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Introduction
Savannah Mercer never planned to return to Maine. The sharp sting of salt in the air,
the haunted edges of her childhood memories, and the fractured ties of her family
were ghosts she long ago left behind for the bustling promise of New York City. Here,
amid the soaring skylines and vibrant galleries, Savannah had built a life of her own
making—a world measured by ambition, talent, and a near-obsessive devotion to
beauty and history captured on canvas, not in secrets. Yet, all her careful distance was
shattered by the midnight phone call that changed everything: her grandmother
Clarisse was gone, and the old Mercer estate on Rockhaven’s windswept coast was
now hers.

The news arrived as both a blessing and a curse. Family had never been a sanctuary
for Savannah; her mother’s silence and her grandmother’s iron-willed eccentricities
left wounds that rarely closed. The inheritance brought back a flood of ghostly
nostalgia and bitter questions, but also a tantalizing mystery. Rockhaven wasn’t just a
mansion shrouded in fog and shadows—it was the legendary setting of every
whispered Mercer tale, home of fortunes lost and tragedies endured. For years, rumors
swirled of a hidden inheritance, a curse set loose by some long-ago betrayal, strange
occurrences that no one quite dared to name.

Savannah’s pragmatic heart warred with a biting curiosity as she planned her return.
Her friends and colleagues in New York, surprised at her willingness to abandon her
career momentum, urged caution or even a quick sale of the estate. But Savannah
sensed there was more to this legacy than fading antiques and crumbling
walls—especially after the arrival of an unsolicited envelope containing a rusted old
key and a single, cryptic note: “For what was lost. Trust the hands that painted
history.” She could not ignore the pull: a family mystery entwined with the art she
loved, waiting for her to step into its tangled web.

Arriving at Rockhaven, Savannah was instantly swept into the estate’s brooding
atmosphere—weather-beaten stone, imposing portraits with eyes that seemed to
follow, servants who spoke in hushed tones of unlucky accidents, and winds that
carried lingering whispers through empty rooms. The discovery of a locked chest in
the attic, paired with an aged leather-bound journal written by Constance Mercer, an
ancestor she’d only known through bedtime stories, forced Savannah to confront the
thin line between history and folklore. Constance’s words, as enigmatic as the house
itself, hinted at a love lost to the sea, a betrayal that fractured the family, and a secret
legacy hidden for generations.

Haunted by dreams that seemed too vivid to be mere imagination, and battered by an
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escalating tide of uncanny incidents, Savannah uncovered not only echoes of her
ancestor’s past but glimmers of her own buried longing—for connection, meaning, and
perhaps even forgiveness. The arrival of Elias Vaughn, a passionate historian with a
mysterious past, offered a partnership that was as thrilling as it was fraught; together,
they would unravel truths muddled by time, art, and emotion.

This was not just the story of Savannah Mercer, ambitious curator and reluctant
heiress; it was the unfolding of two parallel journeys through love, tragedy, resilience,
and the enduring question of whether legacy is a shackle or a gift. As the old house
creaked with secrets and the shadows of the past pressed close, Savannah would have
to decide how much she was willing to risk—for her family, her future, and the promise
of breaking free.
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CHAPTER ONE: Shadows on the Canvas
The rain began a few miles outside of Rockhaven, not as a gentle drizzle, but as a
determined assault on the windshield, turning the coastal highway into a blurred
watercolor. Savannah gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles white, her carefully
curated New York City composure beginning to fray around the edges. She’d left the
city in a whirlwind of surprised goodbyes and thinly veiled envy from her colleagues at
the prestigious Thorne Gallery. “Maine? But your career, Savannah!” they’d cried, as if
inheriting a crumbling estate was a contagious disease. But she felt an undeniable
pull, a strange magnetic force drawing her back to the very place she’d spent a
lifetime trying to outrun.

The drive had been a pilgrimage of sorts, each mile stripping away layers of her urban
armor. The sharp scent of pine and damp earth replaced the familiar urban tang of
exhaust and hot asphalt. The ceaseless honk of taxis gave way to the rhythmic crash
of unseen waves. It was a homecoming she hadn’t asked for, and one she certainly
hadn't anticipated. Clarisse, her grandmother, had been a formidable woman, a force
of nature even in her decline, but their relationship was a tapestry woven with silences
and unspoken resentments. Savannah had always assumed the old woman would
simply fade away, a faded portrait in a forgotten attic. Instead, she’d bequeathed her
the entire Mercer estate, a place steeped in more legend than love.

The GPS, ever-optimistic, declared she was moments away. Savannah peered through
the wipers, the landscape shifting from sparse woods to a more defined coastal drama
of rocky outcrops and wind-sculpted trees. Then, through a sudden break in the
deluge, she saw it. Not just a house, but a declaration. The Mercer estate, known
locally as Blackwood Manor, rose from the mist like a gothic novel made real. It was an
enormous Victorian, all sharp gables, turreted corners, and dark, brooding stone. Even
from the road, she could discern the ornate trim, the intricate ironwork, and the
almost aggressive way it commanded the landscape. It was a house that didn't merely
stand on the land; it seemed to brood over it, silently judging the passing world.

A narrow, gravel driveway, overgrown with tenacious weeds, wound its way toward
the formidable front doors. Savannah turned off the main road, the tires crunching
loudly, a sound that seemed to echo in the sudden quiet of the vast property. The rain
intensified, as if the house itself was weeping. She parked the rental car, a sensible,
forgettable sedan, a stark contrast to the imposing architecture before her. Taking a
deep breath, she unlatched her seatbelt, the quiet click sounding like a gunshot in the
oppressive silence.

Stepping out, she was immediately enveloped by the raw power of the Maine coast.
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The wind, tasting of salt and impending storm, whipped her hair around her face. The
air was colder here, sharper, carrying a distinct tang of seaweed and distant decay.
Savannah pulled her tailored wool coat tighter, a futile gesture against the elements.
She eyed the house, a prickle of unease creeping up her spine. It looked exactly as it
had in the faded photographs her mother sometimes, reluctantly, showed her: grand,
imposing, and undeniably haunted.

The front door, an enormous slab of dark, aged wood adorned with intricate carvings
and a heavy brass knocker shaped like a grimacing lion, loomed before her. It looked
as though it hadn't been opened in decades, perhaps centuries. Savannah lifted her
hand, hesitant, then pushed down on the cold brass handle. To her surprise, it yielded
with a groan. The door swung inward, revealing a cavernous foyer plunged into near-
total darkness. A damp, musty odor, a blend of old wood, dust, and something
indefinably ancient, wafted out to greet her.

She stepped inside, the sound of the wind and rain immediately muffled, replaced by a
profound, echoing silence. The air within was heavy, still, as if time itself had slowed to
a crawl. Her eyes, accustomed to the bright glare of city lights, struggled to adjust.
Gradually, shapes began to coalesce from the gloom. High ceilings soared above, lost
somewhere in the shadows. A grand staircase, its banister intricately carved, spiraled
upwards into the inky blackness of the upper floors. Dust motes danced in the sparse
slivers of light that penetrated the grimy windows, like tiny, agitated spirits.

“Hello?” Savannah called out, her voice sounding small and swallowed by the
vastness. Only the mournful creak of the old house answered her. She remembered
the lawyer mentioning a caretaker, a Mr. Finch, who was supposed to be awaiting her
arrival. But there was no sign of life, no welcoming warmth. The air was bone-chillingly
cold, as if no fire had been lit in these hearths for years.

Her initial feeling of unease solidified into something more tangible, a shiver that had
nothing to do with the temperature. The house felt less like an empty shell and more
like a slumbering beast, slowly rousing itself from a long sleep. As her eyes adjusted
further, she made out details that amplified the sense of oppressive history. Portraits
lined the walls, their subjects’ eyes seeming to follow her from the shadows. They
were all Mercers, she assumed, stern-faced men and prim women, their expressions
frozen in time, their stories untold. One portrait, in particular, drew her gaze—a
woman with striking dark hair and intensely intelligent eyes, her hand resting on a
closed book. Constance, perhaps? The ancestor who penned the journal.

Savannah moved deeper into the foyer, her expensive leather boots echoing loudly on
the polished, cold floor. She found a light switch near a tall, narrow table against the
wall and flipped it. Nothing. The electricity, it seemed, was as dormant as everything
else. She fumbled in her bag for her phone, its screen a welcome beacon in the gloom.
Using the flashlight function, she illuminated her surroundings, the beam cutting

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

through the oppressive darkness like a searchlight.

The foyer opened into a vast drawing-room to her left, filled with shrouded furniture
that resembled ghostly figures. To her right, a formal dining room, its long table and
chairs covered in white sheets, stood ready for a dinner party that would never
materialize. The entire house felt preserved in amber, a time capsule waiting to be
opened.

Suddenly, a faint sound reached her ears—a creak, a rustle, not from the house itself,
but from somewhere close by. Savannah froze, her heart hammering against her ribs.
She wasn't alone. "Mr. Finch?" she called out again, louder this time, her voice laced
with an edge of apprehension.

A figure emerged from the shadows at the far end of the hall, near what looked like
the entrance to a kitchen. He was a small, stooped man, his hair a wispy halo of white,
his eyes deeply set in a perpetually worried face. He carried a hurricane lamp, its
feeble glow doing little to dispel the gloom, but enough to reveal his presence.

"Miss Mercer?" the man croaked, his voice raspy, as if unused to conversation.
"Welcome to Blackwood Manor. I'm Bartholomew Finch. Apologies for the darkness.
The old generator… well, it’s a bit temperamental after a good storm."

Savannah let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. "Mr. Finch. I was
beginning to think I'd stumbled into a movie set." She offered a small, strained smile.
"No worries about the power. I’m just glad to see a friendly face." Though, "friendly"
might have been an overstatement. Finch looked less friendly and more like a man
who’d seen too many things he couldn't explain.

Finch nodded slowly, his gaze sweeping over her, as if assessing her suitability for the
house. "Aye, a movie set. Or perhaps a very old painting. This house, it has a way of
absorbing you, Miss Mercer." He gestured vaguely with the lamp. "Your bags are in the
study, just off the main hall. Thought you'd prefer to be on the ground floor for your
first night, given the state of the stairs."

Savannah followed him, her initial relief at finding human company quickly giving way
to a fresh wave of apprehension. Finch moved with a shuffling gait, his shadow
dancing eerily on the walls as he led the way. The study, when they reached it, was
smaller and felt marginally less overwhelming than the grander rooms. A heavy,
antique desk dominated one wall, and shelves crammed with leather-bound books
lined the others. Her two small suitcases sat neatly by an unlit fireplace, looking
ridiculously out of place in the ancient room.

“I’ll get the generator running properly in the morning,” Finch said, placing the lamp
on the desk. Its glow illuminated a scattering of papers and an old, leather-bound book
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that looked suspiciously like a ledger. “For now, there are candles on the mantel. And
bottled water in the small cooler.” He paused, his gaze fixing on her. "You truly intend
to stay, Miss Mercer?"

His question, delivered with such earnestness, caught Savannah off guard. "Yes, Mr.
Finch. For a while, at least. To sort things out." She didn't add that she felt compelled
to stay, that the rusted key and cryptic note she'd received had ignited a spark of
intrigue she couldn't ignore. This place held secrets, and she, a curator who thrived on
uncovering hidden histories, felt an almost primal urge to unearth them.

Finch nodded again, a slow, deliberate movement. "Very well. There's a bell pull by
the fireplace if you need anything. Though I'll be in my cottage, just beyond the old
stable. Don't much like to sleep in the main house anymore. Too many… memories."
He left the word hanging in the air, thick with unspoken implications. He gave her one
last, lingering look, his eyes seeming to hold a silent warning, before he turned and
shuffled back into the oppressive darkness of the main hall, his hurricane lamp
swinging, its light gradually receding until she was once again plunged into near-total
darkness.

Savannah was alone. Truly alone. The silence pressed in on her, broken only by the
relentless drumming of the rain against the windowpanes and the low, mournful sigh
of the wind as it wound its way through the eaves. She found the candles Finch had
mentioned and lit them, their small flames casting dancing shadows on the walls,
making the already gloomy room feel even more alive with unseen presences.

She looked around the study, her gaze drawn to the towering bookshelves. These
weren't just decorative volumes; they were clearly a working library, filled with well-
worn books on history, natural sciences, and even esoteric subjects. Her fingers traced
the spines of some of the older tomes, dusty and neglected. It was a scholar’s room, a
place of quiet contemplation, and suddenly, Savannah felt a flicker of connection to
the generations of Mercers who had inhabited this very space.

Her attention was then captured by the desk. Clarisse’s desk, she presumed, although
it looked more like a relic from a forgotten century. On it, amidst the scattered papers
and the old ledger Finch had briefly illuminated, lay something else. Something that
sent a jolt through Savannah. It was a small, intricately carved wooden box, its surface
worn smooth by time. It wasn't the box itself that caught her eye, but the faint, almost
imperceptible gleam of metal emanating from beneath it.

With trembling fingers, Savannah reached out and gently nudged the box aside.
There, nestled on the dark wood of the desk, was a key. Not just any key, but the
exact replica of the rusted, ornate key she had received in the mail just days before
Clarisse’s death. This one, however, was polished, gleaming, almost new. And beneath
it, a slip of parchment, folded neatly.
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She unfolded the parchment, her heart thrumming. The note, written in elegant,
spidery script that looked centuries old, was short and to the point: “For what was lost,
may now be found. Seek the heart of the home, where the artist’s hand still guides.
The key unlocks more than just wood.”

The artist’s hand. Her mind immediately leaped to the portraits lining the foyer, the
cryptic journal she knew was somewhere in the house, the family legend of a hidden
fortune, and the chilling whispers of a curse. Savannah had arrived, a pragmatic
curator from the bustling art world, convinced she would simply tie up loose ends and
sell off a dusty inheritance. But as the wind howled outside, and the flickering
candlelight illuminated the mysterious key in her hand, she knew, with an almost
terrifying certainty, that Rockhaven was about to reveal far more than just its secrets.
It was about to reveal hers.
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