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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.
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