
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Baron in the Snow: A Locked-Manor Case

In 1928, a devastating Christmas Eve blizzard seals Blackwood Manor—a vast, isolated estate in the Colorado Rockies—off from the outside world. Inside its snowbound walls, one of the West’s most influential mining barons, Edgar Blackwood, mysteriously vanishes during the height of his winter festivities. As panic spreads among guests and whispers rise among servants, every locked door and shadowed corridor hints at long-buried sins clawing toward the surface.

Into this silent storm steps Lord Percival Harrington III, a refined but relentless English investigator whose quiet intellect has unraveled scandals across continents. What begins as a holiday invitation becomes a deadly puzzle as he confronts coded telegrams, double-kept ledgers, hidden chambers, and a house designed as much to conceal truth as to withstand weather?

With the blizzard cutting off all escape, Percival must navigate a maze of fear, deception, and history, piecing together a conspiracy that spans generations. As the manor creaks under the weight of its own secrets and the storm pounds the walls with merciless fury, each guest becomes both witness and suspect, and survival becomes a matter of deduction.

Blackwood Manor is collapsing—one truth at a time.

And unless Percival uncovers the last hidden name, no one inside will see the dawn.

Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction.

Although the story is inspired by themes of disaster and historical mining tragedies, all characters, events, institutions, and locations depicted in this book are entirely imaginary or used in a fictional manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to real events is purely coincidental.

The purpose of this narrative is to evoke reflection on the nature of past accidents and human resilience—not to portray or reference any specific real-world incident. The author assumes no responsibility for interpretations drawn from the content, plot, or characters within this book.

This story exists solely for entertainment, creative exploration, and dramatic effect.

Introduction — winter at the Edge of the Rockies

In the winter of 1928, the Colorado Rockies seemed determined to remind mankind of its insignificance. Their peaks—vast, ancient, indifferent—rose like jagged crowns into a sky the color of slate. December brought storms with the suddenness of a striking match, spilling down through the passes with a hunger that devoured roads, silence, and breath alike. It was a season defined by whiteouts and the sound of wind clawing against the mountainsides, a season that tested whether one’s hearth-fire or one’s courage burned brighter.

Yet nestled in this wilderness was a mansion grand enough to challenge the mountains themselves.

Blackwood Manor, perched upon a ridge overlooking the valley, stood like a citadel carved into the bones of the Rockies. By daylight its dark timbered frame seemed austere, almost severe, its steep gables and stone buttresses giving it the appearance of a European manor misplaced in the American frontier. But by night—especially when its windows glowed with lantern-light and firelight—it became a beacon. A palace in the snow.

Locals would say that only three things stood taller than the manor:

the peak above it,

the storms around it,

and the secrets within it.

For nearly half a century, the Blackwood family had dominated the region’s mining industry. Their legacy was as much rumor as record, whispered from saloon to general store: fortunes made overnight, accidents buried under silence, tunnels that breathed as though alive. No one could prove the darker stories, though a few dared to claim they had seen things—moving shadows, distant echoes, faces glimpsed in shuttered windows long after midnight.

But when the Baron, Edgar Blackwood, inherited the house, he attempted to shake off the family’s shadowed history. He opened the manor each winter for grand festivities—holiday balls filled with champagne, glittering gowns, and jazz drifting from the pianoforte; sleigh rides along torch-lit paths; evenings of storytelling beside the manor’s five great hearths. Even the valley’s more skeptical residents agreed that Edgar meant well by his celebrations, even if something in his eyes suggested he carried a private burden, a weight inherited rather than chosen.

This Christmas was to be the most opulent celebration yet.

Invitations had been sent to Denver, St. Louis, New York. Some went to socialites seeking prestige; others to reporters eager for a story; and still others to figures whose reputations preceded them.

One such figure was Lord Percival Harrington III.

To describe Percival Harrington was to speak of contrasts. He was a gentleman of English bearing—tall, impeccably groomed, exuding a calm that could steady even the most frantic situation. Yet he walked through the world with an unusual vigilance, seeing patterns where others saw chance, hearing unspoken truths beneath polite phrases. He navigated drawing rooms as easily as alleyways. He had solved disputes on private trains, in royal courts, and at smoky card tables where fortunes hinged on a single gesture.

But Percival’s intellect was not sharp in a showy, theatrical sense. It was like a well-honed instrument—quiet, precise, devastating when properly applied. He rarely boasted, never overstated, and carried himself with such composed dignity that he often seemed carved from the very marble his ancestors once lived among.

His reputation had reached even the isolated pockets of the Rockies.

For reasons known only to himself—and perhaps to a select few correspondents scattered across the continent—Percival accepted the Baron’s invitation. His intended journey included a scenic train ride through the mountains, a stay in the luxurious winter manor, and what he described modestly in letters as “an examination of certain matters involving mineral rights and curious omissions in regional records.”

Those close to him understood the subtler meaning:

Percival rarely traveled without purpose.

And he never investigated without cause.

The journey to Blackwood Manor, however, proved more treacherous than expected.

The storm that descended upon the Rockies that week had been growing for days, swirling winds across the peaks before dropping ferociously into the valley. Snow fell not in gentle flakes but in great sheets, blinding travelers and burying roads faster than horses could tread them. Telegraph lines crackled and sputtered. Supply wagons were stranded along half-frozen trails. Even the hardened weather-watchers in Blackwood Station shook their heads and said it was the worst December in recent memory.

Still, the manor’s preparations continued.

Sleigh bells jingled through the courtyard as servants brought crates of wine and imported delicacies into the kitchen. Firewood was stacked high as a man in the great hall. The ballroom was decorated in sprays of evergreen and silver ribbon. Musicians arrived early to tune their instruments, fingers numb from the cold.

And one by one, the Baron’s guests arrived—breathless and snow-dusted but grateful to have reached the warmth of the manor’s embrace.

Reporters scribbled notes about the grandeur.

Socialites gasped at the sheer scale of the place.

Local residents, if invited at all, entered with a mingling of awe and suspicion.

All while the storm gathered more fiercely just beyond the walls.

The Blackwood family’s staff—loyal, discreet, and as much a part of the manor as its timber—fought tirelessly to ensure the guests were comfortable. Fires were lit. Tea and brandy were poured. Rooms were prepared with quilts thick enough to withstand even the coldest night.

Yet beneath the surface, something else stirred.

Whispers among the maids.

A locked door that had not been locked the day before.

A ledger kept under chain and key, seen only by the Baron and his accountant.

Telegrams arriving mysteriously at odd hours—some delivered personally to the Baron; others tucked under doors without names.

And a lingering sensation—impossible to name—that the house itself was listening.

By the afternoon of Christmas Eve, the snowfall intensified to a roaring blizzard. Windowpanes rattled in their frames. Drifts climbed halfway up the manor’s ground-floor walls. The wind screamed across the ridge as if angry at the intrusion of human revelry.

Servants reported that the main road had vanished beneath an avalanche of snow. The telegraph line had frozen. The horses refused to step past the barn threshold.

Blackwood Manor was sealed in.

The guests did not yet understand that they were now trapped.

Some might have panicked had they known.

Some might have celebrated an enforced adventure.

But Percival Harrington, observing the storm from the library’s tall window, felt only a prickling intuition—a whisper that his journey to this house was no coincidence.

For storms trap more than travelers.

They trap secrets.

And secrets, when finally cornered, do not remain silent.

That night, when the first glasses were raised in the ballroom and the pianoforte began its lively tune, Percival watched the Baron closely. Edgar Blackwood’s face glowed in the firelight, yet his smile flickered with strain. His hand, when adjusting his cufflink, trembled faintly. And on the inside pocket of his jacket—Percival had noticed when they greeted at the door—lay a folded telegram. Unopened. Weighted with significance.

No one else saw the fear hidden beneath the Baron’s cordial welcome.

But Percival did.

For fear, unlike deception, cannot be masked by charm.

It was then he wondered—not for the first time—why he had been invited.

And it was later that night, when the storm became a wall of white and the wind muffled all sound from beyond the manor, that Percival would realize the truth:

This house had been waiting for him.

Waiting for someone who could see beyond pleasantries.

Who could navigate labyrinths—both architectural and moral?

Who could untangle a history braided tightly with lies?

Who could open a ledger sealed in iron.

Who could stand steady when the walls themselves began to crack?

Because before Christmas Eve ended—before the guests retired to their rooms, before the blizzard hollowed out the night, before the roar of the winds reached its peak—

Baron Edgar Blackwood would vanish.

And every locked door, every hidden ledger, every cryptic telegram buried in the house would pulse with a single, cold truth:

No one trapped in the manor could escape the mystery.

No one trapped in the manor could hide from it.

And Lord Percival Harrington III could not leave until he solved it.

Thus begins the tale of Blackwood Manor,

a stormbound house where every corridor whispered a secret

and every secret demanded to be heard.
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Chapter 1 — Arrival at Blackwood Manor
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Part I — the Road through the Storm

The Packard’s engine groaned as it climbed the final stretch of the mountain road, its tires grinding through drifts of fresh powder that had fallen throughout the afternoon. Lord Percival Harrington III sat in the rear seat, legs crossed neatly, his gloved fingers resting on the silver head of his walking stick. The dim interior light cast a soft amber glow over his features, which remained composed despite the vehicle’s jostling. Outside, the world had devolved into an indistinct blur of white, swirling in restless eddies around pines hunched beneath their heavy winter coats. The sky hung low, dense with more snow, as though the heavens had descended to press close to the earth.

Percival lifted his monocle to the window, fixing the lens in place to examine the far-off glimmer of lights slowly emerging from between trees. They flickered like faint stars caught in a storm, and though they were distant, their arrangement suggested an intentional architectural symmetry. Blackwood Manor, then. The seat of the mining baron Edgar Blackwood’s fortune and influence—isolated, brooding, and sitting atop a cliff edge like a crown of carved stone.

He had been to the Rockies before, many years ago, though never in winter. He suspected the region would be beautiful beneath gentler circumstances. Tonight, the grandeur seemed veiled by the storm’s insistence on swallowing the landscape. It was not lost on Percival that this was precisely the sort of setting where human secrets roamed as freely as wind between the trees.

The chauffeur, a young man bundled in a wool overcoat and cap, leaned forward with both hands gripping the wheel. “Almost there, sir,” he called over his shoulder, though his voice carried the tremor of uncertainty. The wipers struggled to clear the glass before freezing over again.

“Take your time,” Percival replied, his tone measured and unconcerned. “This mountain has stood longer than any of us. I do not imagine it will collapse simply because we approach it slowly.”

The chauffeur exhaled, perhaps reassured, perhaps not. The vehicle rounded a bend, and Blackwood Manor came into full view.

Even in the snowstorm, the manor was unmistakably Victorian—a sprawling estate of gables and stonework, flanked by iron-railed balconies and tall, cathedral-like windows glowing with firelight. A curved drive led to an entrance framed by two lamps burning defiantly against the wind. Their flames wavered but never died. The house itself seemed prepared for any storm, its silhouette powerful, its rooflines sharp against the storm-dark sky.

The car halted in front of the steps. A figure in a long black coat hurried from the doorway, shielding his face from the snow. Percival stepped out calmly, boots sinking into the fresh accumulation. The cold bit instantly through his trousers, and the wind tugged at his coat, but his posture remained unchanged, as though he were merely stepping onto a ballroom floor rather than into a blizzard. He removed his gloves one finger at a time, slipping them into his coat pocket.

“Lord Harrington,” the man called, bowing stiffly. “Welcome to Blackwood Manor. I am Granger, the butler. Please, come inside. The storm worsens with every passing minute.”

“It does seem rather determined,” Percival said as he ascended the steps. “One might think nature wished to keep us here.” He passed Granger and entered the main hall.

Warmth enveloped him, carrying scents of pine boughs, apple spice, and woodsmoke. The entrance hall was grand but dimly lit, its decorations in deep evergreen garlands and crimson ribbons. A chandelier of wrought iron glimmered faintly overhead. The tiled floor had been polished meticulously; it reflected the amber glow of wall sconces like a subdued mirror.

Guests mingled throughout the hall, shedding coats, exchanging greetings, and warming hands near the towering hearth. The crackle of the fire accompanied a soft murmur of anticipation. Edgar Blackwood had invited an impressive gathering for Christmas Eve, and Percival’s arrival had not gone unnoticed. A few heads turned toward him with discreet curiosity.

Percival paused a moment, observing without appearing to. His eyes tracked posture, attire, mannerisms. A woman in a claret silk gown fussed with her pearls, glancing toward the staircase with nervous expectation. A tall man in a charcoal suit leaned against the mantel, swirling his drink with impatient circles as though the glass itself had offended him. Another gentleman in a rust-colored waistcoat whispered to an elegantly dressed young woman who pretended to be engrossed by the decorations while clearly listening with half her attention.

Not a single one appeared truly relaxed.

Granger cleared his throat and gestured politely toward a servant who had stepped forward to take Percival’s coat. “Your luggage will be brought to your room shortly, my lord. The baron is in the ballroom greeting his guests, but I am certain he will wish to speak with you soon.”

“Indeed,” Percival said. “Though I rather imagine he is a man with a great many matters competing for his attention this evening.”

Granger’s expression tightened ever so slightly, a flicker of discomfort. “Quite so.”

There it was—something unspoken. Something pressing upon the household like the weight of the snow-laden rafters overhead.

Percival allowed himself a slight smile. The invitation from the baron, encoded with that curious sigil, had piqued his interest long before he set foot on the estate. Now, the atmosphere confirmed his suspicion: Edgar Blackwood had summoned him for reasons far more urgent than friendly holiday cheer.

He passed through the archway leading to the ballroom. The music of a string quartet drifted between the tall windows, soft and elegant, but undermined by the storm’s howl just beyond the glass. The room shimmered with candlelight. Pine garlands looped between pillars. A grand tree stood near the western wall, its ornaments glinting gold. Guests in their finest dress gathered around small tables of eggnog and cordial.

As Percival entered, a hush briefly touched the air, a collective intake of breath. He was accustomed to this. His reputation—subtle but persistent—had found its way into many drawing rooms over the years. A gentleman who noticed everything, whose presence often heralded revelations others would rather remain buried.

He inclined his head politely to those who acknowledged him. His gaze swept the room again, sharper now, dissecting expressions, measuring distances between individuals, noting clusters of conversation and who avoided whose company. Social architecture. The unspoken map of tension.

A man broke away from a small group and strode toward him. He was in his late fifties, tall and broad, wrapped in a black velvet dinner jacket. His hair, thick and silver, framed a face carved in stern lines. His eyes, though, betrayed exhaustion.

“Lord Harrington,” the man said, taking Percival’s hand in a firm shake. “I am Edgar Blackwood. Your presence is a gift this evening. Truly.”

“Your letter suggested as much,” Percival replied. “Though its tone was... unusual for a Christmas invitation.”

Blackwood’s expression twitched before smoothing into a practiced cordiality. “We shall speak privately after dinner. There are matters I must discuss with you. Matters of utmost significance.”

Percival’s brow lifted. “I gathered as much.”

The baron exhaled, tension flickering in his shoulders. “For now, please, enjoy yourself. Tonight is meant to be merry, whatever tomorrow brings.” He forced a smile, but his hand trembled slightly as he withdrew it.

Percival glanced at the man, noting this detail. “As you wish.”

Blackwood nodded once, almost gratefully, then returned to his guests.

Percival watched him go, his eyes narrowing the slightest degree.

Something was wrong at Blackwood Manor.

Something very wrong indeed.

Part II — Shadows Among the Guests

The quartet drifted into a languid waltz as Percival moved deeper into the ballroom, weaving through small groups of guests whose conversations trailed away when he passed. He pretended not to notice. It was a useful illusion, the impression of a man politely detached, interested only in his own contemplation of the decor or the faint aroma of spiced candles. In reality, his attention touched everything. The way a woman’s laugh pitched a fraction too high when her companion mentioned a mining share. The way a gentleman’s hand gripped his glass so tightly his knuckles blanched. The slight shuffle of a servant lingering too near a draped curtain. Blackwood Manor’s holiday cheer was a delicate veneer stretched over something restless beneath.

A server approached with a tray of champagne flutes. Percival accepted one with a nod, noting the tremor in the young woman’s hand. She kept her gaze low. The servants were uneasy here, that much was plain. Whether from loyalty to the baron or fear of the guests, Percival had not decided yet.

He sipped the champagne, its bubbles sharp on the tongue. Nearby, a couple whispered in tones that attempted secrecy but failed under his trained ear. He turned slightly, not enough to show intent, simply enough for their voices to drift his way.

“He’s late,” murmured the woman, tapping her fan against her thigh. “He promised he would talk to me before the night’s end.”

“You worry too much,” the man responded, though his own voice betrayed tension. “The baron won’t do anything rash. Not tonight. Not with all of us here.”

“He might, if he’s discovered—”

A passing guest interrupted, and the conversation broke apart. Percival continued walking, not altering pace. He already had two things to mark: someone was waiting for a clandestine discussion, and someone else feared the baron might reveal something. This was precisely the atmosphere he had anticipated. Edgar Blackwood’s invitation had not been issued to assemble joyful company; it was a gathering of stake-holders, conspirators, confidants, and potential opponents.

His path took him toward the grand fireplace where a man stood warming his hands. The man's coat was of heavy Scottish wool, and his beard, trimmed neatly, carried a streak of copper that matched his waistcoat. He introduced himself with the confidence of someone accustomed to boardrooms and negotiations.

“Jonathan Markham,” he said. “Investor in Blackwood Copper. I assume you’re Lord Harrington.”

“You assume correctly,” Percival replied. “A pleasure.”

“Likewise.” Markham’s eyes moved across the room. “A motley group tonight, wouldn’t you say? The baron has drawn in everyone from business partners to old acquaintances to... well, to people whose reasons for being here are opaque at best.”

“That seems a strong observation to make so early in the evening.”

Markham chuckled softly. “My profession involves placing capital in the hands of others. One learns to recognize when a man is collecting people as though assembling a tribunal.”

Before Percival could respond, another voice joined them, a woman’s voice sharp enough to slice cleanly between their words.

“Markham, must you always speak as though doom lingers in every corner?” The woman approached gracefully. Her gown was midnight blue, shimmering beneath the chandelier’s light. Dark curls framed her face, and her posture possessed the poise of someone well acquainted with attention. “I’m Evelyn Pembroke,” she said, turning to Percival. “I’ve heard your name whispered at more dinner tables than I care to remember.”

“Whispered?” Percival raised a brow. “One hopes not too scandalously.”

“On the contrary,” she replied with a sly smile. “People regard you with a blend of admiration and fear. The kind reserved for men who see more than they say.”

Percival inclined his head politely. He disliked compliments delivered so flamboyantly; they were rarely sincere and often meant to extract a reaction. Still, Evelyn Pembroke had the air of someone who missed nothing. A social predator in her own right.

Markham excused himself to refill his drink, leaving Percival momentarily alone with Evelyn. She studied him openly, folding her fan against her wrist.

“Tell me,” she said, lowering her voice. “Did the baron summon you for business or for... other reasons? He’s been most secretive of late.”

“Your curiosity is bold,” Percival replied evenly. “I had not imagined the baron’s guests would speak so freely of their host’s affairs.”

“I speak freely of nothing,” she said with an amused lilt. “I simply test the boundaries of conversation.”

“And I appreciate good conversational boundaries,” Percival answered.

She laughed, light and musical, though her eyes remained cool. Then she drifted away, joining a small circle of guests near the musicians.

Percival watched her go. She was dangerous, though he had not yet determined in what way. The baron had invited complex individuals, each carrying their own quiet storm. In a house already besieged by snow, that was a volatile mixture.

A final chime cut through the ballroom as a tall clock struck half past eight. The baron’s voice carried over the crowd.

“My friends,” Edgar Blackwood announced from the stairs, “dinner will be served shortly. I invite you all to the dining hall.”

Guests began to move, forming an elegant but uneasy procession down the corridor. Percival joined them, allowing himself to be swept along at the pace of the group. He studied the baron as they passed. Edgar’s face bore a shadow of apprehension, the kind only a man carrying a burden of terrible truth might wear.

Before Percy could take another step, a man lightly bumped into him from behind, muttering a quick apology. The contact was brief, seemingly accidental, but Percival’s instincts prickled. There had been something deliberate in the pressure of the man’s hand against his arm. When Percival glanced back, the man was already merging with the crowd, adjusting his sleeve as if nothing had happened.

Percival felt something in his coat pocket shift. Subtly, without slowing his stride, he reached inside. His fingers brushed a narrow scrap of paper—thin, brittle, and folded twice.

He did not remove it yet. That would draw eyes. But the arrival of an anonymous note, slipped so deftly onto his person, meant only one thing.

Someone in this manor needed his help urgently.

Or someone wished to manipulate him.

Either way, the evening had only begun, and the shadows among the guests had grown longer.

Part III — The Private Warning

The line of guests continued toward the dining hall, their silhouettes illuminated by the soft gold of sconces spaced evenly along the corridor. Percival allowed several people to pass him before he fell into step behind them. The note inside his coat pocket was now a small, urgent weight against his ribs, tugging at his attention with every stride. He was accustomed to anonymous messages, but this one had been delivered with unusual boldness—slipped into his pocket in a room full of watchful eyes. Either the culprit was fearless or desperate. Perhaps both.

He waited until the procession rounded a corner, and the last murmurs of conversation faded behind tall double doors. A footman bowed politely and gestured for Percival to enter the dining hall with the others. Percival inclined his head in acknowledgment, then paused just long enough to appear as though examining the decorations along the corridor. When the footman’s attention shifted toward another arriving guest, Percival stepped aside into a shallow alcove guarded by a marble bust of Queen Victoria. The shadow concealed him enough to examine the note discreetly.

He slid the scrap of paper free, unfolding it carefully. The handwriting was hurried, not the sweeping penmanship of formal correspondence but the jagged script of fear. Only five words were written across its small surface.

Stop him before he acts.

No signature. No indication of who "he" was. No clue as to what act was being warned against. Yet the starkness of the message lent it an alarming gravity. There was no ornamentation, no plea, only the desperate push of a warning sent to a stranger whose reputation promised discretion.

Percival studied the paper closely. It had been torn from a larger sheet—the fibers along the edge were uneven, frayed slightly as though ripped quickly. The ink had faint smudges near the first word, indicating the writer had handled the paper before it dried. He held the scrap beneath the wall sconce’s glow, turning it gently. A faint watermark appeared when the paper caught the light at the correct angle, a symbol shaped like a leaf with a small letter B pressed within its stem.

He recognized the watermark at once. It was the same brand of stationary used in the manor’s guest rooms.

This note had been written inside Blackwood Manor.

Percival replaced the paper in his pocket, his expression thoughtful. The note gave no clear direction, yet it hinted at danger, urgency, and the likelihood that the writer felt watched or restrained enough to offer no elaboration. The anonymity was intentional or forced. Either scenario merited caution.

He stepped back into the corridor just as a nearby door opened slightly. A pair of eyes peered at him, wide and unblinking. They belonged to a young maid, scarcely more than seventeen, her cap askew and her cheeks flushed.

She gasped softly when Percival turned in her direction and immediately stepped back, attempting to close the door. Percival’s gloved hand gently held it open before it latched.

“Forgive the intrusion,” he said calmly. “You startled me.”

The girl looked down at the floor, twisting her apron between trembling fingers. “I— I wasn’t meaning to trouble you, my lord.”

Percival studied her posture, the slight tremor in her shoulders. She was frightened, but not of him. Her fear was directed elsewhere.

“You have nothing to fear from me,” he said in a quiet voice meant only for her. “Are you unwell?”

She shook her head, eyes still lowered. “No, my lord.”

“You seem distressed.”

She took a slow breath, as though gathering courage to speak. Then, just as quickly, her resolve evaporated. She shook her head again. “I’m not supposed to speak to guests,” she whispered. “Especially tonight.”

“Why especially tonight?”

The girl opened her mouth as though about to answer, then flinched as footsteps echoed from deeper within the servants’ corridor. She stepped back again, color draining from her face.

“I—I’m sorry, my lord,” she stammered. “I must return to my duties.”

She pulled the door shut before Percival could say another word.

He waited a moment, listening to the muffled footsteps recede. Two things were immediately clear: she knew something, and she feared being caught revealing it. Her fear was acute and specific—not the general unease he’d sensed among other servants, but something closer to dread.

Percival left the alcove and continued toward the dining hall. The chatter within grew louder as he approached, accompanied by the clink of silverware being arranged by servants making last-minute adjustments. He paused at the threshold, letting his gaze sweep across the guests already gathering near their seats.

The baron stood at the head of the table, forcing a warm expression for his guests. But Percival noticed the tension in his jaw, the slight tremor in his fingers as he adjusted his cufflinks. Whatever burden he carried tonight clearly pursued him relentlessly.

Across the table, Jonathan Markham whispered to another investor, his voice low but urgent. Evelyn Pembroke sat near the far end, tapping her finger rhythmically against her wine glass as she watched the room with feline alertness. Another guest, a man in spectacles and a dove-gray suit, appeared to be reading a telegram folded and refolded in his hands. The rust-colored waistcoat man Percival had observed earlier now sat rigidly, his expression locked in a mask of strained composure.

Tension had woven itself into every corner of the dining hall like fine threads wrapped too tightly around the guests.

Percival wandered toward his assigned seat but did not sit immediately. His mind worked in silence as he replayed the note, the maid’s fear, the baron’s unease. The warning—Stop him before he acts—echoed in his thoughts like a tolling bell.

There was someone in this manor whose next move promised harm or upheaval. Whether the baron was the intended victim, the perpetrator, or merely a piece caught between larger forces remained uncertain. But the writer of the note believed Percival could intervene before the unknown act occurred.

Percival touched the pocket containing the scrap of paper once more, narrowing his eyes slightly.

Someone feared the night ahead. Someone feared what “he” intended.

And Percival suspected the storm outside was not the only storm gathering.

Part IV — Dinner in the Shadow of Secrets

The dining hall of Blackwood Manor was a cathedral of polished wood and muted grandeur. Tall windows rose along the walls, their panes black against the storm outside, reflecting only the glow of candles and the faint shimmer of silver. The long mahogany table, adorned with evergreen garlands and crystal candelabras, stretched the length of the room like a ceremonial altar prepared for a long-forgotten ritual. Guests took their places, chairs scraping lightly over the parquet floor. Servants glided between them with the practiced silence of shadows.

Percival seated himself midway down the right side of the table, a position that allowed a vantage point without forcing him into prominence. The baron had placed him near individuals of particular interest: Jonathan Markham sat two seats away, the man in the rust-colored waistcoat opposite him, and Evelyn Pembroke only a handful of chairs down. The arrangement felt intentional, though whether by the baron’s design or misfortune, Percival could not yet say.

Edgar Blackwood raised his glass and called for attention. Candlelight flickered across his face, deepening the lines of worry that had carved themselves there. He offered a toast to friendship, prosperity, and Christmas cheer, but his voice carried a hollowness that did not escape Percival. The guests echoed the toast, some with genuine warmth, others with the brittle enthusiasm of those pretending everything is fine when it assuredly is not.

Soup arrived first, steaming bowls of rich bisque laced with cream and topped with a sprig of sage. The aroma was enticing, but Percival’s focus remained fixed on the people around him. Conversations rose cautiously at first, then grew louder as wine loosened tongues.

Markham leaned in slightly, speaking to his neighbor in a hushed undertone he clearly wished to keep contained. “If the ore numbers continue to fall, we’ll be ruined by spring,” he muttered. “Blackwood must know that. He must.”

His companion whispered back, “He knows. The question is what he plans to do about it. And who’s to blame.”

Percival’s spoon moved through the soup with slow precision. These concerns about the mine—spoken so openly by some and avoided so carefully by others—formed part of the invisible web he’d been parsing since his arrival. The financial stakes were high. The baron’s empire might be disintegrating beneath the very snow that wreathed his manor. That alone was enough to stir resentments, desperation, fear.

The second course arrived with an orchestration of cloches removed in unison, revealing roast pheasant with chestnut stuffing. Conversation swelled again, but an unmistakable tension threaded through the hall. Percival watched the baron more closely now. Edgar Blackwood’s gaze moved from guest to guest, lingering too long on certain faces, as though weighing their worth—or their threats.

At one point, the baron caught Percival’s eye. For a fleeting moment, his expression cracked, revealing an undercurrent of pleading. It vanished the moment another guest addressed him.

Across the table, Evelyn Pembroke had been observing Percival as stealthily as one cat observes another. When she caught him looking, she offered a faint, knowing smile, followed by a whisper to the man beside her. Her companion glanced toward Percival with thinly veiled curiosity before returning his attention to her. She was positioning herself—socially, strategically—though toward what end remained unclear.

The rust-colored waistcoat man—introduced earlier as Henry Lyle, a geologist employed by the mine—barely touched his meal. His eyes darted about the table with nervous intensity. Every loud laugh, every clink of glass seemed to make him flinch. Once, when a servant dropped a fork at the far end of the hall, Lyle jerked so violently that wine sloshed over the rim of his glass. He muttered an apology no one had demanded.

Percival’s gaze swept between the baron and Lyle, noting the tension threaded between them, thin and taut like a drawn wire.

When the third course was served—glazed carrots and buttery potatoes accompanying the pheasant—the candles flickered violently as a gust of wind slammed against the dining hall’s windows. A few guests gasped, startled by the sudden thud. One flame guttered briefly, shrinking into a trembling bead of light before recovering.

“It’s only the storm,” the baron said with a forced chuckle. “Nothing the manor hasn’t endured a hundred times.”

“Still,” Evelyn murmured, her voice carrying just enough to be heard by those nearest, “there’s something about a storm on Christmas Eve that feels rather ominous.”

Markham grunted. “Ominous is a generous word.”

Percival dabbed his lips with a napkin. “Storms reveal character as much as they confine bodies,” he said calmly.

“Is that why you came here, Lord Harrington?” Evelyn asked, letting her gaze linger on him with deliberate provocation. “To observe the characters of this house?”

Percival offered a subtle smile. “I seldom turn down an interesting invitation.”

“And Edgar’s invitations are rarely uninteresting,” she replied.

Blackwood stiffened slightly at the mention of his name. Percival saw it, though only because he was looking. Others would have missed the microscopic shift of posture, the tightening of the shoulders, the small gulp of wine taken too hastily.

Dessert was served—fig pudding with warm brandy sauce—but even its sweetness could not soften the dread that clung to the edges of the room. Several guests barely touched it. Laughter now sounded strained, unsteady, as though each joke hovered on the edge of an unspoken scream.

Percival tasted the dessert, allowing its flavors to mingle on his tongue before setting down his fork. As he did, he felt the weight of the folded note in his pocket once more. Stop him before he acts. The words seemed to pulse with each beat of the storm against the windows.

As the servants began clearing plates, the baron stood again.

“My friends,” he said, forcing an affable tone, “I invite you all to return to the ballroom for port, music, and merriment. I shall join you shortly.”

His smile was brittle, fragile as frost. Percival watched him carefully as guests began to rise from their seats. Edgar Blackwood’s hands gripped the back of his chair as though he needed its support to remain standing.

Before the baron could step away, Henry Lyle approached him, speaking urgently in a low voice. Percival could not hear the words, but he observed the baron’s reaction—the sharp intake of breath, the narrowing of his eyes, the brief but unmistakable tremor of rage.

Lyle stepped back quickly, his face pale. He retreated toward the ballroom as though fleeing danger.

The baron remained motionless for several seconds, staring at nothing. Then he turned abruptly and strode toward a side corridor, his steps quick and unsteady.

Percival watched him go, rising from his own chair with unhurried grace. Whatever burden Edgar Blackwood carried, it had grown too heavy to conceal beneath the veneer of festivity.

Something was about to happen.

And someone in this house believed only Percival could prevent it.

Part V — The Baron’s Unfinished Conversation

The guests drifted back toward the ballroom like scattered petals carried by a breeze, their voices rising once more in uncertain cheer. But the baron did not return to lead them. Edgar Blackwood had vanished into the dim corridor leading away from the dining hall, and Percival sensed immediately that this was not a man seeking a moment of quiet reflection. It was the gait of someone pulled urgently toward something—or someone—out of sight.

Percival followed at a measured pace, neither hurried nor slow, his posture relaxed enough that any onlooker might assume he intended only to stretch his legs after a heavy meal. But the dining hall door had scarcely shut behind him before his expression sharpened into the alert focus of a man tracking an unraveling thread.

The corridor was narrow, paneled in dark oak, lit by only three wall sconces that flickered as though uncertain whether they could withstand the drafts whistling beneath the old woodwork. The scent of wax and old books clung to the air. Percival’s footsteps were soft on the carpet runner, and the sounds of the ballroom grew fainter as he moved away, replaced by the deeper, emptier breaths of a manor that seemed to be holding secrets close against its ribs.

At the end of the corridor, Percival found a small antechamber branching in two directions. One path led toward the baron’s private study—a room Percival had yet to see but which he had heard mentioned with equal parts admiration and dread. The other path led deeper into the manor, toward its older western wing, where the air seemed colder and the silence heavier, as though that portion of the estate had long withdrawn from the warmth of the household.

Percival paused, listening.

A faint murmur drifted from behind a partially closed door to his right—sharp whispers, the kind spoken when someone does not wish to be overheard. He stepped toward it quietly.

“...you cannot keep delaying!” a voice hissed, trembling with urgency.

“I can do nothing until after the guests have left,” came the baron’s answer, strained and low. “Tonight is not an option.”

“But it has to be tonight—”

“No,” Blackwood said sharply, the sound edged with fear. “You don’t understand what is at stake.”

Percival’s hand hovered near the doorknob, though he did not touch it. Listening had always been more revealing than interrupting, and he had no desire to alert them to his presence. Yet the tone of the baron’s last words—cracked, brittle, filled with something that felt like resignation—struck him deeply.

The unknown speaker lowered their voice further, too soft for Percival to distinguish the words. But the atmosphere shifted; something was collapsing between them.

Moments passed. Then a sudden noise—a crash of glass on wood—shattered the tense quiet. Percival acted instantly, pushing the door open with a firm but controlled motion.

Inside was the baron’s private lounge, a smaller chamber adorned with dark green wallpaper and a single window half-hidden beneath heavy drapes embroidered in gold thread. A decanter lay shattered near the hearth, brandy pooling on the floorboards. Edgar Blackwood stood near his writing desk, his back half-turned toward Percival. His shoulders were tense, drawn tight as bowstrings. One hand rested on the desk as though for balance.

The other person in the room—whoever had spoken with him—was gone.

“Lord Harrington,” the baron said, breath catching in his throat as he straightened. “I did not hear you approach.”

“Few do,” Percival replied with his usual calm. “I apologize for entering unannounced. I heard voices and feared something was amiss.”

The baron rubbed his face with both hands, his composure crumbling under the effort of maintaining it. “Everything is amiss,” he murmured. “More than you know.”

Percival took a step inside, letting the door swing gently shut behind him. “Your invitation suggested as much.”

The baron turned to face him fully. His eyes, usually sharp and commanding, were now rimmed with exhaustion. “I intended to speak with you after dinner, but matters have... shifted.” He gestured helplessly toward the shattered decanter. “I did not expect it to escalate so quickly.”

“What has escalated?” Percival asked.

Blackwood opened his mouth to answer, then faltered, glancing toward the door as though expecting the unseen person to return. “I cannot say yet. Not until I am certain whom I can trust.”

“You summoned me because you trusted me,” Percival reminded him gently.

“Yes,” the baron said. “I believed I did. But tonight has shown me how deeply I have misjudged certain people.”

Percival studied the man for a moment. “You received urgent correspondence earlier this evening.”

The baron stiffened. “You saw that?”

“I noticed the change in your demeanor after a telegram arrived,” Percival said evenly, revealing nothing of what he already suspected. “It seemed to startle you.”

Blackwood let out a weary breath. “The telegram... yes. It confirmed what I had feared. My entire operation is at risk. And so is my life.”

“Your life?” Percival repeated. “I must ask for clarity.”

Before the baron could respond, footsteps echoed down the corridor outside, rapid and unsteady. Blackwood flinched, glancing toward the door.

“We cannot talk here,” he whispered. “There are ears everywhere. Even in my own household.”

Percival nodded. “Then let us move to a more secure location. You promised a private conversation.”

“Yes. Yes, of course.” Blackwood moved toward the door. “We shall speak in my study. I can lock it from the inside.”

But as he reached the threshold, he stopped abruptly. A folded piece of paper had been slid under the door—fresh, its edges crisp. Blackwood froze.

Percival leaned down, retrieving it. He unfolded the note with the care of a man revealing a venomous creature.

It contained only one word.

Tonight.

The baron seemed to deflate, his breath shuddering out of him. “It’s too late,” he whispered. “They’re forcing my hand.”

“Who is?” Percival asked.

But the baron did not answer. He stepped back into the corridor with sudden urgency, moving quickly toward the direction of his study. Percival followed, but the baron’s pace quickened, almost frantic now. They turned a corner—but when Percival reached it, the corridor ahead was empty.

The baron was gone.

A cold draft crept through the hallway, brushing Percival’s collar.

And somewhere deep within the manor, a door closed quietly, as though sealing away whatever choice Edgar Blackwood believed he no longer possessed.
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Chapter 2 — Festivities and Tensions
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Part I — the Music beneath the Murmurs

The ballroom had regained its pulse by the time Percival stepped back into it. Crystal glasses clinked in delicate counterpoint to the spiraling melody of the string quartet, whose bows glided over their violins with an elegance that belied the rising tension in the room. The soft glow of candlelight reflected in polished marble and mirrored panels, turning the space into a warm refuge from the brutal storm outside. Yet beneath the gilded surface of festivity, unease pooled like cold water under floorboards. Guests laughed too loudly, smiled too deliberately, spoke with an urgency that betrayed their attempts to appear carefree.
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