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 CAST OF KEY CHARACTERS

 


The Sleuths:

Meredith (Merry) Kean ~ Cluedo/Clue champion,
single mother of Otis, Lola and Archie

Kila (Mad Dog) Morea ~ Private investigator,
single

Martin Chase ~ Famous crime fiction author,
living with Tamara

Earle Fitzgerald (Fitzy) ~ Retired police
detective, husband of Beryl, father of Teresa (Tess)

Francesca Josephina (Frankie Jo) ~
Herald crime reporter, single

 


The Burlington Family & Staff,
Seaview:

Sir George Burlington ~ Mining magnate,
family patriarch

Roman Burlington ~ George’s son
(deceased)

Tawny Burlington-Brown ~ Roman’s wife
(deceased)

Heathcliff (Heath) Burlington-Brown ~ Roman
and Tawny’s son, George’s grandson (deceased)

Charlotte (Charlie) Burlington-Brown ~ Roman
and Tawny’s daughter, George’s granddaughter

Susan LeDoux ~ George’s daughter

Clement (Clem) LeDoux ~ Susan’s husband

 


Verity Vine ~ George’s Personal Assistant

Lia Segeyaro ~ Seaview’s ex-housekeeper

Angus Johnson ~ Ski Lodge manager

 


Plus:

DI Andrew Morgan ~ Investigating
detective

Igor Ivanov ~ Charlie’s boyfriend

Trevor ~ Kila’s friend, barman at Taboo Wine
Bar

Woko Wangi ~ Lia’s friend, music producer

Jan ~ Frankie’s friend

 



 


Prologue

 


Fingers bloody, he grappled for the phone and
stabbed in three zeroes, his breath like hiccups as he waited for a
response.

“Emergency services, what’s your emergency?”

“I, um… I’d like to report a… a murder please. Two
murders.”

There was a stunned silence, then a squeaky, “Can I
have your full name and address please?”

The man cleared his throat. “Heath. It’s Heathcliff
Burlington-Brown. I’m… I’m at Harrow’s Drive. Two thirty-five… Is
that right?” A brief grumble, then, “Shit, I can’t remember! We
just call it Seagrave.”

Like that would sort it out.

“Are you in any danger, sir? Are you injured?”

“What? Um, no… not yet. But I will be.”

An inhalation. “I’m sorry, can you repeat that?”

“Look…” Annoyance now. “All you need to know is I
killed both of them and now…”

“And now? Sir?”

“And now I’m going to kill myself, so… sor…
sis—”

But his last words were lost behind the sound of a
gunshot.

 



 


Chapter 1: An
Invitation

 


Meredith Kean
tried very hard not to picture her sixteen-year-old snogging the
school principal’s
son behind the recycling bins, where she was currently
dumping a load of empty cans and boxes inside. That was a rumour.
Surely it was just a rumour? She also tried not to notice
that her nineteen-year-old’s
rusty old Mazda had gone AWOL, along with her nineteen-year-old,
even though he knew her
thirteen-year-old had scoffed down every last morsel of food like
it was some sort of Olympic event, and she needed a lift to the
supermarket pronto! And she focused instead on a slip of white
poking through the letterbox out the front.

Oooh, snail
mail. What a
treat.

Creaking the lid open,
she reached tentatively inside, half expecting it to morph into a
bill but finding something else entirely—a crisp white envelope
with her name handwritten on the front in a lovely black
scrawl.

Her next thought
was that it was another invitation to Las Vegas and she felt her stomach tighten,
regret descend upon her again. Flipping it over she noted there was
no address on the back, and her gloom evaporated as fresh theories
began circling her brain.

A letter from her mother? Her ex? The aforementioned
school principal! Drawing it to her nose, she hoped the scent might
provide a valuable clue. It did not.

Eventually, reluctantly, Merry held up the white
flag, pushed her pink spectacles back into place, and whipped it
open.

 


~

 


Kila Morea heard the
Uber pull up long before his guest did, and he gave her a gentle
nudge.

“That’s you, my
love.”

The older woman
groaned and reached for her dress. “Why can I never stay,
Kil’?”

“Aww, babe, you know
what I’m like. Come on, little icon thingie says he’s right
outside.”

She got up and glanced
about for her bag, spotting it on the coffee table where she’d
tossed it the night before amongst the empty wine bottles and
crowded ashtray and coagulating camembert. As she stepped across
the bedsit to retrieve it, she swished her hips and hair, and he
couldn’t help smiling. He knew what she was doing, but he wasn’t
going to fall for it this time. His head was hammering, and he had
some serious sleeping to attend to.

“Aren’t you at least
going to see me out?” she said, her thick lips pouty, and he
smiled, detangling himself from the covers.

“Here you go, my
lady.” He strode naked to the front door and swept it open. “Your
chariot awaits!” Then he waved a hand towards the car idling at the
kerb.

The Uber driver
gave a little wave like he’d seen it all before, and the woman
giggled at Kila’s audacity and pecked him on the cheek, then
lingered for a moment, smoothing back his unruly curls, soaking up
his sweaty scent, before sighing deeply as she stepped
outside.

“Sorry again about
your license, Kil’,” she said. “I mean, I never thought you’d
actually be crazy enough to do it.”

He shrugged like it
didn’t mean the end of his career and waved as she walked away,
swishing her hips again. But Kila wasn’t watching now. He was
staring down at the envelope she had just stepped over. Eying it
suspiciously for a moment, he glanced up and down the street, then
snatched it, shut the door and dropped it atop the soggy cheese
before returning to bed, where he promptly fell into slumber.

 


~

 


The moment Martin Chase noticed the envelope resting
on the kitchen bench, he gave his nose an angry rub and dumped it
in the garbage bin.

Piss off, lady, he thought as he strode into the
bedroom to replace his cycling gear with skinny jeans and a T-shirt
that read I’m Silently Correcting Your Grammar, then returned to
the living area. His laptop was on the dining table and he slapped
it to life as he dropped into a chair.

He didn’t have time for histrionics today. He had a
very important manuscript to finish.

But it only took a few minutes, staring at the
blinking cursor, to pique his curiosity, and he was soon back in
the kitchen, scooping the letter from the bin and brushing some
Tanzanian coffee mulch from the top.

“Is that another of those loony letters you’ve been
getting?” his girlfriend asked, glancing up from the lounge where
she’d been flicking through a gossip magazine.

“Mm-hmm,” he mumbled, his nose wrinkling.

Was Tamara burning that hideous incense again? Or
had her smell now permeated the place?

“Why do you even keep them?” she said. “Just put
Return to Sender and be done with it; she’s obviously got the wrong
address, the nutter. Oh, and don’t forget to call your agent. I
think she wants to nag you again.”

Well, you’d know all about that, he thought. He
wasn’t in the mood for another round with Tamara. She sensed it
though and lifted one sculptured blond eyebrow skyward, but he
didn’t take the bait, just returned his eyes to the envelope and
the florid cursive script.

Hang on a minute… This wasn’t the mad woman’s usual
frantic scribble, and she’d got his name right this time. Perhaps
it was fan mail, Martin decided, and opened it with a flourish.

 


~

 


Earle
Fitzgerald was just shoving his thumb through the top of the white
envelope when his wife appeared with some steaming tea in a chipped
cup that read World’s
Grumpiest Dad.

“What’ve you
got there, dear?” Beryl asked, plonking the cup down on the rotting
wooden table in front of him.

“Not sure.
Probably another wedding invite.”

In their old
age, it seemed like the Fitzgeralds’ social life had been reduced
to other people’s weddings and funerals, although he’d see the
inside of a coffin long before their Teresa ever walked down an
aisle. She was a confirmed spinster, his daughter. Not that he’d
use that word in front of Tess or her scary flatmate Fiona! They
were both proud of their single status. Like it was a badge of
honour. Buggered if he could work out why.

“Two eggs this
morning? Or just the one?”

“Hmm?”
Earle was so engrossed in the address peeking out from the top of the letter that he
barely heard his wife speak. He looked up. Scratched his bushy
white beard. “Oh, just the one, thanks, Beryl. Tummy’s not getting
any slimmer.”

Then Earle
patted his wide girth proudly as he wrenched the letter
out.

 


~

 


The
croaky voice was just explaining how he’d “slipped the shank deep into the fucker’s belly”
when Francesca Josephina’s almond eyes glanced across the
invitation she had just plucked from the neatly split
envelope.

She
nearly dropped the telephone.

“You right,
Frankie Jo?” the man on the other end said. “Told ya this’d freak
you out.”

“What? Oh,
give it a rest, Shane. I’m fine. Keep going.”

He
sniggered, not believing her for one moment, and continued on. The
bikie’s story was riveting stuff, but that’s not what had
her quaking.

George
Burlington was inviting her over. Sir George! The mining magnate
himself!

Now here
was one for the books. After months of begging and pleading and
camping on his doorstep, Mr Burlington was suddenly having her
around for… She glanced at the invite again. “A brief
consultation,” whatever
the hell that meant. No other explanation was provided.

She
thought about that. Had
he read her articles? Was he fuming? Perhaps he wanted to set the
record straight.

In
any case, Frankie could
not have been more delighted. The Burlington story was still
relatively fresh—gory true crime had no use-by date—but it was a
pity he hadn’t reached out earlier. Still, this could provide
fodder for yet more “Frankie Jo exclusives”, perhaps even a book. A
probing tome. A brilliant bestseller. The diminutive blonde
salivated just thinking of the publisher’s advance.

“You even
listenin’ to me, sweetheart? Only got five minutes before they cut
me off.”

“Of course I’m
listening, Shane. Don’t be such a princess. I’m busy taking notes.
Keep going.”

Then
Frankie’s eyes wafted
back to the invitation in her hand, and she was glad she was
recording the conversation, because she barely registered a
word.

 



 


Chapter 2: A
Proclamation

 


Sir George
Burlington’s residence was not at all what Meredith had been
expecting. Located in an ornate Victorian-era building that left
the neighbouring Town Hall looking frumpy, the interior was
surprisingly minimalist and über modern.

Stepping
out of the elevator to the penthouse floor, she was welcomed at the
door by a redheaded woman with a smart suit and a very subtle Irish
accent. She introduced
herself melodiously as Verity Vine, Mr Burlington’s assistant, then
led Merry into a polished concrete living area where three men and
a woman stood, staring suspiciously at each other. The penthouse
took up the entire floor and was full of glass and steel and lots
of cold leather and sharp edges.

“Mr Burlington
will be with you shortly,” Verity announced before closing the door
behind her.

“Thanks!”
Meredith sang out, then repositioned her cat eyeglasses and smiled
at the others, trying not to appear quite so exhilarated. They
certainly didn’t, and at least one of them looked almost maudlin.
He was a forty-something in a statement T-shirt and black skinny
jeans, with a perfectly sculptured nose and surprisingly dark hair,
which he was now slicking back as he turned to inspect a
bookcase.

The man looked
vaguely familiar, Merry thought. She just couldn’t decide from
where…

The
other two men were also dressed casually, and she was
self-conscious now in her crisply ironed, pale blue skirt and
not-quite-matching jacket. Her sixteen-year-old was right. She
looked “so try-hard it’s embarrassing.” At least the other lady had
made an effort in what was clearly vintage Chanel. Merry might not
have money, but she did watch Project Runway, thanks very much.

“Hello there,”
said the oldest man, a portly Santa Claus lookalike, holding up one
palm. “The name’s Earle. Earle Fitzgerald.”

“Hello,
Earle,” she called back. “I’m Merry.”

“As in Merry
Christmas?” asked the man with the slicked back hair by the
bookshelf. Incredulous.

“Oh,
goodness me, no!” She giggled, glancing at Santa and snorting. “As in Meredith Kean.
It’s short for Meredith.”

“Well,
I’m Kila Morea,” said the third man as he dropped into one of the
white lounges, his messy black curls bouncing along with him. “And
no, it’s not Killer as in murderer. It’s Kila with an
a.” He directed that comment towards the
bookshelf.

Bookshelf man
just said, “Martin” like that was all that was required.

Merry glanced
then at the smartly dressed woman who was tiny and blond and
perfect. She was standing by the floor-to-ceiling window, looking
downwards as she tapped furiously into her smartphone, not
participating in the introductions.

“Any clue what
the frig we’re doing here?” said Kila.

Earle
shrugged, and Merry giggled again. “I’ve been wondering the same
thing!”

“It’s obvious,
isn’t it?” the younger woman said now as she pocketed her device
and sat in a lone armchair. She gave them a moment to catch up and
then said, “The Burlington-Brown murders?”

“The whaties?”
said Merry.

“Oh, right,”
said Kila, pushing a stray curl from his eyes.

“Surely not,”
said Martin while Earle just squinted as if trying to see down a
shadowy corridor.

The chic woman
turned her eyes to Merry. “Not a newspaper reader then, Merry?”

She
smiled apologetically. “I’ve been a tad busy with my three
kids. I’m a single mum.
You know how it is?”

“Not at all.”
The blonde recoiled at the suggestion. Then, glancing back at the
closed door, she said, “Last August. Socialite Tawny
Burlington-Brown hosts her fortieth birthday party, then after the
guests have all departed, she’s shot in the head—by her
twenty-one-year-old son no less! He also killed his father, then
called triple zero, confessed to the ghastly deed before turning
the gun on himself. Ring a bell?”

“Oh yes! I do
recall that! Soz. You see, I was in Las Vegas last August.”

“Vegas?” said
Kila, nodding approvingly. “You don’t look like a Vegas regular to
me.”

“Well, it was
just the one trip, for the Clue—” She stopped, blushed. “Just a
quick visit. I was away at the time.”

“It’s been in
the paper for months!” said the other woman.

“Don’t be
offended because she doesn’t read your columns, Francesca,” said
Martin.

The
woman turned feline almond eyes upon him, pointedly staring at his
obviously dyed hair and then down to his ironic
T-shirt—this one
read This Is Not Ironic—and said, “She’d be the only one then. And while we’re
swapping monikers, can I insist you call me Frankie Jo?”

“Frankie Jo
the crime writer?” said Merry.

“True-crime
reporter.” Frankie Jo’s eyes shifted once more to the man at the
bookshelf. “Unlike the acclaimed Martin Chase here, I don’t make it
all up.”

Merry’s
eyes were now saucer wide. Martin Chase? The famous mystery author? Her lips parted, but she was
speechless. She had every book the man had ever written! No wonder
he looked familiar, although she was sure his dust jacket photos
showed a much younger man, more dapper. Less haughty.

She
glanced around the group again, her excitement at fever pitch. What
on earth was she doing with this illustrious mob? Now she was the
one left feeling like the nearby Town Hall. Only frumpier and far less
useful.

 


Earle watched
the exchange between the younger group curiously, wondering what he
was doing there. He wasn’t much of a crime reader—true or
otherwise. Ironic, considering his life’s vocation, but there you
had it. He always found true crime too sensational and crime
fiction a joke—autopsies done at lightning speed, DNA sorted in a
matter of minutes, and amateur sleuths outwitting even the smartest
of detectives.

In their
bloody dreams.

Nah, since
he’d left the force, he’d left crime behind, too, and focused on
golf and gardening and getting out from under Beryl’s feet.

She’d be
impressed to hear he was in the same room as the best-selling
author. And Frankie Jo for that matter. The missus was just quoting
some story by the reporter that morning. Some interview with an
outlaw motorcycle gang member. Like the cretin needed any more
oxygen.

He was
curious about Kila Morea though, the curly headed chap on the sofa.
The others didn’t seem to know him, but Earle did, by reputation
only. Mad Dog Morea was a two-bit gumshoe, a private detective with
a pretty appalling public record. Almost as bad as
Frankie’s bikie friend. He
worked out of a crummy office in the heart of the city. Or he used
to. Hadn’t
he lost his license recently? Something about dodgy practices,
interfering with crime scenes? Or was it sleeping with his
clients?

Earle heard a
noise outside the doorway and checked his watch. He didn’t know
what was going on or how long they’d be there, but he did know
Beryl would never forgive him if he didn’t ask Chase for his
autograph. He glanced at the man, then leaned back in his seat and
shook his head.

Sorry, Beryl,
but I can’t give the smarmy bastard the satisfaction.

 


Where the hell
is my name? Martin wondered, stroking the bridge of his nose as he
scanned the books between Jane Austen and Agatha Christie. There
wasn’t so much as a Martin Chase in sight.

Now that
was surprising. He’d assumed Mr Burlington was a fan. Why else
would he be summoned? He frowned, rubbed a hand down his
T-shirt—he liked this
one, thought it was rather clever—then wondered if the snooty
reporter was right. Were they here about the murders? He couldn’t
imagine what it had to do with him. Still, he wasn’t about to miss
an opportunity. The crimes alone would make a stellar plot for his
next mystery. Maybe this would spark his creative juices! Get the
words flowing.

Peeling his
eyes from the shelf, he glanced around the room, soaking up the
scenery, taking in every shiny surface. At the very least, he’d get
a colourful setting for Flynn Bold’s next adventure.

If only he
could finish the latest one…

 


Frankie
was also checking out the room, but more openly than Martin, and
tapping everything into the Notes app on her smartphone—lest she
forget. Here she was in Burlington’s inner sanctum, and she needed
to jot down every delicious detail.

Oh, how her
peers would be green with envy! And the Boss too. The Boss would
reward her richly tonight. Maybe even bring over a bottle of
Veuve.

She
smiled as she read over her notes: Surprisingly modern. Palatial whites.
Hermes chairs? Small Picasso, back wall (check that with art
dept).

Four others (check age/spelling): Martin Chase, author,
trying to look twenty, dodgy dye job and Ts (WTF?). Kila More-ay-a,
rumpled, handsome, Fijian perhaps? Earle Fitzgerald, old, quiet,
distant rellie? Meredith/Merry Keen, dumpy middle-aged mum, utterly
clueless.

“Scrambling to
make the afternoon edition?” said Kila, batting his thick black
eyelashes at her.

“Haven’t had
an afternoon edition for decades,” she replied, not looking up as
she resumed her tapping. “So glad you noticed.”

Truth is, they
barely had a paper. Half the staff had been laid off last
Christmas, and the other half were all waiting for that ominous
shoulder tap. But she didn’t want to think about that now. Wanted
to focus on a future book. That could earn her a true-crime gong,
assure her future at the paper for life. Might even get out from
under the Boss’s thumb.

If she were
lucky.

 


As the
sexy reporter sat shimmering by the window, Kila wondered if he
should try his luck. She was more stunning than her mugshot in the papers and
slightly older too. Late twenties perhaps? That usually worked to
his advantage. It was the just-ageing ones who let their guard
down. Although he doubted Frankie Jo ever let anything slip. She
seemed too slick for that. Pity really, because she had an
extraordinary set of pins.

His eyes slid
across to Merry’s legs then. They weren’t too shabby either—plump
but shapely. He liked a shapely woman. Hell, he liked them all
shapes and sizes. Merry was older than Frankie, certainly a lot
sweeter. Too sweet for the likes of him.

Didn’t need
the guilt trip, not after this morning.

Merry noticed
him staring and produced the most adorable blush before saying
something inane about the weather. Then, more worriedly: “Do you
think that’s why we’re here? Do they think maybe we have something
to do with it?”

“Do you?” Kila
asked, and she blushed even deeper.

“Me? Oh! No, I
mean, of course not!” She giggled. “Like I said, I barely know the
story.”

“You should
ask Frankie Jo. She reported on it.”

“And what a
load of codswallop those reports were,” came a deep voice from the
doorway, and they all glanced around to find an elderly man with a
trimmed grey beard, thick tortoiseshell glasses, and a growly look
upon his face.

It was the
family patriarch, the formidable Sir George Burlington. And while
he was seated in a wheelchair, there was nothing feeble about that
look or his next words which echoed across all the hard glass and
concrete.

“My grandson
is innocent, and I’ve brought you all here to prove it.”

 



 


Chapter
3: Mission Impossible

 


There
was a moment of stunned silence, then Frankie almost dropped her mobile phone as she
scrambled to her feet and said, “Mr Burlington! It’s an absolute
honour—”

“Sit
down, Frankie, I haven’t got time for sycophancy.”
His voice was like distant
thunder. Not quite threatening, but you better have your wits about
you. As Verity hovered nearby, he said, “Back away, Vine. I told
you before, I’ll call you if I need you.”

The tiny
assistant held her ground, giving him a pointed look, then nudged
her eyes towards a sheaf of papers.

He groaned and
added, “Okay then, get on with it.”

Verity
bowed her head and turned to the group. “Before Mr Burlington goes
into any more details”—a
quick glance at her boss that spoke volumes—“we have a little
housekeeping to tick off.” She handed each of them a set of stapled
documents. “What I’m giving you now is a simple non-disclosure
agreement, standard procedure, nothing to worry about. This ensures
we keep the information provided here and henceforth between
ourselves.”

“A
confidentiality agreement?” said Kila. “You serious?”

“Very,”
she replied breezily. “As I’m sure you can appreciate, there will
be some sensitive and private matters discussed here
today, and it is
imperative that it goes no further than this room.”

“I won’t be
signing anything,” said Frankie, puffing herself up.

Sir George
seemed amused by that. “I may not be a politician, Frankie. But I’m
still capable of being misquoted, so I suggest you get on
board.”

Frankie looked
suddenly stunned. She blinked at him mutely before visibly
deflating back into her seat.

“And if we
don’t sign?” asked Kila, glancing between the two of them
curiously.

Sir
George nodded his head towards the elevator. “Then you may return
to your desperate housewives, Mr Morea. Maybe check the fridge
for leftover prawns on
your way out.”

“Prawns?” said Merry, confused, but Kila’s expression now
mirrored Frankie’s, and he too shrank backwards.

Martin
just looked incensed. “I
don’t sign any old thing! Not without my agent.”

“It is just
two pages, Mr Chase,” said Sir George. “Even you can’t be tripped
up by the fine print, but if you wish to see your agent, you may
also see yourself out.”

“I… I’m happy to
sign,” said Merry, earning herself a glower from the
author.

Martin
snatched the pen Verity was now offering. “This is coercion,” he grumbled even as he
signed.

Eventually, with that task complete, the PA strode out of
the room, leaving the door open behind her while Sir George wheeled
himself into the centre and turned his chair around to face them.

He took
a moment to survey the group, then placed his hands in his lap and said, “You’ll
forgive me if I don’t offer you anything, but this meeting will be
short and snappy. We’ll have time for tea and niceties
later.”

“What exactly
is this meeting?” Martin asked, his tone still petulant.

Sir
George clapped his eyes on the author, who leaned back slightly.

“I’m offering
you all the opportunity of a lifetime.” He waited a beat. “There
has been a grave injustice. My grandson Heathcliff is accused of a
crime he did not commit. And I want you five to prove it.”

While
the others stared at him sceptically, Merry couldn’t get past the name Heathcliff.
Was that really his
grandson’s name? Such a bold choice. No wonder the kid went
psycho!

A brief
silence ensued, and then
Sir George cocked a grey eyebrow and said, “Do none of you want to
dispute this?”

“I suspect
we’d be wasting our breath,” Frankie muttered.

His
expression lightened.
“You would like me to get on with it?”

She smiled
back. “If you don’t mind. I am on deadline.”

“Forget
your deadline!” he roared now. “Forget everything on your plate! I
want to hire you lot to investigate the murders and find my
grandson innocent. Restore his good name. You can take as long as
you need, and you will
be paid handsomely for your services.”

That,
too, left them speechless except for Merry, who was holding a hand up
apologetically.

“I’m
sorry, sir. I just have one teeny weenie question, if you don’t
mind. I’m not really across the details, but didn’t your grandson, er, take his own
life?”

“He was
murdered,” he replied steadily. “I want the record corrected.”

“Your grandson
dialled emergency services,” Frankie said, her voice also steady.
“He confessed to the crimes.”

“He was
lying.”

“And why would
he do that?”

“That’s what
I’ve brought you here for. I want you to find out.”

Martin stood
up. “I don’t have time for this nonsense. I’m on deadline too—”

“Sit down,
Martin,” Sir George boomed again. “Or should I call you
Braxton?”

Now it
was the author’s turn to look like he’d been smacked over the head by an invisible
hammer, and he, too, slunk into his seat while Merry just stared
between them. What was going on? The iron-ore mogul wielded words like weapons, managing to
disable the others with a seemingly innocuous sentence.

As if reading
her mind, Sir George groaned and wheeled himself a little
closer.

“I’m not
explaining myself well. Vine tells me I’m like a bull in a china
shop, so let me start over.” He took a deep breath and rubbed
gnarled fingers across his face. Exhaled loudly. “I know how this
looks. I know what you all think. What the entire world thinks,
goddammit. But I know my grandson, and I know he did not do this thing. Heathcliff
was coerced. Somehow.”

He waved
a hand as if it were a mere detail. “The police are fools. They
believe it is… What’s
the term?” His eyes were now on Earle, who hadn’t yet said a word.
“Open and shut?”

“There was
that confession,” Earle replied, clearing his throat before adding,
“Sir.”

Another
dismissive wave. “Coerced,” Sir George repeated. “Not worth the
cost of the triple zero call.”

“Actually
emergency calls are all free,” said Merry, “as they should…” She
gobbled back her own words and stared into her lap.

“Mr
Burlington,” said Kila,
“as you clearly know, I’m a private detective, but I’m not in the
game anymore, at least not at the moment, so unless you’re
offering—”

“One million
dollars.”

Kila blinked
back at him, gaping. They all did.

Then Merry
said, “I’m sorry, could you repeat that?”

“I am offering
each of you one million dollars to prove my grandson’s
innocence.”

“Each of us?”
asked Kila. “Or one of us?”

“Each of you.
But only if you work as a team. Together. Or the deal’s off.”

“Hang
on, what?” said
Merry.

Sir
George ignored her and
added, “The person who makes the greatest breakthrough in the case
will earn an extra million.” He glanced at his watch. Frowned.
“Time has snuck up on me. Story of my life.” He sighed. “Vine will
be back shortly to see to the details. I must be off.”

Then he
wheeled himself slowly towards the door like he hadn’t just
detonated a grenade in the room. The others stared at his back, all five of them now
gobsmacked.

As he
reached the door, Frankie called out, “And the person who does the
least? What happens to
them?”

Sir
George stopped and smiled to himself. “Oh, that person will earn
nothing. Not one red
cent. You have forty-eight hours to decide.”

Then he slid
from the room.

 


“What just
happened?” asked Merry.

“He’s playing
with us,” said Martin.

“Could have
dementia,” whispered Frankie, glancing back at the open door.

“More
like a demented sense of delusion,” said Kila, not bothering to
keep his tone down. “His grandson’s a violent
monster, and he’s not
willing to accept it. Don’t you love the way the rich think they’re
above the law? That their progeny couldn’t possibly have done
it.”

“I… I don’t
understand what’s just happened,” said Merry again.

“This is a
joke,” said Martin. “Nobody pays that kind of money to prove a
fiction.”

“But what if
he’s right?” said Merry. “What if his grandson didn’t do it?”

“Spoiler
alert!” said Frankie. “Heathcliff done it. I know. I researched the story inside and out. There’s
nothing to see here. His grandson is a killer.”

“Shouldn’t we
at least try?” said Merry. “He said he’d pay us a million dollars
if we look into it.”

Earle
cleared his throat, and
they all turned to stare at him. “No, actually, I think you’ll find
Mr Burlington said he’d pay us a million dollars
if we prove his
grandson’s innocence.
Quite a different thing entirely.”

“So if
we don’t prove it…,”
began Merry.

“We get
nothing,” said Earle,
his voice bone dry.

“And,” added
Martin, “even if we did manage to prove the impossible, one of us
gets sweet F-all, remember? The one who does the least gets zilch.
How is that even fair?”

“It’s not; it’s
bullshit,” said Kila, getting to his feet.

“You’re
just leaving?” said
Frankie. “You don’t even want to discuss it?”

The
curly-headed PI shrugged. “You lot can do what you want. I’m not wasting
any more time on a violent rich kid.”

Merry
looked deflated. “I haven’t got that much on at the
moment. I’m prepared to
give it a whirl.”

“Oh? No
games of Cluedo on the horizon?” said Frankie, holding up her
smartphone. “Yes, honey. I just googled you. Cluedo
champion? Really? Is that what
you bring to the table?”

And finally it
was Merry’s turn to deflate.

“Cluedo
champion?” echoed Martin. “Is that even a thing?”

“Well,
it’s just a hobby really…,” she replied. “I just happen to be pretty good at it. Bit
of a fluke. But… Well, I can’t imagine that’s the reason I’m
here.”

“Then
why are you here?” Frankie asked, hands on her hips, and Merry
shrunk further. Frankie
then turned her eyes to Kila. “While we’re sorting out who’s who
and what’s what, you’re an ex-PI, Kila. I got that. And you, Earle?
I can only assume you’re a badge?”

“Was,” he
said. “For forty years. Twenty-five of them as a detective. Ten
leading the Serious Crime Division.”

“When did you
last work a case?”

Earle
hesitated and then said, “A while ago.”

Kila
groaned and began walking towards the door just as Verity
reappeared. She had a set of business cards and was holding them
out like a party favour.

“Thanks for
your time, people,” she sang out. “Should you decide to take up Mr
Burlington’s offer, he has asked that each of you be present at the
address on this card at precisely nine on Monday morning. He will
explain everything in more detail then.”

“Nine?”
said Frankie. “At least one of us has a day job, you know.”

“I’d
like to clarify an important matter please, Miss,” said Earle. “If only three or four of us
should happen to show up on Monday…”

“Then the deal
is off,” said Verity, her tone as matter-of-fact as her boss.

“That’s
a bit churlish,” said Frankie. “I don’t need a retiree and a pack
of amateur sleuths to help me investigate anything. No
offence,
people.”

“Oh,
none taken!” gushed Merry, causing Martin to give her a withering look.

“I work alone
too,” said Kila.

“The
instructions are quite clear,” Verity replied. “All five of you
have been carefully selected. You each bring certain… shall we
say… qualities to the
table. Mr Burlington would like you to work as one.” She held her
palm out. “Now, if you’d like to grab a card and follow me, I’ll
show you back out.”

There
was a bit of eye-rolling
and some uncomfortable stares, then Kila said, “This is a joke” but
took a card from the assistant’s hands anyway, and the others
followed.

“Tell
your boss not to hold his breath,” Frankie muttered, but as she
snatched the card from the PA, she knew full well she’d be there.

She’d
just clocked the word Seagrave and felt a jolt of excitement. That was the name of Roman
and Tawny Burlington-Brown’s home—the infamous murder mansion. And
she’d happily show up for less than a buck.

 



 


Chapter
4: The Aftermath

 


By the
time Frankie returned to the Herald office, her editor was on the warpath.

“This isn’t
the Holiday Inn, Frankie,” he snapped at her. “You can’t just clear
off anytime you bloody like. We’re on deadline, heard of that?”

“I know, I’m
sorry! I was chasing up a lead.”

His tone
softened. “What lead?”

Frankie
hesitated, not sure how much to say. She had already scripted the
front-page headline on her drive back:

Exclusive!
Mining Magnate’s Mission Impossible to Clear His Guilty
Grandson.

Now… Now
Frankie was oddly reluctant to give anything away, and it had nothing to do with that
irksome confidentiality agreement. She had a dreadful feeling it
would all come to nothing. She’d put money on the PI not showing.
Or perhaps it was a sense that this was bigger than one newspaper,
even this one.

In any case,
she simply shrugged and said, “Oh, turned out to be nothing. I’ll
get back to the dead mountain climber piece. I have a hunch her
hubby pushed her.”

The editor
watched her for a moment as though not quite buying it, then said,
“Well, make it snappy. Subs need something in ten.”

Then he
left her with her thoughts, which as usual were tangling in all directions, none of
them towards the hapless hiker. Five minutes later a jaunty tune
dragged Frankie back, and she glanced at her smartphone to see the
Boss was calling.

“Piss
off!” she hissed, then shoved it under some papers while she
brought her computer to life. She hunted for her latest article but
simply couldn’t focus. Eventually Frankie reached for the hidden smartphone and
pressed Return Call, then smacked a palm at her forehead as she
waited for it to answer.

“Hey, gorgeous!”
Frankie said a second later. “Sorry I missed your call. I was just
in a meeting. Everything good?”

 


~

 


“So,
will you take up the calling, d’ya think?” Beryl asked her husband
as they sat, legs out before them, on the crackling wicker chairs
in their backyard,
enjoying their daily sundowner—a frosty lager for Earle, a clinking
glass of scotch and dry for Beryl, a bowl of fresh water for their
greying “bitzer” Gruff (he was a bit of this, bit of
that).

“Hmm,” he
mumbled ambivalently as he reached down to scratch Gruff’s upturned
stomach. “There’s something whiffy about it.”

“Up to
no good, you
reckon?”

He placed his
cold beer to his lips. “Maybe.” He took a long, scorching gulp.

Something had
been niggling at the ex-detective since the mogul made his grand
announcement. It didn’t feel quite right. Earle knew the case well.
His old colleague Detective Inspector Andrew Morgan was on it, and
they’d shared a beer soon after it happened. Morgs hadn’t nursed a
single doubt, and it had little to do with the lad’s
confession.

They’d
both seen a few false confessions in their time. Plenty of
nutters owned up to stuff they
didn’t do, and he knew at least two old colleagues who specialised
in nagging, starving, or monstering a confession out of
others—usually with the misguided belief that if the turd hadn’t
done this one, he sure as hell was guilty of something.

Nah, it
was the evidence that made it stick. Or at least that’s what Morgan
had said. There was blood and plenty of it. The young bloke’s
bloody footprints were
like a trail of breadcrumbs from room to room and body to
body.

Yep, he was
certain the kid was guilty and his rich gramps was just trying to
protect the family honour, probably the mighty share price while he
was at it. So why was he still mulling it over? Still considering
showing up on Monday, despite all that?

“I’ll grab us
some chips, love,” Beryl said, slipping her feet back into her
shaggy slippers and then pulling herself up and back inside, Gruff
staggering to his feet to follow.

As Earle
watched the screen door rattle on its rusty hinges and spotted the
ripped screen flap through which Gruff was now sliding, Earle knew
why. It had everything to do with that broken door and Beryl’s
crummy slippers and the fact that she was opening a packet of
no-name potato chips when the gourmet version were her
favourites.

Yep, no two
ways about it. He was doing it for Beryl.

 


~

 


As she
steered her trolley through the supermarket aisle, plucking the
usual brands off the shelves at an alarming pace (Otis would be
there soon to collect her), Merry couldn’t stop replaying Frankie Jo’s words in her
head.

I don’t need a pack of amateur sleuths to help me
investigate anything.

Well, she didn’t
need Frankie Jo’s disdain, thanks very much. She had plenty of her
own to go around. Had absolutely no idea why she was included in
that group; could not for the life of her work out why the lovely
rich man had invited her.

Had to be a
mistake, she thought as she reached for some gourmet muesli.

Perhaps
he’d call soon and
rescind the offer.

She plonked
the muesli back and opted for a jumbo-size packet of Rice Bubbles
instead.

The
others had certainly looked at her like she didn’t belong. And
she didn’t belong!
They were all professionals in this field! She only knew her way
around a Cluedo board— Clue to her American friends. It wasn’t real
life.

“You’re
a Cluedo world champion!
You can solve anything!” Otis reminded her later that afternoon as
he helped her unpack the green bags—and there were plenty of
them.

Despite
her reservations, Merry was already acting like she had an easy
million and had bought all the treats she normally bought
sparingly—chocolate iceblocks, quality steaks (not the cheap, fatty stuff) and
even a decent bottle of wine instead of the usual half-price jobby.
And yes, she had gone back and scooped up that lovely box of
muesli.

“You need to
think of it like a game of Cluedo,” he added.

“How do you
mean, beautiful boy?” she asked as she tried to find room for it
all in their small, cluttered fridge.

“I mean,
didn’t it happen in some giant mansion? So set it up like a board
game. Put the dead bodies in each room and work your way through
it.”

She was now
sniffing what looked like a bowl of leftover curry. “I think it’s a
bit more complicated than that, hon.”

“Popcorn! You never get popcorn!” squealed her
thirteen-year-old, Archie, as he burst into the kitchen and atop
the shopping bags.

Returning home with the groceries always felt a little like
Christmas to Merry’s
three kids—unwrapping each bag, hopeful of something exciting and
usually finding little more than the food equivalent of socks and
undies. Today was different, and his smile widened.

“Go on
then,” she said. “But
just one packet or you’ll ruin your appetite. Tonight we eat like
royalty!”

 



 


Chapter
5: The Murder Mansion

 


Seagrave
looked more like an
aging royal residence than a family home, perched high above the
plebs on the edge of a grand, chiselled cliff face in one of
Sydney’s wealthiest suburbs. How it came to be built there would
make a story in itself, Frankie thought as she pulled her red Audi
into the spacious, pebbled driveway out the front. Or back, really,
because the premiere side had to be the one that faced that
stunning ocean.

Frankie
knew from her own research that Sir George had built this
monstrosity just twenty years earlier. Designed to replicate the grand homes of his
English ancestry, complete with ivy-clad pillars and crumbling
sandstone walls, it could just as easily fit into an Agatha
Christie novel, she thought. Certainly had the look of a creaking
mansion. And now it had the ghosts to match.

Except there
was already a ghostly presence.

Rumour
has it the house was christened Seagrave by Sir George’s much
younger and ridiculously named second wife, Pookie, and no one
quite agrees whether it was prophetic or just a very tragic
coincidence that she died there less than two years after moving
in. Some say she threw herself from a balcony into the roiling
sea; some say it was
just a terrible accident. In any case, the patriarch had promptly
moved out and handed it to his eldest child.

Why
Roman and his new wife Tawny would want to inhabit the home where
the matriarch met her
demise was beyond Frankie, and she wondered who would want to
inhabit it now. Would Sir George’s remaining child, Susan, put her
hand up? Or would they sell it quietly down the track to some
foreign investor who cared more for stunning views than lingering
ghosts?

Either
way, the ambitious
reporter wasn’t about to miss an opportunity.

Thanks to a
long, high-walled driveway on one side and impenetrable cliffs on
the other, she had never got a chance to peek inside (and neither
had a stream of paparazzi who’d given it their best shot). The
closest Frankie ever got was back on the main road, behind the
enormous gate, one hand on the buzzer, the other on her recorder,
hoping a passing gardener would show her in and help embellish her
articles. Yet there had never been so much as a crackled hello.

“Hello!”
came a call from the other side of the driveway now, and Frankie looked up as she stepped
from her car.

Martin
Chase was leaning
against a shiny silver Aston Martin.

Could he be any more cliché? Frankie thought.

“How the other
half live, hey?” he said, nodding towards the mansion.

Like he could
talk.

“Other
one percent, I’d suggest,” Frankie said, glancing around. Theirs were the only two
vehicles in the guest parking area.

He read her
mind and said, “Let’s hope the others show.”

A fresh
bubble of annoyance rose in Frankie’s chest. She didn’t need four
perfect strangers to take a fresh look at the case, two of them
total amateurs, all of them riding on her coattails! Because, let’s
face it, she was the only
expert amongst them. The aficionado of the murders. And she could
do the job perfectly fine solo.

“Shall
we?” the novelist said, sweeping a hand towards the Irish personal assistant, Verity, who
was holding the front door open.

“After you,”
Frankie replied, resetting the scales.

 


~

 


Merry
glanced at her watch, pulled her bag tighter and continued
tottering her way up the steep street, past a posh private
girls school with its
impenetrable iron gate, and on towards the clifftop address on the
card. She should have let Otis drive her all the way in, but she
was damned if she was going to be caught hopping out of a rusty old
bomb with a Provisional Licence plate. She was behind the eight
ball as it was.

A car
horn blasted, and Merry
nearly toppled over.

“Sorry!”
called a voice from within. It was the old guy, Earle, one arm
slung across the steering wheel of his Holden sedan, the other
reaching for the passenger-side door handle. “Jump in. I’ll give you a
lift.”

“Oh no, it’s
fine… I like to walk.”

His car
continued dawdling. “No, really, my dear. Time’s almost up.” He
tapped his watch. “Jump in.”

“Right, yes,
that’s probably best.” She cranked the door open and clambered
in.

“Car
troubles?” he asked, steering them carefully back onto the
road.

“Oh, I don’t
drive! That’s what you have kids for.”

“Really?
My daughter, Teresa,
doesn’t drive me anywhere except up the wall.” He chuckled at his
joke and then said, “Strap yourself in, please. We’re close, but
that’s no reason to be complacent.”

Merry smiled,
recognising the exact words she had used with her son earlier, and
clicked her belt into place.

 


~

 


Sir
George glanced up from the papers he was scanning as Verity entered
the living room. She shook her head once, and his eyebrows tipped slightly.

“The PI,” he
said. It was not a question.

“We could give
Mr Morea five more minutes.”

“They all knew
the rules.” He shoved the papers into a manila folder. “Send them
away.”

Verity was just
exiting the room when a bell chimed through the hallway, and she
turned back and smiled.

Just in the
nick of time.

 


~

 


Kila smiled
benignly as he joined the others who were milling in the sunlit
atrium at the entrance to the mansion. He offered no apology, just
rubbed a hand through his tangled locks and said, “You’re lucky my
curiosity got the better of me.”

They all
replied with a frown, but it echoed with relief too, because Sir
George was right. They did know the rules. And this clown’s
tardiness nearly cost them a fortune.

By the
time they were marshalled through the glass
entryway, past a grand
circular staircase that led downwards, and into a gaudy yellow
living room, they had forgotten about that and were busy marvelling
at the decor.

The interior
was more Jane Austen than Agatha Christie, with Provincial-style
lounge suites and Louis XV armchairs atop exotic Persian carpets.
On the ceiling hung a dripping crystal chandelier, at the windows
were long velvet drapes tied back with elegant tassels, and all
around them an extraordinary collection of books that reached from
the polished wooden floorboards to the decorative plaster
cornices.

Sir
George gave them a moment to soak it up, his own eyes following
theirs, appreciating their obvious awe and remembering the decades
it had taken to build up his collection. Pookie’s collection,
really. She had been the book reader of the two, punctuating every
work trip with jaunts to antique bookstores. Her favourite had been
a tiny, dusty corner of Paris’s
Saint-Germain-des-Prés,
and his eyes now flitted directly to the last book she purchased,
the one before she died. Why he hadn’t burned that one, he really
didn’t know.

He cleared his
throat and shuffled the memory away.

“Shall
we get started?” said Verity, eyes trained to her
boss, and he must have
nodded, however imperceptibly, because she waved towards a shiny
sideboard loaded with a variety of food and beverages.

“Please, grab
something to drink, then take a seat. We’ll be here for a
while.”

“Oh goodie!”
said Merry, clapping her hands together, and they all followed her
across, helping themselves to tea and coffee, sponge cake and date
slices, before spreading out across the lounges while Verity took
the folder from her boss and stepped in front of a wide glass
coffee table.

She
hugged the folder to her chest and smiled. “Thank you for coming.”
She locked eyes with Kila. “I know our request is an unusual one,
but Mr Burlington—Sir George as he prefers to be called—believes
that a grave injustice has been done, and we’re hoping you can correct it. Today I
will be giving you a tour of the house so you can get the lay of
the land, so to speak. But first I’d like to talk you through
exactly what we know of that dreadful night last
August.”

And with
that, anticipation
rippled through the room.

The night of
the murders was overcast and gusty, Verity told them, her pace
slow, her voice crisp and clear. A storm was brewing and not just
on the horizon. It was Tawny Burlington-Brown’s fortieth birthday
party, but it wasn’t cause for celebration, she said, at least not
for Tawny.

“Tawny hated
the idea of turning forty,” Verity explained. “She didn’t want a
fuss. Had invited only immediate family and twenty of her closest
friends, choosing to hold it here in this very room, which we call
the Yellow Room.”

“Why
would you call it that?” This was Kila and he was trying to
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