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A Note on the Geography of Blackwood Cove
The coastal village of Blackwood Cove sits nestled within a deep crescent bay on the windswept northern coast of Devon. To the west, the village harbour shelters a handful of wooden fishing cobles against the grey Atlantic swell. Along High Street, timber-framed shops with bowed diamond-paned bay windows lean against one another like elderly gentlemen sharing a quiet joke: The Copper Kettle Tea Parlour, Mr. Higgins' Apothecary, the cobbler, and, tucked beside the cobbled alleyway leading to the churchyard, The Bramble & Quill Antiquarian Bookshop.

High above the village, perched upon the jagged promontory known as Dead Man's Crag, stands Holloway Manor. Built of dark granite during the reign of Queen Anne, the manor is accessible by only a single steep, switchback carriage road that winds perilously close to the cliff's edge. When the autumn mists roll in from the Bristol Channel, the village lights disappear one by one, leaving Holloway Manor isolated against the bruised evening sky like an island out of time.

Dramatis Personae: The Residents of Blackwood Cove

	Character

	Description & Role in Inquiry


	Silas Vance

	Proprietor of The Bramble & Quill Antiquarian Bookshop. A quiet, contemplative former British Museum archivist with an encyclopedic memory for paper watermarks, obscure ciphers, and human eccentricities.


	Clara Finch

	Owner of The Copper Kettle Tea Parlour next door. Witty, observant, and fiercely loyal; possesses an unrivaled network of village intelligence and an uncanny ability to read unspoken intentions over Earl Grey.


	Barnaby

	A portly, three-legged ginger tomcat of aristocratic demeanor who reigns over the bookshop's velvet wingback chair and acts as an uncompromising judge of character.


	Lord Percival Holloway

	The eighth Baron of Holloway. An eccentric, reclusive antiquarian collector living atop the storm-battered cliffs of Holloway Manor; obsessed with lost Elizabethan cartography.


	Julian Holloway

	Lord Percival's estranged, suave nephew from London. Dressed in immaculate Savile Row tweed; burdened by pressing gaming debts and an urgent interest in his uncle's will.


	Eleanor Vance-Holloway

	Lord Percival's widowed sister-in-law. A woman of icy composure, elegant pearls, and sharp social vigilance who manages the household affairs of the manor.


	Dr. Alistair Sterling

	The village physician for forty years. Wears spectacles tied with black ribbon; fond of dry sherry and dismissive of anything that disrupts the peaceful routine of the parish.


	Arthur Pendelton, Esq.

	Lord Percival's nervous estate solicitor. Constantly clutching a battered leather briefcase and glancing over his shoulder as though pursued by legal disaster.


	Mrs. Gertrude Gable

	The iron-willed housekeeper of Holloway Manor for three decades. Knows the contents of every cupboard, drawer, and locked door within the stone walls.


	Inspector Thomas Cross

	Chief Inspector of the North Devon Constabulary. Methodical, unimaginative, and perpetually irritated by amateur deductions—yet secretly respectful of Silas Vance's archival eye.
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The Ormolu Clock at Midnight
The French ormolu clock upon the mantelpiece had not lost a second since Michaelmas. It was an exquisite mechanism of gilded bronze, crowned by a seated figure of Clio, the muse of history, holding an open parchment scroll. With every swing of its heavy brass pendulum, a crisp, metallic chime echoed into the book-lined silence of the private study on the second floor of Holloway Manor.

Outside the tall mullioned windows, the autumn gale screamed across the granite cliffs. Rain struck the leaded glass like showers of birdshot, driven by a southwesterly wind that rattled the heavy velvet drapes. Lord Percival Holloway sat alone in his high-backed burgundy leather armchair, his thin fingers pressed tightly together beneath his chin.

Upon the mahogany desk before him lay a single sheet of cream laid paper, freshly inscribed in his sharp, spindly script, beside a heavy brass key and a half-empty cup of cold lapsang souchong tea. His breath came shallow and uneven. The air in the locked room was thick with the scent of old morocco leather, paraffin wax, and a faint, curious aroma that did not belong—something faint, sweet, and distinctly like crushed bitter almonds.

Lord Percival glanced up toward the ceiling. A floorboard had groaned in the corridor above. It was not the familiar settling of timber in the damp wind; it was the deliberate, stealthy tread of weight shifting from heel to toe.

He reached for the bell-pull beside the hearth, but his fingers trembled violently. His vision blurred, the gilded muse atop the mantelpiece splitting into two shimmering golden specters. With a muffled gasp, his hand dropped from the velvet cord. As the clock struck three-quarters past eleven, the bronze pendulum swung once more, caught on its escapement, and shuddered to a permanent, silent halt.
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The Tuesday Rain and a Leather-Bound Journal
"A truly rare book never seeks out its reader; it waits patiently in the shadows until the reader has no choice but to listen."
The Sanctuary of Damp Leaves and Old Morocco

Tuesday afternoons in Blackwood Cove possessed a character entirely their own. When the October rain fell from the Atlantic, it did not arrive as a sudden cloudburst; it descended as a soft, relentless grey curtain that dissolved the horizon and turned the cobbles of High Street into polished slate. The gulls abandoned the harbour pilings to huddle upon the slate chimneys, and the bell above the door of The Bramble & Quill chimed with a gentle, muffled ring whenever the damp wind nudged the latch.

Silas Vance stood behind the mahogany counter, a bone paper-knife balanced between his fingers. At forty-six, Silas had the quiet, unhurried manner of a man who had spent two decades cataloging illuminated manuscripts in the humidified vaults of Great Russell Street before choosing the solitude of the Devon coast. He wore a tweed waistcoat with horn buttons, a charcoal cravat tied with archivist precision, and wire-rimmed spectacles that sat low upon a patrician nose.

Across the counter, stretched across an unbound copy of Johnson’s 1755 Dictionary, lay Barnaby. The cat was an orange tabby of unquestioned authority, possessing only three legs—the result of an ill-advised dispute with a lobster fisherman’s terrier five winters ago—and a tail that twitched once whenever Silas turned a page with insufficient reverence.

The shop smelled gloriously of cedar oil, woodsmoke, dried lavender, and the faint, sweet vanillin of decomposing cellulose. Shelves of polished oak reached to the nine-foot ceiling, lined with four centuries of human thought: foxed volumes of maritime charts, botanical herbals bound in crushed pigskin, volumes of Elizabethan verse, and rows of calf-bound histories whose gilded spines caught the warm amber light of the hearth.

The brass kettle on the small cast-iron stove in the corner began its cheerful, low whistle. Just as Silas reached for his earthenware teapot, the shop bell clattered with violent, erratic urgency.

A Visitor from the Cliffs

The man who stumbled into the shop looked as though he had been dredged directly from the storm. Water cascaded from the brim of his black felt hat, dripping onto the collar of an Inverness cape that was soaked to a dark charcoal.

Silas set down his paper-knife. 'Lord Percival. You are braving the coastal road on foot in this deluge?'

Lord Percival Holloway did not remove his hat. His gaunt, sharp-featured face was chalk-white against the dripping velvet collar. His pale blue eyes, normally filled with the haughty detachment of a retired colonial magistrate, darted nervously toward the steamed-up front windows. He slammed the shop door behind him and turned the brass deadbolt with a sharp click.

'Silas,' the old nobleman whispered, his voice hoarse and rattling like sea gravel. 'Are you alone? Is the girl next door here?'

'Clara is at the Copper Kettle baking seed cakes,' Silas replied calmly, stepping from behind the counter. 'And Barnaby is asleep. You are shivering, Percival. Sit by the fire. I will pour you a cup of tea.'

'I have no time for tea!' Percival snapped, his fingers clawing at the interior pocket of his heavy cape. 'I have walked three miles down the cliff path because the carriage horses... the carriage horses were spooked. Or someone uncoupled the traces. I cannot be certain. Nothing at the Manor is as it was, Silas. Walls have ears, and floorboards have memories.'

From beneath the soaked wool of his cape, Lord Percival drew an oblong package wrapped in dark waxed oilcloth and bound tightly with faded hemp cord. He held it out with both hands, his knuckles white with tension.

'Take it,' Percival whispered. 'Do not enter it into your public ledger. Do not speak of it to Arthur Pendelton, and above all, do not let Julian know it has left the library.'

The Uncataloged Folio

Silas took the parcel. Even through the heavy oilcloth, he could feel the unmistakable heft and density of seventeenth-century rag paper. It was slightly warm from Percival's chest.

'What is this, Percival?' Silas asked, his archivist instincts immediately sharpened.

'It is the private navigational journal of Captain Bartholomew Holloway, 1689,' Percival breathed, his voice dropping so low that Silas had to lean forward over the counter. 'The original record of the Spanish
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