a blond man with piercing dark eyes. His hands looked too big for him.


“I’m Cody Carson!” The twelve-year-old frecklefaced boy trotted toward them eagerly. “You’re Trent Margolis! And you must be Coach Kent. It’s so cool that your names rhyme—Trent and Kent. Easy to remember!”


Otis shook his head. “Aw, just look at him, Rae. He’s acting like a little kid. The guy he’s talking to could be the next Olympic snowboarding champion! This is embarrassing.”


“You’re Trent Margolis!” Cody repeated.


“Yeah, I know,” drawled the snowboarder, tossing his curly black hair out of his eyes. He was wearing a gray hoodie and gray cargo-style vented pants that flared over his shred boots. Trent was sixteen and very full of himself.


Cody stepped back. He looked as if Trent had just smacked him in the face.


Trent’s coach hurried past. “C’mon, Trent. We’ve got to go over today’s training, so chop-chop.” He nodded at Cody briefly without smiling as he and Trent walked away.


Cody’s bruised enthusiasm was amped up by the sight of the other sixteen-year-old athlete who showed up next. “You’re Joshua Crane!” he blurted, pointing  a finger. “I’m Cody Carson, and I’ve been reading all about you. You’re going to the Olympics!”


Otis groaned. How could his brother embarrass them all in front of two Olympic hopefuls? He glanced at his cousin Rae. She was looking at the ceiling.


The sandy-haired snowboarder was just a little bit shorter and more muscular than Trent. His hair was neatly trimmed, as though he had just gotten a haircut. He was wearing a black hoodie, and pants like Trent’s in dark brown. He kept walking, eyes straight ahead, as if he hadn’t heard anything.


“Hey, earth to Josh,” said the bald man walking next to him.


Joshua paused. “Pardon me, Coach Renner. I was just thinking about how to improve my ten-eighty.”


“Good idea. It needs improving,” said the coach gruffly. He nodded in Cody’s direction. “Say hello to your fan here.”


Joshua looked at Cody as if seeing him for the first time. “Oh, hello, young man,” he said quickly before walking away. Cody thought Joshua talked like someone his father’s age. Oh, hello, young man?


Cody stared after him for a moment, and then whirled to look at the coach. “Wow, you were in the Olympics, like, before I was born, right?”


Otis groaned again. Was Cody going to be a dweeb  to everyone who had ever been or might one day be on the U.S. Olympic Team?


The coach laughed. “I was on the first Olympic snowboarding team, in 1998, so I guess it was before you were born,” he said. He glanced at Cody’s father and blinked. “Well, if it isn’t Hayden Carson.”


Mr. Carson nodded in surprise.


“I love your work,” said the coach, extending his hand for a shake. “I saw some of your paintings at the Kenton-Ross Gallery in New York last year.”


“Thank you,” Mr. Carson said, shaking the man’s hand. “I’m surprised that an Olympic coach has time to go to art galleries.”


Coach Renner laughed. “Just one. My brother took me to your show when I visited him last year. Your photo and bio were there, and I have a good memory for faces. My brother is quite a fan of yours, and now I am, too.”


“Well, thank you again.” He nodded toward the twins. “My exuberant son is Cody, and this is his twin brother, Otis, and my niece, Rae. My sister’s daughter often travels with us. And this is my agent and friend, Maxim Chatterton.”


“Agent, friend, and all-around family helper,” said the tall, gray-haired gentleman.


“Is this your first trip to the resort?” asked the coach.


“I often came to Shadow Mountain to ski, years ago,” Maxim answered. “The owner, Oscar Fredrickson, became a friend. He told me that the young Olympic hopefuls would be here. I knew it would be a great surprise for the kids.”


“I heard you’d be coming.” The coach smiled. “I’m almost as excited about meeting Mr. Carson as Cody is about meeting Josh and Trent. We came here to train for the Silver Creek Challenge next month in Aspen. It gives us a chance to train our top contenders privately and give them more experience away from our home facility. Besides, it’s kind of early in the season so it’s pretty quiet here.”


Maxim nodded. “I know you’ll be practicing, but these three were hoping to get in plenty of snowboarding, too. Oscar said maybe they could go with your boys—when they are free, of course.”


“Well, they’ll be on the beginner’s trail, or the intermediate, right?”


Otis spoke up. “No, we’ve been doing advanced runs for a year now,” he said.


Coach Renner raised his eyebrows. “Well, Coach Kent and I were supposed to have exclusive access to  the advanced area to train Josh and Trent.” He rubbed his chin. “But I think we could work something out.”


Cody’s jaw dropped. “Wow!” He looked at his brother. “We’re going to be with Josh and Trent!”


Don’t jump up and down, Cody . . . please, Otis said to himself. “Thanks, Coach Renner. That’s really great.”


“Okay, see you later then,” the coach said as he walked away. “Maybe you can give them a little competition,” he said over his shoulder.


Otis looked at his brother and his cousin. “Did I hear him chuckle after he said that? If he did we’ll have the last laugh. Maybe we’re not training for the Olympics, but we’re pretty good.”


Cody shrugged. “I’m hungry. What’s for dinner? Go hang a salami. I’m a lasagna hog.” He chuckled at his own goofy palindrome. He imagined himself snowboarding with the two Olympic hopefuls. This is going to be a great vacation, he thought. He didn’t need any mysteries on this trip.
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[Chapter Three]


“Hello! Hello!” A wiry gray-haired man with a mustache came rushing over. A wide smile stretched across his face. “Maxim Chatterton, my old friend,” he cried as he patted Maxim’s shoulder. “It’s been too long!”


“Hello, Oscar, it certainly has been a long time. I’ve missed the place. This is Hayden Carson, his twin boys, Cody and Otis, and his niece, Rae Lee. They’re looking forward to doing some snowboarding with those young champions.”


The owner, Oscar Fredrickson, welcomed everyone to the Shadow Mountain Resort. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you arrived yesterday. I hope you have plans to do some painting, Mr. Carson.”


“I’ll certainly make some sketches. The mountain scenery is marvelous. So is your lodge.”


“Thank you. Shadow Mountain is the oldest resort in the area, built in 1919. It’s very small and very exclusive.”


“It’s also very cool,” said Otis. He looked up at the high arched ceiling with a stained-glass skylight, and then gazed out one of the huge picture windows.


The sun was setting on the mountain, painting the sky with plumes of pink and gold. The snowy peaks shimmered as though dusted with diamonds.


“Tell us about the terrain park,” Cody said.


“We ride at the advanced level. We’ve been snowboarding since we were little kids,” Otis explained.


“Oh . . . I’m so sorry”—the man tugged at his mustache—“but I promised Coach Renner and . . .”


“We just met Coach Renner,” Cody interrupted. “He told us he’d work something out so we could use the park with Josh and Trent.”


“Well, that’s very kind of him.” Oscar rubbed his hands together and smiled again. “I’ve just had the advanced-level terrain park completely redone. It’s called Halo, and you get there by taking lift number two. You’re going to love it,” he said, smiling broadly.


“Let me give you a rundown of the features: You start out with a forty-foot jump and end with a thirty-foot jump. In between you’ve got a couple of back-to-back kickers, forty-foot and forty-five foot. Then there’s a sixteen-foot mailbox, a twenty-foot c-box, a twenty-four-foot battleship rail, and a sixteen-foot wall. What do you think of that?”


“Awesome!” said Cody.


“Maxim said you have a half-pipe, too,” Otis said.


“Oh, yes. It’s pretty spectacular—a four-hundred-foot half-pipe with twelve-foot walls.”


“We can practice our spins and grabs, and the somersault we learned,” Otis said.


“You can start tomorrow morning,” said Oscar, twirling the end of his mustache. “By the way, we have a game room with a Ping-Pong table and a pool table. It’s always stocked with video games—but our satellite TV is conked out, and I’m afraid we need a new one.”


“No big deal. We love video games almost as much as we love snowboarding,” Rae told him. She smoothed her short dark hair.


“What a talented bunch you are!” Oscar patted her shoulder. “Dinner service starts in an hour. I’ll put you near the table where Trent and Joshua eat with their coaches. Their families eat at a separate table so the boys can go over the day’s training at dinner.”


“Seems strange that they wouldn’t eat with their families.” Mr. Carson took a step back.


Oscar sighed. He glanced around, then stepped closer to the group and spoke softly. “It’s all about training, training, training with those boys.” He waved a hand in the air. “In my opinion they are much too serious. I know they want to win and go to the next  Olympics, but snowboarding should be fun, too. I think those boys are under too much pressure. It could make them sick. The way they get yelled at and criticized—well, you’ll see. I’ll talk to you later.”


Oscar was hurrying toward the dining room but stopped suddenly and spun around. “Wait! I forgot to tell you something important! Your cell phones won’t work here. The people in the area do not like the look of cell phone towers on the mountain. I think it’s crazy, but I can’t talk them into it. Fortunately, people come here in spite of the inconvenience.”


“It’s just like the old days when I used to come here. There were no cell phones at all then,” said Maxim.


Cody, Otis, and Rae exchanged glances. They found it hard to imagine a world without cell phones.


“Yes, it’s just like the old days.” Oscar nodded. “Another thing just like the old days is that there are cougars nearby. You won’t run into them unless you travel beyond the freeride area beside the half-pipe. There are avalanches in the area, too. There are plenty of signs telling you where not to go, and the area is blocked off with yellow tape. Every once in a while somebody decides to venture into the forbidden area. Don’t let it be you.”


“I read about avalanches before the trip,” Rae piped up. “I found out some interesting stuff.”


“You did?” Cody raised his eyebrows.


“You never mentioned reading about avalanches,” Otis said. He wasn’t all that surprised. Rae would read the list of ingredients on a box of laundry detergent if she couldn’t get her hands on anything else. She was a fountain of trivia and random knowledge.


“The biggest avalanche was in 1980, in Washington State,” said Rae. “It was set off by the eruption of Mount Saint Helens. In some places it left snow six hundred feet deep.” She paused to gauge the reaction from the others. All were staring at her, not moving a muscle. “I’ve read about other avalanches in the 1960s and 1970s that some rescuers claim were even bigger.”


“I think that’s enough about avalanches,” said Maxim. “Let’s head back to our rooms and get ready for dinner.”


“I’ll see you all later.” Oscar beamed at them.


Maxim, Mr. Carson, and Rae each had their own rooms. Cody and Otis shared one.


“This room is so great,” Otis said as soon as they stepped into 214. The room was huge, with twin beds and woven throw rugs. There were beams overhead and arched windows with a view of the mountain. A doorway led to the porch.


“The tub is as big as a swimming pool!” called Cody from the bathroom.


“It’s big, all right, but not that big,” Otis said. He plopped down on one of the beds, and Cody threw himself down on the other.


“You acted like a little kid in a toy store when you met Joshua and Trent,” Otis said, frowning. “ ‘You’re Trent Margolis! You’re Joshua Crane!’ ” he mimicked, clapping his hands and squealing.


Cody lay back lazily. “Oooh, like you’re just too grown up to get excited about meeting two guys who are probably going to be in the next Olympics. And they are only a few years older than we are! Get over yourself.” He looked up at the ceiling. “I love Deerville, but it’s great to be here. If everybody at DD could see me talking to Trent Margolis and Joshua Crane . . .”


Cody imagined his classmates at the Deerville Day School—in upstate New York, working on their assignments and taking tests at that very moment. He was grateful that the private school, famous for its musicians, writers, and painters, allowed him, his brother, and cousin to travel with their dad as long as their homework was done and e-mailed in on time.


“I think those guys are the ones who need to get over themselves,” said Otis. “That Trent guy acted like he was just too cool, and Joshua—he talked like somebody Dad’s age. ‘Oh, hello, young man.’ ”


He paused for a moment and then added, “All that pressure must be tough on them, though. I wouldn’t like to get yelled at all the time.”


Cody started putting shirts into a drawer. “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t mind if I had the chance to be in the Olympics,” he said.


Otis jumped up and unzipped his bag. “I bet you would after a while.” He opened the closet door and then suddenly stood still. “Hey, listen,” he whispered. “People are arguing in the hall.”


The two boys were very quiet. The voices got louder and louder. One of them was Joshua’s.


“I’m getting tired of it day after day after day. The man acts like he’s already my father.”


Cody and Otis looked at each other and frowned.


“What man is he talking about?” Cody whispered.


“Shhh!” hissed Otis.


“Well, he’s going to be your father when we get married, Joshua. Frank is just trying to be helpful. He just doesn’t want the coach to be too hard on you.”


“Who’s Frank?” asked Cody.


Otis shushed him. “I guess Joshua’s mother is talking about her fiancé.”


“That’s right! He doesn’t understand,” said Joshua. “It’s bad enough with Coach Renner on my back every minute. Then Frank is always riding him, telling  him to take it easy, which only makes him mad. Frank keeps giving me pep talks, too. Like I need his input.”
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