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​CHAPTER 1:
Urgent Trip to Jersey
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Taffy Pycroft sat brooding in the lounge, his arms folded, as Baker Deans launched into song. Rage simmered beneath his surface, threatening to boil over. It wasn’t just that Baker was singing — that alone would have been bad enough — but that the smug little shrimp had the gall to parody him. And not just any parody, but a full-blown send-up of the Bee Gees’ How Deep Is Your Love, warped and twisted into a cruel mockery of Taffy himself.

He — Taffy Pycroft! The toughest, sexiest, most intelligent member of the Seth Gannon Investigators. The very idea that someone as insignificant as Baker, whose existence barely warranted acknowledgment, would ridicule him in front of everyone... it was outrageous. The man wasn’t even fit to lick cow shit from his boots.

‘UUuuUUuuAAAAAAAAAAAAA...’ Baker wailed the opening notes like a strangled sheep. Around the lounge, their companions sniggered and leaned in with gleeful anticipation.

He eats his rice in the morning sun, gobbles his doughnuts in the pouring rain.

And as soon as he finishes a feast, he’s in the kitchen once again.

And he comes to feed in the summer breeze and in fact anywhere that he darn well please,

If it’s food it’s gonna go! How big is his gut?

How big is his gut? How big is his gut? I’d really hate to knowwww,

Cuz, he’s really just a fat old fool, eating us out... out of house and out of home.

Just look at his gut grow. 

He believes he’s cool, tougher and smarter than everyone...

But when it comes down to it, he’s just a twit, he’s not worth mentioning at all.

If he comes running to charge at you, better run, better hide, there’s not else to do

Cus he’ll squash you flat that’s true. How big is his gut?

Taffy scowled as Baker continued to sing the chorus. He couldn’t believe that the others in the room were laughing at his expense. Delaney, Seth Gannon’s stunning wife, had a merry twinkle in her sapphire-blue eyes as her two-year-old son, Emmett, jiggled around on her lap. 

How big is his gut, how big is his gut? I’d really hate to know...

Taffy ground his teeth. He considered leaping up and slapping the microphone out of Baker’s smug hands — if he had a microphone. 

and the way he eats, makes your stomach queeze and be sure to duck when he cuts the cheese,

Where does all that tucker go? How big is his gut—?

‘Alright, alright!’ Taffy snarled. ‘Enough. You’re hurting my ears, moron! Look! You’re making Emmett cry!’

Emmett cooed and grinned, bobbing up and down on Delaney’s lap.

‘You need to get some singing lessons...’Taffy continued to gripe. ‘And while you’re at it learn how to write a decent song. That was crap!’

‘That was really quite good, I felt,’ Delaney said. ‘And very true too.’ The dark-haired goddess laughed some more. 

‘I’ve got a whole heap of them,’ Baker said. ‘I might even compose an album. All songs dedicated to our fat chum, Taffy.’

‘None of it was true!’ Taffy snarled. ‘Sounds more like a song about Irwin. He’s almost as fat as m— he’s fatter than me now!’

‘Ha!’ Baker snickered ‘The only difference between you and your brother now is that his  IQ is in double figures, while yours remains in single digits.’

Taffy clenched his fists. ‘I’m warning you, Deans. I’ll open up a can of whoop ass on you in a second.’ 

Baker held up his hands. ‘Hey, I call it like I see it, Taff. It was you I had in mind when I wrote that tribute.’

‘It was not, it was Irwin!’

‘It was you!’

‘Irwin, dickwad!’

‘What would you know? I’m the one who wrote it, not you.’

‘You didn’t know what you were singing about. You thought you were singing about me, but really you were singing about my twin brother. If you could call it singing, it sounded more like a thick cat.’

‘You mean a sick cat,’ Delaney said.

‘A sick thick cat!’ Taffy declared. ‘A sick, hick, thick cat. You should be on the stage show, Cats.’

‘Yeah, you’re right.’ Baker chuckled. ‘They have some great singers on that stage show.’

Taffy folded his arms and huffed. ‘I reckon I could sing miles better than you!’

‘Really?’

‘You better believe it, dickwad. I can sing any kind of song and any kind of music. I can sing opera, rap, heavy metal, rock n roll, country, gospel, even electric guitar.’

Baker snorted. ‘What do you mean by electric guitar?’

‘Watch and learn!’ Taffy shoved Baker aside and stomped to the middle of the lounge. He dropped into a wide-legged stance and started air-guitaring, letting out high-pitched squeals and distorted riffs with his mouth, mimicking a heavy metal solo with theatrical intensity.

Baker and Delaney flinched. Emmetts’ lips pouted and it looked as though he was about to burst into tears. 

Right then, Max, the butler, walked in, holding a tablet. ‘Oh my word... is there a dying animal in here? Or... oh. It’s you, Mr Pycroft.’

Baker doubled over laughing. ‘A sick, thick, hick of a dick of a cat.’

‘Cat!’ Emmett blurted.

‘I see...’ Max blinked. ‘Oh, Mr Gannon is not here?’

‘He took April and Blake out to the river to do some kayaking,’ Delaney said. 

April was Delaney and Seth’s four-year-old daughter. Blake was Seth’s fifteen-year-old son, who he’d only known for around four years. Blake’s mother, Monica, was a woman Seth and Delaney had involved themselves with as teenagers. A threesome and a faulty condom later had resulted in the pregnancy which Monica kept to herself, not wanting to cause problems between Seth and Delaney. 

‘I have an email message for the entire SGI from Mr Wallace, your house minder on the isle of Jersey,’ Max advised. 

‘Marty,’ Delaney said. ‘How is he?’

‘It seems rather urgent. Mr Wallace appears to be in some kind of trouble.’

Taffy frowned. Ginger-haired Marty was one of the nicest of their old high school friends and had never once teased Taffy, unlike most of his other schoolmates. He’d been minding Seth and Delaney’s house on Jersey Island for close to five years now and loved it over there. He would visit the US from time to time on special occasions, but it had been two years since Taffy had seen him last. 

He hoped Marty was okay.

Max handed Delaney the tablet and she read the email aloud.

Seth and Co

Very strange goings-on over here. Something major. My life is in danger. There’s something very important I must tell you. Someone is here on Jersey who knows that I know he’s here. Can’t say anymore by email or phone as I suspect my communications are being monitored. Must speak to Seth face to face.

Marty.

Delaney peered at them all with a grimace. ‘Oh my God. That doesn’t sound good at all.’

‘Okay, that was weird,’ Baker said. ‘Someone he knows knows he knows? What, some criminal or something?’

‘I don’t know,’ Delaney said. ‘But we better talk to Seth right away.’

*          *          *
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Semi retired PI, Seth Gannon sat in the humming cabin of the chopper, gazing out over the silver streak of the English Channel below. They’d touched down in St Malo barely an hour ago after a short, sleepless flight from LAX, and now, after a quick freshen-up, they were airborne again—bound for Jersey.

Delaney sat beside him, calm and elegant as always, her hand resting lightly on his. Across from them was Blake, his fifteen-year-old son. Finally, there was the newest member of the 
SGI, blonde-haired Wayne Bass.
Seth drummed his fingers against his thigh, unease prickling beneath the surface. He’d tried calling Marty—more than once—but the only reply he got was voicemail. He’d sent texts and emails, but nothing came back. Marty lived alone in the mansion and didn’t even have hired help. It seemed he liked the solitude, even though he was a very sociable sort of guy. 

They’d considered alerting local authorities, but it was too soon. The law wouldn’t act on a hunch until a person had been officially missing for at least 48 hours.

So they were coming themselves.

Seth and Delaney loved Jersey and visited regularly to enjoy Marty’s hospitality. The island and its serene blend of English charm and French flair, golden beaches, winding country lanes, and dramatic cliff-side walks made it one of their favourite European getaways. 

A minute later, the mansion came into view. It perched on the edge of the island like something out of a spy film—modern French style, all crisp lines and manicured gardens, with the slate-blue sea stretching out behind it. Marty had always taken pride in the grounds. He handled all the maintenance himself, and Seth often marvelled how immaculately he kept it.

‘Jersey,’ Blake said, peering out the window. ‘The rich man’s hideaway. More retired millionaires than there are seagulls.’

Wayne snickered. ‘The main thing that bothers me about an island like this isn’t the rich people, but the criminals. People hiding away with their ill-gotten gains, living it up.’

Seth nodded. ‘Well let’s just hope that Marty hasn’t fallen afoul of any of those types.’

The chopper touched down on the helicopter pad on the roof of the mansion. The blades thudded slowly to a halt.

Nobody came out to greet them.

‘No sign of Marty,’ Delaney said, as they climbed out.

‘Maybe he’s out in his sailing boat?’ said Wayne hopefully. 

‘He does love sailing,’ Seth said thoughtfully. ‘Often takes trips to Sark.’ 

‘Sark,’ Wayne said. ‘That’s the island where there are no roads and cars, right?’

‘Yep, but they get around that rule by driving tractors instead. It’s very tranquil though, despite that.’

‘Something enchanting around every corner,’ Delaney said. ‘Hopefully, we can pay it a visit while we’re here.’

They made their way down the outside flight of stairs as the top entrance was locked. They expected to find the main entrance locked, too, but it wasn’t.  They rang the doorbell, but nobody answered.

‘Well...’ Seth said. ‘Seeing as this place belongs to us, I guess we’ll just go in and see if anyone’s home.’

The front hall was quiet, its faint woodsy scent welcoming and familiar. Everything looked perfect. The furniture, the decorations, the polished floors... all untouched. But something about it felt off. Seth’s gut tightened.

‘Marty!’ Seth called out. ‘You home?’

No reply came. 

They made their way in. It had a very French theme. All the furnishings, wall fixtures, everything had the French flavour to them. They swept the ground floor. Immaculate. The kitchen, spotless. No sign of breakfast dishes or any movement that morning. No clutter. No sign of life.

They made their way up the curved staircase.

‘He wouldn’t leave the place unlocked,’ Seth muttered. ‘Not even for a quick trip to the shops.’

They reached the study.

Seth opened the door and froze.

‘Oh God...’

A body lay on the floor and it had an unmistakable mop of ginger hair. 

It was Marty. He was dead.
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‘No bullet wounds,’ Seth murmured, kneeling beside the lifeless body. ‘No knife wounds. Nothing obvious at all. No trauma to the head. No bruising. Nothing.’ 

He stared at his old friend’s still face, his stomach tightening with grief. Marty had always been the kind of person who lit up a room — easygoing, loyal, the sort of man everyone wanted in their corner. Seeing him lying cold and silent like this... it was almost impossible to take in.

A tear dripped from Delaney’s eyes. ‘Could he have died of natural causes?’ 

‘I hope so,’ Seth said. ‘But he was a healthy guy. If he was in some kind of danger, then the suspicious side of me thinks this isn’t natural causes... wait, what’s this?’ He pointed to a fresh scratch on Marty’s neck. 

‘A scratch?’ Wayne asked, scrunching up his face. ‘A scratch can’t kill a man.’

‘Depends what made it,’ Seth said. ‘Looks like a human fingernail. Deep enough to break skin, but not enough to cause bleeding. Just one scratch too, like someone clawed at him... or he was fighting something off.’

Delaney tilted her head. ‘Maybe he had a wild night with someone? A lady friend, perhaps?’

‘That crossed my mind. But it’s just the one scratch. No signs of a struggle. If it was from someone else, I wonder if something toxic was on their nail. Poison, maybe. Although...’ He studied the mark again. ‘No swelling. No discolouration. It’s got me beat. Hopefully the autopsy will tell us more.’

He stood and scanned the study. Books stacked neatly, no signs of a break-in. Nothing obviously disturbed. Then he noticed the telephone dangling off the hook on the desk. ‘We’ll get prints off this, too. Strange thing to leave like that.’ 

‘Perhaps the killer used it? Wayne offered. ‘If there was a killer.’

Delaney added, ‘Or maybe he tried to call for help then dropped it and collapsed?’

Seth nodded slowly. ‘Could be. Whatever the case, he didn’t finish the call. We’re too late to know who he was trying to reach... unless we get lucky with phone records.’

Delaney stepped back, glancing over Marty’s desk and shelves. ‘Do you think it might be one of our old enemies? One who’s on the loose? Murray maybe?’

Seth grimaced. ‘Yarum’s always a possibility.’ He couldn’t bear to call him by his real name anymore. It hurt too much to think of Murray Anderson, his former best friend, being the man behind a criminal empire who killed his cousin Bruno and held a gun to Delaney’s head. Yarum was one of the main reasons Seth had partially retired from detective work. He’d had enough of making enemies, putting his loved ones in peril. 

He continued to survey the room. ‘With his identity now known he would have a hard time  living on this island undetected... unless he’s got new connections.’ He stepped over to the desk. ‘I guess we can’t rule anyone out. Who knows what he might to, to get revenge on me. Maybe he would target known friends of mine. But it’s been a few months now and he hasn’t cropped up yet.’

‘I...I hope he’s given up on revenge,’ Delaney said.

‘Hopefully.’ Seth opened a drawer. ‘We’re gonna search this place top to bottom — emails, paper files, USB sticks, anything we can get our hands on. If he kept a journal, it could be vital. I’m treating this like a murder until we can prove otherwise.’

‘Good thinking,’ Delaney said.

‘And I’m gonna assume he stumbled across some kind of illegal operation going on here. I want to find any clues before the police do. As soon as we’ve had a good look, we’ll call in my friend Detective Sergeant Jim De Villiers from St Helier.’ 

He scowled. ‘I’m gonna get to the bottom of this. Marty was a good friend of all of us. If it turns out this wasn’t natural causes, then I want the team over her pronto. Let’s get to it!’

*          *          *
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An hour later, Seth sat on the patio with Detective Sergeant Jim De Villiers and Delaney. A journal found in Marty’s desk rested in his lap, pages splayed open. He stared down at the final entry. ‘He was going to ask Nikki Downes to marry him,’ he said quietly.

‘Nikki Downes?’ De Villiers asked, sipping from a thermos mug. ‘Name doesn’t ring a bell.’

‘An old school friend from New Zealand,’ Seth replied. ‘They’d known each other for years. Everyone thought they’d end up together eventually. But they had this on-again, off-again thing for ages. I guess they finally found their moment. Or were about to.’

Delaney wiped her eyes. ‘She’s gonna be crushed. This would’ve been such happy news...’

Seth wrapped an arm around her shoulders, drawing her closer. She leaned against him, her breath shaky.

De Villiers set his cup down. ‘I’m sorry, Seth. I really am. You say he didn’t have enemies?’

‘Not that I know of. Marty was the kind of guy people trusted. But I can’t speak for his time here in Jersey. That’s what we need to find out.’ He flipped back through the journal, stopping at a scribbled note. ‘What do you know about something called the Caves of Fear?’

De Villiers raised an eyebrow. ‘The locals call them the Le Merstin Holes. Rugged sea caves less than a mile east of here. Notoriously dangerous. People get caught in them when the tide comes in. Some drown. They’ve got a reputation for being haunted — typical island superstition — but really, it’s just the terrain. Slippery rocks, tight spaces, and fast-rising water. What does Mr Wallace say about them?’

‘He was planning an expedition down there.’

‘Hopefully not on his own.’

Seth shook his head. ‘He intended on going with a guy named Ted Roberts.’

De Villiers nodded slowly. ‘That name I do know. Lives in St Helier, I think. Has a bit of a reputation as a thrill-seeker. Cliff dives, cave dives, that sort of thing.’

Seth turned a few more pages. He paused, frowning. ‘Hang on. Some entries are missing.’ He showed them the torn stubs. ‘A few days ripped out.’

‘You think someone took them?’ Delaney asked, leaning in.

‘Possibly. The next entry is dated yesterday.’ Then he widened his eyes. ‘Now this is intriguing. If this was murder, which I’m becoming more and more convinced of, then the murderer may have made a mistake... assuming it was the murderer who ripped out these missing sheets. He may not have realised there was another page, but this certainly tells us something.’

‘What?’ Delaney asked, moving her head closer to see.

Seth read it...

I still can’t believe he’s here! Well, I guess it makes sense because this island has its fair share of people like him involved in things like he’s involved in. But still... fancy seeing him here. 

The thing that worries me is he saw me, too. He doesn’t know me that well, but, mmm. He surely has to see me as being a threat. What worries me is, would he come after me? After all, he’s not above that. He’s done stuff like that before. With me knowing he’s on the island, it’s going to make him nervous. I think for my own safety, I need to contact Seth.

Tomorrow, I’m going back down to the caves to find Ted. I hope he’s okay. I shouldn’t have let him stay the night down there on his own, but he’s an experienced potholer. He’ll be fine. He’ll probably turn up here for breakfast in the morning.

Nikki will be here tomorrow night. I’m gonna take her for an overnight cruise out to Sark, where I’ll propose to her.

Seth’s voice faltered as he finished. Silence settled over the group.

‘Ohhhhh...’ Delaney rested her head on Seth’s chest. ‘I can’t believe he’s dead. Poor Nikki.’

Seth caressed her back, then looked at De Villiers. ‘I need to find out about this guy Ted Roberts. Talk to him hopefully.’

Jim nodded. ‘Certainly. I’ll find out where he can be contacted. The Jersey police will give you all the assistance we possibly can. Just give me a call and we’ll do our best.’ He rose to his feet. ‘We’ll have the results of the autopsy by the morning and hopefully, we can find out what the cause of Mr Wallace’s death was. I’ll leave that journal with you and hopefully, you can find some clues. I’ll also have my men look into this. See if they can find out anything that might assist us with finding out what Mr Wallace was involved in. But for now, I’d better make tracks.’

‘Okay, Jim. Thanks for coming over to talk with us.’

‘My pleasure, Seth.’

*          *          *
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‘Oh my God! Seth, Delaney! What the hell are you two doing here?’

Nikki Downes stepped out of the taxi, suitcase in one hand and confusion written all over her face. The sun was dipping low, casting long shadows across the front lawn of the mansion, and there was a stillness in the air. 

Delaney had been dreading this moment all afternoon. It was her job to break the news—news no one ever wanted to hear.

The slim, dark-haired beauty approached and hugged Seth and Delaney in turn, oblivious to the tension that hung in the air.

‘Nikki, it’s so good to see you,’ Delaney said softly, wrapping her in a warm, lingering embrace.

‘Okay, okay.’ Nikki pulled free. ‘Hug’s over. I know from experience if I let it go too long you’ll grab my butt.’

Delaney giggled. ‘You know me way too well, Niks. And your butt is looking mighty fine.’

Nikki laughed and stared at her. ‘Look at you. You’re looking as stunning as ever. Do you ever age?’

‘I do have this age spot on my forearm I never had before.’

Nikki rolled her eyes. ‘Oh how terrible. That must be a crisis for someone with flawless skin like you.’

‘I just hope it’s my last one for a while. I want
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