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The wind had teeth.

It bit at Allan Pinkerton’s ears as he trudged up the gravel drive, coat collar up, suitcase thudding at his side with every other step. The night was a wet, slithering kind of cold that slipped down your spine and lingered under the skin. Overhead, bare trees rattled their limbs like bones above a cemetery, and the mansion before him loomed like something forgotten by God.

He stopped at the foot of the stone steps and stared up at the house. With four stories of mostly shuttered windows and black brick, the place was less a house than a mausoleum for the living.

“Cosy,” he muttered.

His voice didn’t echo. It just vanished.

He climbed the steps. They groaned beneath him, old timber warning him off. At the top, he dropped his suitcase and reached for the iron bell chain beside the massive oak doors.

It was heavier than it looked. He gave it a firm pull.

A single, deep bell tolled somewhere inside the house. It was mournful—slow, dragging, like a church bell marking a funeral no one would attend.

Then came more.

Somewhere else in the house, another bell answered. Then another. A cascade of sorrow chimed through unseen halls, one after the next, building into a strange, orchestral lament.

Allan frowned. It wasn’t just the sound—it was how perfectly spaced the bells were. Like they were waiting their turn.

He waited for the echo to fade, but it didn’t. It carried on—too long. Too measured. Too... performed.

“That’s... unsettling,” he murmured, the words barely misting in the cold.

Then, silence. Not peaceful, more the silence that watches.

The door creaked open. Slowly. A deliberate, aching movement of wood and hinge.

No one stood behind it.

He stayed where he was, suitcase at his feet, heart knocking softly in his chest. Inside, a single light flickered on in the foyer. Weak, yellow, uncertain.

Allan turned and looked behind him.

Only wind, the trees, and the night.

He took a breath.

“Alright, Mikey,” he said, not quite smiling. “Let’s hope this pays off.”

He picked up his case, stepped over the threshold, and walked into the dark.
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FROBISHER
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The door closed behind him with a mechanical clunk—not slammed, not pulled, but shut, as if by the house itself.

Allan stopped just past the threshold. The air inside was colder than outside, somehow, and still in a way that pressed against his ears. Dust shimmered in the shaft of moonlight slanting through a top window. It didn’t drift; it hung. Suspended. Caught in a moment that hadn’t fully committed to time.

The foyer stretched out around him—tall ceilings, dark panelling, and furniture untouched for decades. A grand staircase curled up into the second-floor shadows, elegant and severe. The balustrade looked hand-carved and slightly off, as if someone had copied it from something even older.

He exhaled sharply. 

“Good evening, sir.”

Allan’s heart leapt as he spun on his heels.

He hadn’t heard footsteps. Hadn’t felt movement. But there he was—an older man standing halfway in shadow, half in light. Crisp suit, spotless gloves, posture like a sword blade.

“And you are?” the man asked.

His voice was low and dry, with a slight English lilt. Not friendly. Not hostile. Just... observant.

Allan reached into his coat and pulled out the gold-edged card he’d been told to use.

“Mr Black,” he said flatly.

The man didn’t take the card. Didn’t look at it. Just nodded like the name meant something and meant nothing at all.

“Very good, sir. Your room is on the first floor.” A pause. “Ah—my mistake. Second floor. I forget myself. The American system still trips me up.”

He gestured to the staircase with the barest tilt of his chin.

“Up the stairs, to the right. You’ll find your name on the door.”

Allan gave a nod. “Got it. Thank you.”

He turned, lifted his suitcase, and started down the hallway, his boots echoing off the old stone floor.

“No, no. Not that way.”

He stopped.

Turned.

The man—Frobishire, surely—was still in the same place. Still upright and crisp. But somehow without moving he felt closer.

“Second floor, sir. Up the stairs. To the right. We all have our places.”

There was a faint click in his tone now, like a clock locking into rhythm. Or a trap.

Allan held his gaze for a moment. Then he turned back and started up the stairs.

Years of neglect were clear with each step, groaning and cracking beneath his feet.

As his head disappeared beyond the landing, the house returned to silence.

Frobishire remained still in the foyer.

Then, slowly, his lips curled into a whisper of something that might have been a smile—or might have been regret.

“And so it begins...” he said, to no one.

And perhaps not for the first time.
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THE HALL
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The second floor greeted Allan like a spine lined with ribs.

A hallway stretched out in both directions, dimly lit and just a little too narrow. Ornate doors stood along its length—some fully shut, others cracked open just enough to imply someone might be watching. Or might have just vanished.

He hesitated at the top of the stairs.

Left or right?

A soft creak behind him turned his head.

Nothing. Just the stairwell descending into deeper dark.

“Right, it is,” he muttered.

The carpet underfoot swallowed his steps as he moved forward. Each door he passed bore a small brass plaque. Some plaques had faintly etched names engraved on them.

“Miss Sad. Oh, that’s sad,” he said under his breath as he passed a door nearly lost behind old velvet wallpaper.

Next came a door with no plaque. But the handle bore scratches, like someone had tried to claw their way in.

He kept moving.

Then, at the far end, he saw it. A door with his name.

MR BLACK — not printed, not labelled. Etched. Deep, elegant serif letters that looked more suited to a gravestone than a guest suite.

He grasped the handle. It turned with a sharp, satisfying click.

The door swung open with a slow exhale of old hinges.

He paused, a thin ripple of instinct brushing his spine. The subtle warning that something had shifted in the air. Watched again.

But he stepped inside.
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THE ROOM
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The bedroom was beautiful.

Old-world, museum-grade beautiful. Where time had paused, polished, and then left under glass for admiration. Heavy drapes framed the tall windows like theatre curtains awaiting the final act. An oil painting, a half-forgotten countryside lost in autumn mist, hung above the carved mantle, its cracked frame catching the low light like brittle bones.

The bed stood in the centre like a monument: large, brass-framed, and perfectly made, each corner tucked with military precision. It looked like it belonged to a duchess. Or a corpse.

He sat anyway.

The mattress didn’t creak. It didn’t sag or sigh. It barely breathed.

He stood again, crossing to the en-suite bathroom. With a flick, the light hummed on. White tile. Clean lines. A clawfoot tub that might’ve once bathed royalty. The angle of the mirror above the sink felt wrong. Like it had seen things.

“This’ll do,” he murmured.

Back in the bedroom, he shrugged off his coat and tossed it across the bed. A flutter of gold caught his eye as something slipped from the inner pocket and drifted to the floor.

He bent.

Picked it up.

A ticket. Gold foil. Embossed. It shimmered slightly under the lamplight, almost winking.

He turned it over.

SOLVE THE CASE

IDENTIFY THE MURDERER

WIN A SHARE OF $1,000,000

His mouth twitched. A smirk. Reflexive.

But behind his eyes, something flickered. Not amusement. Not scepticism.

Pressure.

Memory.

A room without windows. Sand scorched red. Screams that never left his bones.

His grip tightened on the ticket.

“Hold on, Mikey,” he whispered.

The words barely made it past his lips.

“Just a little longer.”
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THE WATCHER
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Behind the wall, behind the decorative vent tucked between shadow and corner moulding, a pair of brown eyes watched him.

Soft. Still. Not blinking.

The house was silent.

Then the bells began again.

First one—a low, dragging chime. Then another. Then more.

They came from nowhere and everywhere at once, their melody rising like the wind around a grave, strange and deliberate. Not a welcome. A warning.

Allan turned slowly toward the sound. His hand closed around the gold card.

He stood still.
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A NEW ARRIVAL
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She stood in four-inch heels like she’d been born in them.

The wind pulled at her satin scarf as Ms Flirty stared up at the mansion’s gabled silhouette, one perfectly manicured hand resting on the oversized designer suitcase beside her. Her dress shimmered even under moonlight—more Cannes than country manor, more red carpet than rainy gravel.

She reached for the bell handle and gave it a crisp, practised tug.

The mansion answered.

The melody began low—elegant, slow, and achingly mournful. A tune that didn’t belong to any living composer. It rang through the stone like something sad and ancient trying to speak. Or sing. Or remember.

She waited.

Nothing.

Her smile thinned. With a dramatic sigh, she pulled the chain again. Harder.
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MS FLIRTY
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The sound curled its way up the stairs and into Allan’s room like perfume or smoke.

He dropped his coat over his shoulders and muttered, “Where the hell is Frobishire?”

*
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HE TOOK THE STAIRS two at a time, the thick carpet swallowing the urgency of his steps.

By the time he reached the front door, the bells had rung again. A third time. The melody felt less eerie and more deliberate.

“I wonder when it stops.”

He pulled the heavy oak door open.

The bells cut off mid-ring.

The silence seemed more oppressive somehow.

“About time,” she said, sweeping past him with a waft of expensive perfume and attitude.

Allan caught the edge of her suitcase before it could topple over.

“Sorry,” he said, shifting it upright. “I thought the butler would answer.”

“Yes, well, I thought this place came with a valet.” Her eyes moved over him as if he were a staff member, barely worth noting, but potentially useful. “Seems we’re both disappointed.”

She didn’t wait to be invited.

“Don’t just stand there. Invite a lady in.” She said as she stepped over the threshold. 

Allan picked up the suitcase and grunted.

“Jesus, talk about the kitchen sink.”

“Frobishire should be around here somewhere,” he offered.

“Frobishire?”

“The butler. British. Odd smile.”

“Hmm,” she said, already bored. “Sounds like half the men I’ve dated.”

She crossed the foyer on those unholy heels without a single misstep. Her voice floated back over her shoulder:

“And you are?”

“Allan Pink, uh, Mr Black.”

“Oh, right? The code names.” She turned back with a smirk. “Bit silly, isn’t it? Like we’re in that old board game... what was it?”

“Clue?”

“No, no, don’t tell me...” She tapped her temple theatrically. “Clue! That’s it. See? Knew it was in there somewhere.”

With a flourish, she produced her gold invitation as if it were a calling card.

“I’m Ms Flirty. Obviously.”

“How do you do?”

“Very well, thank you. Though I could murder a drink.” She winked. “Speaking of murder, wasn’t Mr Black the victim in Clue?”

Allan raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know. But I could definitely use a drink.”

“Well then,” she said, marching toward the nearest closed door, “what’s through here?”

She opened it without hesitation, as if she belonged there.

“What do they call this room? The lounge. The informal Lounge! And... aha! Booze.”

Her laugh bounced off the high ceiling as she disappeared inside.

“Be a dear and pour me a whisky, will you?”

Allan followed, unsure if he was hosting, helping... or trespassing in his own mystery.
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THE INFORMAL LOUNGE

[image: ]




The informal lounge was grand in the way old places could be, before architects stopped trying to impress God. Cabinets lined the walls, holding an array of items. A stone fireplace yawned on one side, long cold. Shadows clung to the corners. An occasional table sat between two wingback chairs. A chessboard, with pieces in mid-game, sat atop. 

And yet, the liquor cabinet sparkled. Like someone had polished it just this morning.

Allan walked toward a side table where a cluster of decanters sat like treasure. The cut crystal gleamed under a pair of low-hanging lamps, each bottle filled with amber promises.

Behind him, the click of heels on old wood.

“Well,” Ms Flirty said, “this is very nice.”

“Very impressive,” Allan agreed, pulling the stopper on a bottle and giving it a sniff. Warm. Spicy. Real.

He poured two generous glasses and handed one to her.

“Thanks,” she said, accepting it like a queen might accept tribute.

“Cheers.”

“Eye contact, Allan—or you’ll have seven years of bad sex.”

“Seven years of sex, good or bad, sounds pretty good to me right now.”

She laughed, loud enough to feel out of place with the house so quiet. She stepped closer, hip brushing his.

“It’s been a while?”

“You could say that.”

“Well... maybe we'll change that this weekend.”

Their glasses clinked. Her gaze didn’t flinch.

She sipped.

“Mmm. That’s good.” A beat. “So what brings you here?”

“The money.”

“Sure. Same here. But what’s behind the money?”

She watched him carefully now, her smile easing into something more genuine. He glanced down at his drink, then into it.

“My brother,” he said. “He needs surgery. Insurance won’t touch it.”

Something shifted in her. Not sympathy. Something more grounded. Human.

“I’m sorry,” she said, hand brushing his arm. “Is it serious?”

He opened his mouth to answer.

Ding.

The bell rang again. That same mournful tone, rising through the walls like a ghost waking up.

“Seriously?” she said, turning toward the door. “That’s going to get very annoying.”

“It’s growing on me,” Allan said with a half-smile.

He set down his glass and headed out.
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THE THIRD AND FOURTH ARRIVE
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She watched him go, one perfectly arched brow raised. As the door swung shut, the room felt heavier.

Behind the cabinet came the faintest rustle.

She turned.

Nothing there.

She scanned the floor, her eyes darting here and there trying to capture any sudden furry movement, and then shuddered.

*
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OUTSIDE, THE WIND PICKED up.

Two new figures approached the mansion’s grand front steps. One moved like a question mark; the other, like punctuation.

Miss Sad wore a dark hoodie, with a threadbare backpack slung over one shoulder. She kept her hair tucked into the shadows of her hood, and her eyes — sharp, quiet, watchful — observed every detail.

Beside her, Mrs Bliss rolled a flower-patterned suitcase and smiled like the world had never wronged her.

The bell rang again, like tidewater creeping into an empty room. “That’s an unusual ring,” Mrs Bliss said brightly.

“I like it,” Miss Sad murmured. “It sounds sad...”

The front door opened with its usual protest of groaning wood.
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INTRODUCTIONS
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Allan stood in the doorway, whisky still in hand.

“Hi. Come on in. You’re here for the murder mystery weekend?”

“Yes, that’s right, dearie,” Mrs Bliss said, beaming. “Very exciting! Done a few in my time. Fancy my chances this weekend.”

“I’m Mr Black,” Allan said. “There was a butler—Frobishire—but he’s vanished.”

“Oh yes, that makes perfect sense.”

“It does?”

“The butler did it, right?” She gave his arm a warm, grandmotherly pat. “What better way to kick off a mystery than to kill him off before we all arrive?”

She laughed. It was warm. Friendly. But behind it... a sharpness. Too quick. Too rehearsed.

“You met him, you say?”

“Not thirty minutes ago.”

“And who else is here?”

“Ms Flirty and I, far as I know. And Frobishire, before he... disappeared.”

“I see, I see...” Her eyes twinkled. “Makes you my number one suspect.”

She chuckled again and then turned toward the stairs.

“Anyway—do you know where my room is? I’ve been holding it since the main road.”

“I don’t, sorry. But the rooms have labels. Mine’s upstairs, just past Miss Sad’s.”

“That’s me,” said the girl in the hoodie, stepping forward.

Her voice was clear. Calm. Impossible to read.

“Hello, Mr Black.”

“Hello.”

A pause.

She held his gaze just a little too long. Not rude. Just... assessing.

“Come along, darling,” Mrs Bliss said, tugging her suitcase. “Let’s find our rooms before I wet myself.”

Another warm smile. Another one too many.

They passed him on their way to the staircase.

As she passed, Miss Sad turned slightly.

“I like the bell,” she said.

And then she was gone.
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INTRODUCTIONS
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Ms Flirty stepped out of the informal lounge like it was Cannes and she was five seconds late for her close-up. Her whisky glass caught the light like a trophy.

“Trust you to keep them standing in the hall, Allan.”

She offered the newcomers a smile that belonged in perfume ads and glossy magazine spreads.

“Hello, I’m Ms Flirty.”

“Miss Sad,” the girl in the hoodie replied, voice steady but reserved.

“And I’m Mrs Bliss,” said the older woman brightly. “Lovely to meet you both.”

“Much better now that I’ve found the booze,” Ms Flirty said, raising her glass. “Come in, care for a drink?”

“Oo, I’d love one,” Miss Sad said, stepping inside without hesitation.

“Not just yet, thank you,” Mrs Bliss replied, her tone warm but firm.

She rested a light hand on Miss Sad’s arm as she said it. It was maternal, subtle, gentle, but deliberate. 

“I didn’t catch your name, young man. Allan?”

“Yeah, sorry. Not used to all this ‘Mr Black’ business. Still getting the hang of it.”

“Mr Black, hmm?” Mrs Bliss mused. “Wasn’t he the victim in that old board game?”

“That’s what I said,” Ms Flirty chimed in.

“Hopefully, I'll get to walk away with the prize instead,” Allan said, raising his glass with a dry smile.

“As are we all, Mr Black,” said Ms Flirty.

Ms Flirty tapped her glass against his in a soft, mocking toast. Her eyes lingered a beat too long. She was flirting. Or she was testing.

Or both.

“Come on, let’s have that drink and get this party started.”

“Not for me,” Mrs Bliss said, her smile unwavering. “I think I’ll find my room first. Need to freshen up after the journey and desperate for a pee.”

“I’ll come too,” Miss Sad offered, already moving to follow.

The two of them headed for the stairs. Their suitcase wheels clicked over the stone like a metronome. Allan watched them go.

“Everyone’s so... into character,” he muttered. 

“I thought she wanted a drink?” said Ms Flirty.

A beat.

“This weekend’s already weird.”

He took another sip from his glass.
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THE WRONG DOOR
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Mrs Bliss reached the second-floor landing and didn’t pause. She didn’t hesitate. She turned left with all the confidence of someone heading home, not exploring unfamiliar territory.

Her suitcase wheels made no sound now. The carpet here was thick and old, swallowing footsteps and secrets in equal measure.

Closed doors lined either side of the hallway. Most bore brass plaques. Some were blank. All seemed to breathe faintly under the flickering light of the sconces overhead.

She stopped before a door with no nameplate.

It shouldn’t have been hers. But she didn’t check. She didn’t knock. She simply turned the knob and stepped inside.

Click.

From the shadows behind her, a faint creak. A shift of wood and air.

She glanced back down the hallway.

Empty.

No one.

The smile that crept across her face was... odd. Too serene. Too knowing.

“Hello, dear,” she said.

And then closed the door behind her.
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THE GAMES BEGIN
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The informal lounge had settled into something approaching comfort. Fire now crackled low and steady now, coaxed to life by unseen hands or clever architecture. Shadows stretched like fingers between shelves of forgotten books.

Allan leaned against the mantel, glass in hand. Ms Flirty settled into a wingback chair as if poured into it. Miss Sad stood apart, sipping whisky with a quiet surgical detachment.

“How many contestants do you think there’ll be?” Miss Sad asked.

Allan blinked. “Contestants?”

“That’s what it feels like. A game show. I mean... a million bucks is a lot of money.”

“True,” he said, nodding. “Could be quite a few, judging by the size of this place.”

The door creaked open again.

Mrs Bliss entered, just as cheerful, cheeks rosy like she’d just come in from tea in the garden rather than a walk through a haunted hallway.

“That’s better,” she said brightly. “I’ll have that drink now, if I may.”

“Of course,” Ms Flirty replied. “Coming right up. What’s your poison?”

Mrs Bliss hesitated. A flicker, small, but real.

“Figure of speech, my dear,” Miss Flirty added, catching it. “Just a figure of speech.”

Mrs Bliss laughed it off, recovering fast. “Oh, of course. Can never be too sure, mind. These weekends are always full of surprises.”

“Weekends?” asked Ms Sad.

“Murder Mystery Weekends. They’re such fun. I love them.”

“Have you ever been the killer, Mrs Bliss?” Miss Sad asked.

Mrs Bliss smiled like a schoolteacher correcting a clever student.

“Oh, heavens no. Usually they hire actors for the talking parts. The murder, the body, the drama.”

“Well,” Allan said, “that puts me in the clear.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Mrs Bliss said, wagging a finger. “I’ve been to a few where the guests included the murderer. And the victims.”

“How delightfully unhelpful,” Ms Flirty said.

“They should give us crib sheets,” Mrs Bliss continued. “Little bios telling us our roles. Who we are supposed to be. Whether we kill or are to be killed. It’s key to the game.”

Miss Sad smiled, soft but sharp. “How exciting.”

And then... the bell.

That same slow, rich toll echoed through the walls. Low and mournful.

“I really hate that bell,” Ms Flirty said, standing with a grimace. “It’s like a funeral dirge dressed in chimes.” 

Allan and Miss Sad exchanged a glance. Brief. Mutual. Knowing.

For a moment, they seemed like allies. Or co-conspirators.

“How quaint,” Ms Flirty said with a theatrical sigh. “Please let them in before that awful tune starts again.”

Allan set his glass down and left the room, boots soft against the antique rug.
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HOUSE CALL
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He reached the foyer just as the last note of the bell faded into the rafters.

Allan hastened his steps, opening the door before the dirge started anew.

The man standing there had the look of someone perpetually on the edge of bad weather—dark coat, dark hair, serious eyes. He carried a small black doctor’s bag and a sleek suitcase, one in each hand.

“Hello?” he said. “Is this the place for the murder mystery thing?”

He held up a gold invitation.

“Yes—yeah. Come on in,” Allan replied. “I’m Allan—uh, Mr Black. Gotta remember to stay in character.”

The man stepped inside, glancing around the foyer as though it might bite.

“The rules, I think, said that we’d be disqualified if we didn’t. Gotta commit to the role, right?”

“Apparently so.”

“Don’t worry, old boy,” the man grinned. “I won’t say a word. I’m Doctor Gloom.”
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