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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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