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Introduction

Most mornings in Evelyn Drake’s small third-floor studio began with the low groan of
city buses and the dry rasp of her paintbrush across a primed canvas—an imperfect
ritual that lent her modest life more structure than joy. She’d grown used to the
routine: sketch, paint, count coins, repeat. Her phone rarely rang with more than
automated reminders or her mother’s clipped, dutiful check-ins. Days blurred, one into
the next, marked by the gradual spread of gray at her windowsill and the empty
echoes of dreams she’d almost forgotten to chase.

It was on one such unremarkable morning, beneath the hum of rain against warped
glass, that the letter arrived. It lay among her bills as though it belonged there, yet its
heavy parchment and unfamiliar seal told another story. In her hands, it shivered with
mystery; it felt out of place in the cramped apartment, heavy with the weight of
generations she’d never met. The enclosed words were succinct, impersonal, and
inexplicably commanding: she was to travel at once to Ashford Bay, where, she was
told, the estate of one Charles Whitaker awaited her claim.

Evelyn had never heard of Charles Whitaker, nor had she ever ventured to Ashford
Bay—a remote town pressed up against the cold, forgotten cliffs of the coast.
Questions bloomed: Why her? Why now? The idea of belonging to any lineage beyond
her own strained family felt as fanciful as one of her unfinished canvases. Yet beneath
the skepticism, a flicker of something else stirred: curiosity, layered atop a
restlessness she dared not voice. If she was honest, the prospect of escape—even on
someone else’s terms—felt dangerously close to hope.

With little to lose and growing debts to pay, Evelyn packed her meager belongings and
set out for the unknown. The journey to Ashford Bay was both literal and metaphorical;
each mile etched away a layer of her worn defenses, each passing landmark inviting
new possibilities. Still, uncertainty shadowed her excitement. What did this inheritance
truly mean? Could it ever be as simple as the legal phrasing suggested, or was there a
price hidden between the lines?

This is the story of Evelyn’s descent into the sprawling, storm-battered halls of
Briarwood Hall—a world where secrets hide behind every locked door and trust is a
rare and shifting currency. As she navigates the puzzles of her inheritance and
contends with those who wish her gone, Evelyn must decide not just whom to trust,
but who she truly is when the past comes calling.

Ashford Bay will reveal its secrets, but only to the one determined and daring enough
to unlock them all.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Unopened Envelope

Evelyn stared at the letter, its creamy weight feeling alien in her calloused fingers. Her
apartment, usually a haven of quiet artistic contemplation, seemed to shrink around
her, filled with the loud silence of unanswered questions. The postmark, faded but
discernable, read “Ashford Bay,” a place she’d only ever heard mentioned in weather
reports, usually accompanied by warnings of gale-force winds and impenetrable foqg.
She wasn’t prone to flights of fancy, but this felt like something out of a forgotten
gothic novel, not a Tuesday morning delivery.

The envelope had no return address, just a meticulously penned script directing it to
her, Evelyn Drake, at her humble city address. It was a formal hand, loops precise,
lines unwavering - the kind of writing that suggested old money or meticulous
lawyers. Given her current financial standing, which hovered somewhere between
‘struggling’ and ‘about to pawn her easel,” old money wasn’t a concept she was
familiar with, let alone connected to.

She’d initially thought it was a jury summons, or perhaps a long-overdue bill from a
persistent creditor. But the intricate, embossed seal, depicting a stylized oak tree with
roots reaching deep into the earth, immediately dispelled those mundane possibilities.
It looked vaguely heraldic, hinting at a lineage far grander than her own modest family
tree, which primarily consisted of a few sturdy branches and a whole lot of distant,
unheard-from twigs.

With a deep breath, Evelyn ran her thumb over the seal, then carefully, almost
reverently, slid a letter opener beneath the flap. The paper inside was thick, almost
cardstock, with a faint, old-fashioned scent - not quite dust, not quite potpourri, but
something reminiscent of forgotten attics and polished wood.

The words, typed rather than handwritten, were curt and to the point, leaving no room
for misinterpretation or doubt. It began: “Dear Ms. Evelyn Drake, We regret to inform
you of the passing of Mr. Charles Whitaker, of Briarwood Hall, Ashford Bay.” Evelyn
paused. Charles Whitaker? The name meant absolutely nothing to her. She racked her
brain, searching for any familial connection, any distant great-aunt’s second cousin
twice removed, but came up blank.

The letter continued, each sentence tightening an invisible knot in her stomach. “As
per Mr. Whitaker’s last will and testament, you have been named the sole beneficiary
and heir to his estate, Briarwood Hall, located in Ashford Bay, along with all its
contents and assets.” Her eyes widened. Sole beneficiary? This had to be a mistake. A
cruel, elaborate prank. She reread the sentence, then the one before it, then the one
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after. No, it was undeniably clear.

“You are requested to present yourself at the offices of Thorne & Thorne, Solicitors, in
Ashford Bay, within fourteen days of the date of this letter, to discuss the terms of
your inheritance and begin the formal transfer of ownership.” The date at the bottom
was a week old. That meant she had seven days. Seven days to uproot her entire life
for a ghost she’d never known.

A small, incredulous laugh escaped her lips. An estate? Briarwood Hall? The very idea
was ludicrous. Evelyn’s most significant inheritance to date had been her
grandmother’s chipped ceramic teacup set and a slightly lopsided armchair. She lived
in a studio apartment barely big enough to swing a cat, let alone house a sprawling
estate.

Her gaze drifted around her cramped living space, a visual representation of her
modest artistic endeavors. Canvases stacked against walls, tubes of paint scattered
across a cluttered table, a singular window overlooking a brick alleyway. This was her
world. And now, a single letter threatened to dismantle it all.

Beneath the initial shock, a tremor of excitement, unwelcome yet undeniable, began
to spread. Her life had become a predictable loop, each day a mirror of the last. She
loved to paint, yes, but the constant financial anxiety and the relentless grind of
selling just enough art to pay rent had begun to dull her passion. She felt stuck, a
moth caught in amber.

“Ashford Bay,” she whispered, the name feeling unfamiliar on her tongue. A coastal
town. Far from the city’s concrete hum. The thought of salty air, of crashing waves,
was a stark contrast to the diesel fumes and distant sirens that were the soundtrack to
her urban existence.

The letter included a short addendum, almost an afterthought: “A small stipend for
travel and immediate expenses has been wired to the account associated with your
late mother, Ms. Eleanor Drake, as per Mr. Whitaker’s instructions.” Evelyn frowned.
Her mother’s account? That was even stranger. Her mother was alive, if somewhat
estranged, and definitely not Eleanor Drake. Her mother was Sarah. Was this another
mistake?

She pulled out her phone, fingers hovering over her mother’s contact. Should she call?
What would she even say? “Hi Mom, a dead guy I've never heard of just left me an
estate, and he wired travel money to someone named Eleanor Drake, who | guess he
thought was you, but isn’'t?” It sounded utterly insane.

Reluctantly, she decided against the call. She needed more information first. This
wasn’t something to blurt out over the phone, risking her mother’s predictable blend

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.

of suspicion and thinly veiled judgment.

Evelyn unfolded the letter again, searching for any additional clues, any hint as to why
her. There was none. Just the formal legal language, cold and unyielding. It was almost
as if Charles Whitaker had simply plucked her name from a hat. Or perhaps, more
disturbingly, he knew something about her that she didn’t.

A morbid curiosity began to supersede her skepticism. Who was Charles Whitaker?
And why had he chosen her, a struggling artist with no discernible connection to
wealth or grand estates? The inheritance felt less like a gift and more like a puzzle
piece dropped into her lap, without the rest of the picture.

She thought of her paintings, of the blank canvases waiting for her touch. Lately, they
felt heavy, uninspired. This letter, however bizarre, had injected a strange energy into
her stagnant routine. It was a disruption, a wild card.

With a resolve born more from desperation than bravado, Evelyn pulled out her worn
suitcase from the back of her closet. It was old, scuffed, and rarely used for anything
beyond occasional visits to her mother’s suburban home. This trip, however, felt
different. It felt like an escape.

She packed sparingly: a few changes of clothes, her sketching pad, a small set of
watercolors. She had no idea what to expect from Ashford Bay or this mysterious
Briarwood Hall. Would it be a dilapidated ruin? A stately, but cold, mansion? The
possibilities, though unsettling, were also thrilling.

As she zipped the suitcase shut, she glanced at the still-open envelope on her table.
Inside, tucked beneath the formal letter, was a small, cream-colored note card. She
hadn’t noticed it before. It was handwritten this time, in the same elegant script as the
envelope’s address.

“Welcome, Evelyn,” it read. “The answers you seek lie within. Seek the oak.”
Evelyn picked up the card, a shiver running down her spine. This was no prank. This
was personal. And just like that, the promise of a quiet, mundane life began to recede

into the distance, replaced by the unsettling allure of a mystery she was now
undeniably a part of. The first clue. It wasn't just an inheritance; it was an invitation.
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