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Introduction

The sky was a bruised, uncertain gray as Eva Harrow’s car crested the final bend along
the cliffside highway, the ocean below surging and hissing on the rocks. It had been
seven years since she’d last seen the wind-battered rooftops and salt-stained windows
of her childhood town, yet the landscape lingered in her memory—a place frozen in
vivid longing and unease. Now, with the summons of her mother’s death pulling her
inexorably back, every mile south felt like crossing an invisible threshold: between
past resentment and present reckoning, between innocence and a truth she’d never
dared confront.

Eva’s return was meant to be brief. She’d told her employer, her friends, and, most
insistently, herself that this was a formality—just enough time to settle affairs, clear
her mother’s studio, and endure the small town rituals of grief. But standing in the
shadow of her mother’s old Victorian house, Eva sensed that neither the home nor her
own intentions would prove so simple. The sea mist curled around her, heavy with
secrets, as if the coastal air itself remembered everything she wished to forget.

What she hadn’t anticipated was the letter—a single page, inked in her mother’s
slanting hand, left behind with instructions as cryptic as the paintings she’d built her
legacy on. “To find me, you must look beneath the crimson,” the note read. And with
those words, the familiar became strange: every painting, every childhood memory,
every relationship in town suddenly charged with possible meaning, inviting questions
she was no longer sure she wanted answered.

The town itself seemed changed, too. Friends she’d left behind now wore the subtle
armor of adulthood; old enemies smiled with unnerving warmth. The power that had
always pulsed beneath the town’s surface, centered in the hands of the McAllister
family—the town’s ruling elite—now loomed larger and more enigmatic than ever.
Whispers followed her at the funeral, glances darted in the galleried halls, and still the
ocean pounded below as if in warning or celebration.

As Eva unpacked boxes in the faded warmth of her mother’s studio, she found herself
haunted by more than grief. Her mother’s art, long a source of both pride and
alienation, now appeared as a map rendered in crimson hues—hints of tunnels,
abandoned places, and half-glimpsed figures she could barely recognize. With every
discovery, Eva sensed that her own history, her family’s legacy, and the town’s placid
surface were fraying at the edges.

Yet beneath the veil of betrayal and loss glimmered something more elusive: the
possibility of forgiveness, the cost of revealing painful truths, and the thin line
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between inheritance and selfhood. Compelled by love, resentment, and the gnawing
need for answers, Eva took her first steps into the labyrinth that was both her
mother’s past and her own uncertain future—never knowing just how far the tunnels
would lead, or what she might find when the crimson veil was finally lifted.

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.

CHAPTER ONE: Homecoming Shadows

The salty air, thick with the scent of kelp and distant rain, pressed against Eva as she
stepped out of her ancient sedan. The house loomed, a testament to Victorian
eccentricity, its gables sharp against the bruised sky. It was exactly as she
remembered, every peeling paint chip and overgrown rose bush a familiar ache. This
wasn’t just a house; it was a museum of a childhood she’d spent half her life trying to
escape. Her mother, Lenora, had filled it with art and the kind of vibrant chaos that
Eva, in her ordered adult life, found suffocating.

A faint light glimmered from the kitchen window, an eerie sign of life in a house that
should have been dark and empty. Had someone been here? The thought sent a
prickle of unease down her spine. The front door, usually secured with a stubborn lock
and a prayer, swung inward with a faint creak when she pushed it. No forced entry,
just a welcoming, almost casual openness that felt wrong.

The air inside was stale, a mixture of turpentine, dust, and something else—a faint,
sweet floral note that was distinctly Lenora. Eva’s hand instinctively went to her purse,
her fingers brushing the cool metal of her phone. She felt an odd reluctance to move,
as if stepping further inside would seal her fate, bind her irrevocably to a past she’d
fought so hard to sever.

She moved through the silent house, each step echoing in the stillness. The living
room was a riot of color, dominated by one of Lenora’s unfinished crimson canvases
propped on an easel. It depicted a swirling, abstract seascape, but Eva could almost
make out the ghostly outline of a figure amidst the waves. It was typical Lenora:
beautiful, unsettling, and just out of reach.

In the kitchen, a half-empty teacup sat on the counter beside a wilting rose. It was a
still life of abandonment. The local police, she’d been told by the frantic, tearful call
from her mother’s friend, had already been through the house. They’'d declared it a
tragic accident—a fall down the rocky path behind the house, a sudden heart attack.
But the teacup, the rose, the open door... these small details snagged at the edges of
Eva’s carefully constructed indifference.

She found herself in her mother’s studio, the heart of Lenora’s world. It was less
chaotic than usual, almost tidy, which was itself a red flag. Lenora lived in glorious
artistic disarray. The light filtering through the large windows illuminated motes of
dust dancing in the air, creating a hazy, dreamlike atmosphere. Easels stood silent,
brushes lay neatly in jars, and tubes of paint were capped. It was as if Lenora had
simply walked out, intending to return.
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Her gaze fell on a stack of canvasses leaning against the far wall. Most were
landscapes, vibrant and energetic, but one was turned inwards. With a sense of
foreboding, Eva reached for it, her fingers tracing the rough canvas. She turned it, and
her breath caught. It was a portrait, unlike anything her mother had ever painted. The
subject was obscured by heavy crimson brushstrokes, almost as if she was trying to
hide the face, but Eva recognized the faint outline of her own features.

A chill ran down her spine. Why would Lenora paint her, and then try to conceal it?
This was not the aloof, emotionally distant artist she’d known. This was something
intimate, raw, and disturbing. The painting seemed to hum with a hidden energy, a
silent question. She placed it gently back against the wall, her mind racing.

Later, as twilight bled into the room, Eva walked down to the small, private cove
behind the house. The path was steep and treacherous, exactly where her mother had
reportedly fallen. The crashing waves below seemed to mock her, whispering secrets
she couldn’t quite decipher. She stood on the edge of the cliff, the wind whipping her
hair, and stared out at the vast expanse of the ocean, feeling utterly alone.

A sense of profound loss, sharper and more immediate than she’d anticipated, pierced
through her carefully maintained composure. She had left this town, and her mother,
with a bitterness that had curdled over the years. Now, facing the abrupt finality of
death, all the unspoken words, the unresolved conflicts, weighed heavily on her. There
would be no reconciliation, no moment of understanding. Just the chilling silence.

As she turned to head back, her foot scuffed against something buried in the loose
earth. She knelt, brushing away the dirt, and found a small, silver locket. It was
tarnished, but familiar. Lenora had worn it constantly, a family heirloom passed down
through generations. Eva remembered asking about it once, long ago, but her mother
had simply smiled, a secret light in her eyes, and changed the subject.

Now, Eva held the cold metal in her palm. It was open, and inside, instead of the
expected miniature photographs, was a tiny, folded piece of paper. Her fingers
fumbled with it, her heart quickening. She unfolded it carefully. The paper was old,
brittle, and the script, though faded, was undeniably Lenora’s. The words were short,
stark, and utterly chilling: "Not an accident. Look deeper. Beneath the Crimson Veil."

The world seemed to tilt. The waves roared louder, the wind bit sharper. Not an
accident. The police had dismissed her mother’s death as a heart attack, a tragic fall.
But Lenora, even in death, was refusing to conform. This was a direct contradiction, a
whispered accusation from beyond the grave.

Eva clutched the locket, the paper crumpled in her fist. The carefully constructed wall
of indifference she’d built around herself crumbled into dust. This wasn’t just a
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formality anymore. This was a challenge. And suddenly, the silent, familiar town felt
menacing, its idyllic facade cracking to reveal something dark and unsettling beneath.
She would have to look deeper. Much deeper. And she knew, with a certainty that both
terrified and exhilarated her, that the answers she sought lay somewhere within the
intricate, hidden language of her mother’s art and the town’s tightly guarded secrets.
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