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Introduction
The sea fog was already rolling in over Westport’s craggy cliffs when Rachel Harper’s
flight touched down, as if the entire town was shrouded in the secrets she’d fled from
years ago. She stepped into the salt-laden air with reluctant purpose—after all, duty
(and her last name) demanded it. Even now, the weather-beaten coastline seemed
haunted by old memories, by laughter and loss, by echoes of a father whose love was
as fierce and unpredictable as the tides.

Rachel wasn’t alone in her journey home. Drew, the prodigal son, arrived hours earlier:
duffel bag slung over one shoulder, paint under his fingernails, a careless smile
betraying an all-too careful heart. He hadn’t spoken to their father in years, the chasm
between them widened by grudges and unmet expectations. He hovered outside the
family house, reluctant to cross its threshold—where every creak in the floorboards
whispered of unfulfilled dreams and old mistakes.

The youngest, Lily, approached the return with the anxious vigilance of a single
mother. Her daughter clung to her hand, wide eyes drinking in the house she’d only
seen in faded photographs. Lily’s nerves were already stretched thin; she was a living
contradiction—protective, gentle, and always bracing for the next storm. The bonds
between the siblings were frayed, each one carrying wounds left by time, distance,
and the weight of their father’s impossible legacy.

Their father’s death might have ended his story, but for Rachel, Drew, and Lily, it was
only the beginning of another—one laced with resentment and questions unresolved.
Very little had been said in the years since their lives split apart, and less still in the
days before the funeral. Grief sat heavily at the kitchen table, unspoken words floating
between them, each sibling measuring the others across chasms widened by the silent
passage of time.

The summons to Westport was more abrupt than comforting, a request to gather for
the reading of an unusually complex will. The small town buzzed with rumors, tongues
wagging about the late John Harper’s fortune—and the family secrets trailing in its
wake. The lawyer’s call had hinted at complications, at shadows from the past refusing
to rest, and, most cryptically, at the existence of those who coveted the Harper legacy
with dangerous intent.

Westport had always felt both safe and strange, promising sanctuary yet never quite
delivering it. Now, as the siblings gather under one roof for perhaps the last time, the
house feels different—alive with threat and possibility. The inheritance awaiting them
is more than just old money or dusty relics; it is a test, a mystery meant to unravel not
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just their father’s secrets, but their own. And as midnight approaches, the game will
begin—one that will force them to confront not only what they are willing to risk, but
whom they are willing to trust.
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CHAPTER ONE: Homecoming Shadows
The Harper house stood sentinel against the encroaching fog, a grand old Victorian
that had seen better days, much like the family it housed. Rachel pulled her rental car
into the gravel driveway, the crunch of tires loud in the sudden quiet. She glanced at
the weathered clapboard, a flicker of something she couldn’t quite name – nostalgia?
Resentment? – crossing her face. The porch light cast a weak, yellow glow, barely
piercing the gloom. She exhaled slowly, the stale air of the car no less suffocating than
the memories she knew waited inside.

Drew was already there, leaning against the railing of the porch, a cigarette glowing
like a beacon in the dim light. He always looked like he’d just walked off a movie set,
effortlessly cool despite the frayed edges of his life. He watched her approach, a faint
smile playing on his lips, a familiar glint in his eyes that always meant he was either
about to make a sarcastic remark or offer a surprisingly profound observation. With
Drew, it was always a coin toss.

“Look what the tide dragged in,” he drawled, pushing off the railing. His voice was a
low rumble, the kind that made you lean in to hear. Rachel offered a tight, practiced
smile. Professional, detached. Her lawyer persona, even for family. “And you, the
prodigal son. Thought you’d be halfway to Tahiti by now.”

He shrugged, stubbing out his cigarette on the damp wood of the porch before flicking
it into a potted fern. “Duty calls, sis. Or, you know, the lure of an inheritance I’m sure
Dad made as complicated as humanly possible.” He gestured vaguely at the house.
“Still smells like old books and disappointment.”

Before Rachel could retort, the front door creaked open, revealing Lily, her face pale
and drawn, a protective hand on her daughter Maya’s shoulder. Maya, a tiny wisp of a
child, peered out from behind her mother’s leg, her eyes wide and curious. Lily’s
exhaustion was palpable, etched around her eyes and in the slump of her shoulders.
Motherhood had softened her, but also hardened her in ways Rachel couldn’t quite
comprehend.

“You made it,” Lily said, her voice thin, a whisper carried on the coastal breeze. She
didn’t embrace them, or even offer a warm smile. Just a nod, a recognition of their
shared burden. Rachel felt a familiar pang of guilt; she hadn’t seen Lily in over a year,
not since her father’s last illness had spiraled. Life had simply gotten in the way, as it
often does.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Rachel replied, her tone more clipped than she intended. She
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picked up her suitcase, its weight a familiar comfort. “Where’s Aunt Carol? And the
vultures?” She meant the extended family, no doubt already circling, sniffing out any
potential spoils.

Lily offered a weak smile. “Aunt Carol’s in the kitchen, making her ‘famous’ casserole.
And the vultures are currently congregating in the living room, dissecting Dad’s life
choices. Standard Harper reunion.”

As they stepped inside, the house enveloped them in its heavy silence, a silence only
occasionally punctuated by the murmur of distant voices. The air was thick with the
scent of old wood, dust, and something else – something like unspoken grief, or
perhaps, forgotten secrets. Every object seemed imbued with history, from the
grandfather clock in the hall that had chimed for generations of Harpers, to the faded
wallpaper peeling gently in the corners.

The living room was indeed full. Aunts, uncles, cousins – a veritable who’s who of the
Harper clan, all dressed in varying shades of black and grey, their faces a mixture of
solemnity and barely concealed curiosity. They paused their hushed conversations as
the siblings entered, a ripple of quiet acknowledgment passing through the room.
Rachel felt their eyes on her, appraising, judging. She straightened her shoulders, her
lawyer’s armor settling firmly into place.

“Rachel, Drew, Lily,” Aunt Carol said, emerging from the kitchen, flour dusting her
apron. Her voice was surprisingly strong, cutting through the hushed tones. “So glad
you could make it.” Her gaze lingered on Drew, a hint of disapproval in her eyes,
before softening slightly for Lily and Maya. “Such a difficult time.”

The next few hours were a blur of polite condolences, forced smiles, and awkward
silences. Platitudes about their father’s legacy were offered, along with thinly veiled
questions about the will. Rachel found herself unconsciously slipping into her
professional mode, analyzing the room, assessing alliances, reading between the lines
of every carefully worded sentiment. This was her turf, even if it was a family
gathering.

Drew, on the other hand, gravitated towards the whisky decanter on the sideboard,
engaging in desultory conversations with the younger cousins, his easy charm a stark
contrast to Rachel’s reserved demeanor. He seemed to navigate the emotional
minefield of family grief with a detached grace, as if he were observing a play rather
than participating in it.

Lily, clutching Maya’s hand, stuck close to the edges of the room, her anxiety almost
palpable. She flinched every time a loud laugh erupted, or a sharp question was
posed. Maya, thankfully, seemed mesmerized by a dust bunny under a Victorian
settee, blissfully unaware of the tense undercurrents.

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

Later that evening, after the last of the relatives had departed, leaving behind a
lingering scent of lilies and stale perfume, the house felt even more cavernous. The
three siblings sat in the living room, the flickering embers in the fireplace casting long,
dancing shadows on the walls. The silence was different now – not awkward, but heavy
with the weight of years of unsaid things.

“So,” Drew broke the silence, swirling the amber liquid in his glass. “Anyone else feel
like we’re waiting for a ghost to show up?”

Rachel sighed, running a hand through her hair. “More like waiting for the bomb to
drop. You heard Mr. Thorne’s assistant. The will is… unconventional.” She left out the
part about the ‘complications’ and ‘those who coveted the legacy.’ No need to add
more fuel to the fire.

Lily shuddered. “I just want it to be over. I want to go home.” Her voice was barely a
whisper, her eyes fixed on the dying embers. She looked small, vulnerable.

Drew leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “Unconventional how? Dad always did
things his own way, even in death.” There was a note of grudging admiration in his
voice.

“She wouldn’t say,” Rachel replied. “Just that it required all three of us to be present,
and that we needed to be prepared for… surprises.” She paused, her gaze sweeping
over them both. “Whatever this is, it’s Dad’s last game. And knowing him, it won’t be
a simple one.”

A sudden gust of wind rattled the old windows, making them all jump. The grandfather
clock in the hall began to chime, its sonorous bongs echoing through the silent house,
each strike a stark reminder of the passing time, and the looming deadline. It was
midnight. And the game, as Rachel had predicted, was about to begin.
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