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CHAPTER ONE
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Jason Betelli’s phone started ringing in his back pocket. He pulled it out and glanced at the screen. “Hey, it’s Julie.”

It was the first day of the holidays, and Luke Mills had come over to hang out in Jason’s room. The boys looked at each other, curious about what Julie might have to say.  They knew Julie Kostas—the third member of their kid detectives team—was spending the first week of the holidays at Windemere Mansion, her aunt’s sprawling, old estate.

Jason lifted the phone to his ear. "Hey, Julie! How's it going? How's your first day with your aunt so far?" As Luke watched, Jason's expression grew serious. "Oh, really?" he said, nodding slowly. "Okay, sounds like we've got a mystery on our hands right at the start of the holidays." He paused, listening closely, then finished, "Alright, we’ll get permission and let you know when we’re on our way."

Jason slipped his phone back into his pocket and looked at Luke. "Julie wants us to come to her aunt's place, she’s arranged for us to stay in the Summer House on the estate. Her aunt has noticed some valuable antiques and paintings are missing. The Mansion is packed with artefacts, antiques, and paintings, so it's hard for her to keep track of everything. Julie volunteered us to help solve the mystery, and her aunt agreed. I guess she will be calling the Police as well.”

Luke and Jason arrived the next day after a three hour train ride and half mile walk from the Station. The Mansion, though very old, was impeccably maintained. Its stone walls, clad in a veil of ivy, stood strong and proud. Tall, narrow windows lent an aura of stately elegance.  Steep gables and chimneys rose sharply from a roof of slate tiles. A sweeping gravel driveway curved up to the Mansion’s grand double doors, painted in a deep green.

The grounds around the Mansion are lush and carefully maintained, with a blend of manicured gardens and wildflower meadows. Flowerbeds burst with color from seasonal blooms, and ancient oaks stand as silent guardians along winding paths. Just a short stroll from the main house, nestled amidst a grove of shady elms and lilacs, was the Summer House.

It is small but also well maintained, with freshly painted white walls and green shutters that match the Mansion’s doors. Ivy trails gently up the corners, giving it a quaint charm. Inside, the Summer House is furnished for guests with comfort and style. wicker chairs with plump colorful cushions, two sofa’s, and a round wooden table in the front room. At the back, one bedroom, a kitchen, and small bathroom. Floor-to-ceiling windows flood the space with warm sunlight, and the scent of fresh lavender and rosemary, fills the air.

Julie first took the boys into the house to meet her Aunt. The Mansion’s interior had an atmosphere of bygone grandeur that was both charming and eerie, with a heavy stillness that filled every room. The main entryway opened into a grand foyer with an opulent yet cluttered arrangement of antique furniture, such as carved mahogany sideboards and velvet-lined armchairs. An elaborate chandelier hung from the high ceiling, its crystals catching glimmers of light in the otherwise dim room. Ornate Persian rugs cover the hardwood floors, their colors dulled by time.
The walls of every room and hallway are densely lined with a mix of paintings, from delicate portraits in gilded frames to dramatic landscapes. Many are older than the Mansion itself, adding a historical depth to the place. Glass cabinets hold rows of artefacts—ancient relics, carved jade figurines, and delicate bone china teacups balanced on dusty shelves. Other cabinets  contained mysterious artefacts that hint at even more curious origins. Large mirrors with tarnished silver backings and ornate twisted frames reflected the dim light, casting strange, shifting shadows that filled the boys with an eerie unease.
Upstairs, the rooms are equally packed with antique wardrobes, brass-framed beds, and armouries with doors that creak as they open. At the end of a narrow, winding staircase is the attic, which feels like a treasure trove of the Mansion’s forgotten history. Here, vintage trunks and crates lie stacked in chaotic piles, each brimming with items like faded documents, sepia-toned photographs, and elaborate costumes from another era. It’s a quiet, mysterious place, where the echoes of the past seem just within reach.
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Julie’s aunt, Mrs. Windemere, was a kindly old lady with a twinkle in her eye. An elegant yet eccentric woman in her mid-60s with a regal presence that commanded respect. Her silver-streaked hair is always impeccably styled, and she favors classic attire—tailored suits during the day and flowing evening gowns adorned with delicate jewelry at night. She lives alone in her grand Mansion, surrounded by well-kept gardens and patrolled by her loyal staff of a butler, a cook, a housekeeper, and gardener, all of whom she treats like family.
Though she is generally reserved, Mrs. Windemere had a lively wit and a keen sense of curiosity. She’s a collector of rare books and antique maps, hinting at her adventurous past when she travelled extensively across Europe and Asia. She has a soft spot for Julie. When asked, she can tell interesting stories of her travels. She is somewhat strict about manners and expects others to uphold her high standards. Underneath her polished exterior, however, there’s a glimmer of intrigue—perhaps an old, mysterious connection or a secret she’s guarded for years, which the kids might stumble upon.

The old lady shook the boys hands. “Very nice to meet you Luke and Jason, any friend of Julie is a friend of mine. My house is like a second home to Julie, and I want you boys to feel the same way about it. You have free access to the house at all times while you are here. The place is very old and will probably seem like a museum to young boys like yourselves,” she said laughing. “I will leave Julie to tell you about the missing items. The Police are investigating the disappearances”

Julie took the one bedroom at the summer house. The boys would sleep in their sleeping bags, on the sofa’s in the front room. Once they were settled, they gathered in the front room to discuss how to approach the investigation into the missing items. Julie had some ideas. "First, let’s make a list of everyone who has access to the Mansion around the clock. Then, we can examine what items were taken and see if there’s a common link between them. Finally, we should take a closer look at where each item was stolen from—we’ll be looking for clues there."

“Sounds good, Luke agreed, I’m surprised your Aunt does not have any alarms in the house, the value of all the stuff must be in the millions of dollars.”

“That is because she hardly ever leaves the house, Julie replied, and the staff are always in the house.”

“With all those valuable items you would think she would at least employ a full time security guard,” Jason added.

“She trusts the staff for that, Julie said, most of them have been with her for years. They are tremendously loyal to her.”

Luke raised his eyebrows. “She might be mistaken in that. It has to be someone she trusts, who has access to the house, who has decided to help themselves to your aunts collection.”

“She will be disappointed if that is the case, Julie said, hopefully we can uncover what is happening.” Julie placed a page of notepaper on the table. “I have written a list of the staff, and people who regularly visit the Mansion.”

The household staff includes:
James, the butler, a dignified man around 60 years of age.
Mrs. Braithwaite, the housekeeper, assisted by two younger maids, Mary and Louise.
Mrs. Jensen, the cook, a middle-aged woman, with her assistant, Anna.
Harry Barker, the gardener, who works with two full-time assistants, Jem and Peter.
Additionally, a cleaning company sends three cleaners twice a week to help with the dusting, vacuuming, and cleaning of the collection and cabinets. It’s always the same three cleaners who come to the house.
Regular deliveries of food and supplies are made by various drivers, although those delivery drivers have minimal access to the interior. Likewise, it’s rare for Jem and Peter, the gardener’s assistants, to have any need to enter the house.
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The kids decided to wait until evening to visit the spot where the valuables had disappeared. Julie guided the boys to the Eastern wing of the Mansion. The Eastern wing felt like a step back in time, with its dark wood-panelled walls and heavy crimson velvet curtains framing tall, narrow windows that filter in thin streams of light. Antique cabinets lined the walls, each filled with delicate porcelain, gilded sculptures, and curious artefacts from distant lands. A massive, ornately carved fireplace dominates one wall, with a marble mantel adorned by candlesticks and brass figurines. Above it, a grand oil painting of a regal ancestor keeps a silent watch, its eyes seeming to follow anyone who enters.
Scattered about the rooms were polished tables holding intricate brass clocks and elegant crystal vases, while velvet-upholstered armchairs create cozy, imposing, seating nooks. Along the walls hang a series of faded paintings—landscapes, portraits, and mysterious scenes—adding an air of mystery. The air was thick with the scent of aged wood and faint traces of leather from old books in the corner bookshelf. Julie led the boys into a narrow corridor lined with paintings, antiques, and artefacts, on shelves and alcoves set into the wall.

"This is it," Julie said, pointing to the wall where two darker squares stood out, marking where paintings had once hung. A few feet further along, she gestured toward three empty alcoves. "There were two artefacts here—and an antique vase."

"Do you know what the paintings showed
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