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Chapter One

Apart from the fact that everything was upside-down, it was a normal evening in the study at Jo’s house.

Timmy the dog was playing with a knotted rope beside the fire as it flickered comfortably in the grate. Jo was building a house of cards, her dark hair falling across her face as she concentrated on balancing the cards just right. Allie was sitting in an armchair, engrossed in a glossy fashion ’n’ gossip magazine. And Max was hanging by his feet from the bookcase – hence the upside-down bit – with his digital camera pressed to his face.

“Nope …” Max fiddled with the focus, his blond hair hanging down as he zoomed from one cousin to the next. “Nope …Nope …”

“Max,” said Allie in exasperation, laying down her magazine and turning to face the camera, “how do you expect me to learn how movie stars plan to save the environment when you’re hanging around like a paparazzi possum?” She paused, brightening. “Oooh!” she said thoughtfully. “That’d be a good cartoon character!”

“It’s my photography class assignment,” Max explained, still hanging upside-down. “One Hundred Photos – Strange, Interesting or Beautiful.”

“Ooh,” said Allie, immediately keen. “Take my picture!”

She rushed over to the hat rack and grabbed a hat and feather boa to use as props, before prancing up and down striking a series of model poses.

Jo glanced up from her card-house and winced. “That definitely counts as ‘Strange’,” she remarked.

Jo’s card-house collapsed as a loud crash sounded from the hall. And the card-house wasn’t the only thing to fall down.

“Whooahh – oooph…”

Max struggled out of the comfy chair he’d landed in as Jo, Allie and Timmy all rushed from the study into the hall. Dylan was sitting at the foot of the stairs, rubbing his head, surrounded by a dozen books. His glasses sat crooked on his nose.

“Ooh,” he said groggily.

“Dylan!” Jo said in concern. “Are you all right?”

“Couldn’t see over the pile of books,” Dylan mumbled, still rubbing his head. “Now I have a bump.”

“Close-up of a bump!” Max said, struck with inspiration as the others moved to help Dylan up. “It’ll look like Mount Everest!” And he snapped a shot of Dylan’s head.

“Ooooh,” Dylan moaned, blinking at the ferocity of the flash. “Now I have a bump and I’m blind.”

“The Case Of The Missing Millionaire: An Abelard B. Covington Mystery,” Jo read, picking up one of the scattered books and reading the jacket.

“He’s only seventeen, but he’s the world’s greatest detective!” Dylan said. His voice oozed with admiration.

“I’ve heard of him,” Max said. “He solves impossible cases, then he turns them into bestsellers!”

“He’s signing his latest bestseller in town tomorrow,” Dylan said eagerly. “I bet he’s even richer than old man Dunston…”



A short distance away, an imposing manor house stood in the evening chill, its gravel drive raked to perfection and a line of woodland to one side. Standing in the slanting moonlit shadows of the woodland, a dark figure observed the house, whose windows glowed with rich light.

“Dunston Manor,” said the figure thoughtfully to himself. “Time to make High-and-Mighty Mister Dunston a little less wealthy …” And he reached into a kit-bag and produced a crowbar, before padding silently across the wide, soft lawn.


Chapter Two

In the centre of Falcongate the next day, a queue of people stretched through the door of the bookshop and along the street. A plump lady constable was observing the crowd with a ferocious eye and a large truncheon in her hand.

“All right, you lot,” Constable Stubblefield barked, “stay orderly, or I’ll be forced to make free with my truncheon. Niii-haa!”

She waved her baton ninja-style, to impress people with her truncheon skills. Satisfied that she’d made her point to the wide-eyed crowd, she then leaned against a lamp-post, produced a paperback book with its cover folded back, and started to read, swinging her baton menacingly all the while.

Falcongate rarely saw this kind of interest in a bookshop event. As a result, the local news crew was on the scene.

“Falcongate is buzzing about the imminent arrival of the famous Abelard,” said local reporter Polly Lucas breathlessly to camera. Her chimpanzee sidekick Prince Extremely Hairy yawned and scratched himself. “Even our own Constable Stubblefield is a fan,” Polly continued, pointing at the police officer.

Constable Stubblefield looked up from her book. “Pshaw,” she said, offended. “Why would I read a crime book? Give me a quicksilver, daffodil-scented romance any day.”

Bored with scratching, Prince Extremely Hairy leaped up and snatched the novel from Constable Stubblefield’s grasp. He made off with it clutched in his hairy paws.

“Hey, you flea-bitten rat with thumbs!”Constable Stubblefield yelled, giving chase. “The Geisha Princess is about to marry a pirate!”
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Inside the bookshop, the cousins and Timmy were at the head of the queue. A desk piled with copies of Abelard’s new book had been set up for the signing.

“I’ve been standing here so long, my legs are asleep,” Max complained. To demonstrate, he lifted a rubbery leg and swung it limply.

“It’s worth it,” Dylan insisted, looking eagerly around for the author. “Abelard signs all these books, then I re-sell them and make a fortune. It’s why I love literature.”

Two well-dressed kids walked through the door of the bookshop. Ignoring the glares from those in the queue, they walked straight to the front.

“Dunstons coming through,” Daine Dunston declared, smirking as she and her brother Blaine pushed past the Kirrin cousins. “Step aside.”

“We get to be first, because Daddy arranged for Abelard’s whole trip,” Daine drawled, striking a pose at the signing table. “He knows everybody who is anybody.”

Jo was unimpressed. “Does he know anyone who can make you less obnoxious?” she asked.

There was a gasp and a rustle of anticipation. A tall, lean, broad-chested and immaculately dressed teenager swept into the bookshop.

“There’s no need to fear,” said Abelard B. Covington grandly, “Abelard is here!” He posed, before adding in a brisk tone of voice: “Photos five pounds each.”

“Mmmm,” Allie sighed, looking melty around the eyes. “Why didn’t anybody tell me he was a hottie?”

“So he’s famous and has a lot of money,” Jo growled. “What’s the big deal?”

“He’s famous and he has a lot of money, that’s the big deal,” Dylan explained earnestly. “And he has a lot of money. And he’s famous.”

Seeing his opportunity to snap a shot for his project, Max shinned up a wheeled ladder alongside a nearby bookshelf.

“Cool high-angle shot of a rich guy,” he said in a pleased kind of way as he leaned precariously off the top.

Without warning, the ladder wheeled away.

“Woooaaah – ooophh …” Max lost his balance and plummeted to the ground. “Cool low-angle shot of the floor,” he added in a muffled voice, still holding the camera to his eye.

There was a commotion at the door of the bookshop as Durwood Dunston, the red-faced and overfed father of Blaine and Daine, ran in from the street.

“Abelard! Abelard!” Mr Dunston wheezed. “You have got to help me!”

Abelard furrowed his handsome brow. “Mr Dunston,” he asked with concern, “what seems to be the matter?”

“There’s been a robbery!” Mr Dunston shrieked. He looked as if he was about to have a heart attack. “My Golden Chariot has been stolen! It was a gift to Julius Caesar. It’s priceless! It’s gone!”
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