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Introduction
Clara Avery had never considered herself the type to believe in legacies—at least, not
the kind spelled out in sweeping country estates and dusty histories. For most of her
life, her family’s past had seemed more like a shadow than a story, something her
mother never spoke of and her father never dared question. The Avery name was little
more than a footnote, and whatever tragedies and triumphs lurked behind it were,
Clara assumed, best left undisturbed. Yet it is often when we are least prepared that
the past comes knocking; for Clara, it arrived in the form of a thick, cream-colored
envelope, its unfamiliar wax seal cracked by the postman’s hand.

Inside was not just a letter—but an invitation, a summons to a life she had only ever
glimpsed in faded photographs and whispered arguments. Her estranged grandfather,
Bartholomew Avery, had died suddenly, leaving her the sprawling, crumbling Goldleigh
Manor on the outskirts of the English countryside. In addition to the keys to the house,
there was a cryptic note in his unmistakable scrawl: “Trust no one. What is left behind
is not simply yours to claim, but to understand. Beware the Final Transmutation.”
Clara, pragmatic to the bone, told herself it was nonsense. Yet the words clung to her,
stubborn as ivy.

The journey from her compact London flat to the mist-shrouded drives of Goldleigh felt
like a step not just through distance, but through time itself. Each mile brought her
closer to answers she had never asked for: Who had her grandfather become in his
years of exile? What had torn her family apart, and why now—years too late—was she
being called upon to piece it back together? The prospect of wandering halls lined with
secrets and sifting through the detritus of forgotten ambitions both unsettled and
compelled her.

There was also, beneath her skepticism, a quieter question—one perhaps more
dangerous than any riddle: What if the stories were true? What if the alchemy her
grandfather obsessed over was more than allegory, more than madness? There had
always been rumors in the village, stories of midnight gatherings and experiments
gone awry, of hidden tunnels and strange lights in the woods. For a rational mind like
Clara’s, these belonged to another era; but as she stared at the unfamiliar house crest
on the letter, even her certainty seemed to waver.

This is where her journey began: at the crossroads of skepticism and inheritance, with
only her instincts, a set of battered journals, and the uneasy weight of a name to
guide her. In a world of locked doors, elusive memories, and unspoken dangers, Clara
must decide what to hold onto, and what to let fade into legend. For some families,
secrets are a curse. For the heir of an alchemist, they may be something more

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

potent—and far more perilous.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Letter in the Ashes
The acrid smell of burnt toast usually signaled the start of Clara’s frantic morning
dash, but today, it was overshadowed by something far more unsettling: the lingering
scent of old paper and dust. The letter, or rather, the remnants of it, lay on her kitchen
counter, a crumpled testament to a sudden intrusion into her meticulously ordered
life. Her first instinct, upon seeing the unfamiliar crest and the name Bartholomew
Avery, had been to toss it. He was a phantom, a name whispered in hushed tones by
her grandmother before she, too, had faded away. But something, a flicker of morbid
curiosity perhaps, had stopped her.

Now, hours later, the envelope was torn, the wax seal a shattered mosaic on her
pristine butcher block. The letter itself, written in a hand that was both spidery and
surprisingly strong, had detailed the unimaginable: Bartholomew Avery, her estranged
grandfather, was dead. And not just dead, but a benefactor, leaving her, Clara Avery,
his entire estate. Goldleigh Manor. The name alone sounded like something out of a
Gothic novel, not a place a sensible, London-dwelling graphic designer would ever find
herself.

She reread the accompanying note, the one that had almost made her laugh aloud if
not for the strange chill it sent down her spine. “Trust no one. What is left behind is
not simply yours to claim, but to understand. Beware the Final Transmutation.” It
sounded like the ramblings of a madman, or perhaps, a particularly bad marketing
ploy for a B-grade horror film. Yet, the precise, almost calligraphic nature of the
warning suggested a deliberate intent, not a hasty scribble.

Clara ran a hand through her short, practical bob. Her life was, by design,
uncomplicated. Her flat was a minimalist dream, her career stable, her relationships
comfortably platonic. The furthest she usually ventured from her routine was a
weekend trip to a national trust park, armed with a thermos and a good book. This,
however, was not a weekend trip. This was an inheritance, a responsibility, and, quite
possibly, a trap.

Her mother, bless her practical soul, had always steered clear of anything that hinted
at the Avery legacy. “Your grandfather was… a man of unusual interests,” she’d once
said, her voice tight, a rare crack in her composed exterior. Clara had pieced together
fragments over the years: a brilliant mind, an obsessive nature, a family rift so deep it
had severed generations. Alchemy, the whispers suggested. A dangerous pursuit.
Clara had always dismissed it as fanciful delusion, the kind of eccentric hobby that
wealthy, reclusive men indulged in.
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But now, the ghost of Bartholomew Avery had reached out from beyond the grave,
pulling her into a world she’d actively avoided. She picked up the crumbled post-it
note from her desk, the one with the estate agent’s number. Mr. Finch. He’d called her
twice already, his voice a careful blend of condolence and thinly veiled impatience.
The estate, he’d emphasized, required immediate attention. It was large, old, and
expensive to maintain.

A sudden, sharp pang of something akin to resentment flickered within her. Why her?
Why not her mother? Or, better yet, why not some obscure cousin who actually shared
her grandfather’s “unusual interests”? Clara had no interest in crumbling mansions, no
desire to delve into the murky waters of family secrets. She preferred her mysteries
contained within the pages of a well-edited crime novel, not spilling into her actual life.

Still, the warning pulsed in her mind. “Beware the Final Transmutation.” Was it a
threat? A riddle? A clue? It felt like something out of a Victorian novel, too dramatic for
real life. Yet, as she stared at the formal letterhead, the weight of the solicitor’s seal,
she knew it was real. This wasn’t a prank or a fantasy. This was her new reality.

The drive was long, the further she got from London, the greener and more sparsely
populated the landscape became. The motorways gave way to winding country lanes,
hedgerows blurring into an endless green tunnel. The sky, which had been a clear,
unapologetic blue in the city, began to gather bruised clouds, hinting at an imminent
downpour. It felt fitting, she thought, a dramatic backdrop for a dramatic change in
her life.

She’d packed light, a single suitcase containing essentials and a few of her most
comfortable clothes. Her laptop, too, was tucked securely, a lifeline to the mundane
world she was leaving behind, even if only for a short while. She planned to assess the
situation, consult with Mr. Finch, and then, she hoped, hand over the entire messy
affair to someone more equipped to deal with ancient estates and cryptic warnings.
Her ideal outcome: sell Goldleigh Manor, use the proceeds to upgrade her perfectly
adequate London flat, and never look back.

But as the landscape shifted, and the road narrowed further, a curious sense of
anticipation began to mingle with her apprehension. It was a faint whisper, a ghost of
an idea, that perhaps this wasn't just a burden. Perhaps, just perhaps, it was an
adventure. She scoffed at the thought. Adventures were for fictional heroines, not
pragmatic graphic designers with a penchant for early nights and sensible shoes.

The GPS finally chirped, announcing her arrival. “You have reached your destination.”
Clara slowed the car, peering through the now-drizzling rain. And there it was. Not the
grand, imposing gate she'd imagined, but a pair of rusted wrought-iron gates, slightly
ajar, guarding a long, tree-lined drive that disappeared into a shroud of mist. Above
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them, a stone archway, weathered and green with moss, proclaimed a name in fading
letters: “Goldleigh Manor.”

It looked every bit the part of a forgotten estate, a place where time had not so much
stood still as dissolved. The trees lining the drive were ancient, their branches gnarled
like arthritic fingers, interlocking overhead to form a natural, shadowy tunnel. The air
grew colder, damp and earthy, carrying the faint scent of decay and something else
she couldn’t quite place – perhaps just old stone and damp earth.

Clara took a deep breath, the warning from the letter echoing in her mind. “Trust no
one.” It was a stark contrast to the polite, professional Mr. Finch and the distant,
shadowy figure of her grandfather. But as she drove slowly up the crumbling gravel
drive, the tires crunching softly under the weight of her small car, she couldn't shake
the feeling that she was not just entering a house, but a story. And this story, unlike
her tidy London life, had only just begun. The rain intensified, drumming a steady
rhythm on the roof of her car, a solemn welcome to Goldleigh Manor.
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