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The rain began before dawn, a slow, deliberate storm that seemed to wait for the first flight into Maine. By the time Maggie Ashmoor’s car curved along the narrow coastal road toward Ashmoor Estate, the sky had turned the color of slate and the ocean below it thrashed like something alive.




She hadn’t been back in seven years. The house appeared suddenly through the fog—an expanse of gray stone and glass perched above the cliffs, just as she remembered it, severe and watchful. The gates were open. That alone told her something was wrong.




A security guard nodded as she passed, but it was a hollow gesture. Everyone was performing their roles today. She parked beneath the porte-cochère and stepped into the sharp wind.




The door opened before she knocked. Jonathan Hale stood there, tall and thin, his expression arranged somewhere between sympathy and ceremony. “Ms. Ashmoor,” he said. “Your father’s service begins in an hour. The others are already here.”




The others. Her siblings. The word felt heavier than grief.




Inside, the house smelled of cedar and old paper. Portraits lined the corridor—Victor Ashmoor at various stages of empire building, all angles and intensity. The air held a silence too measured to be natural.




She followed Jonathan down the hall to the drawing room. Elias was there, leaning against the piano with a drink in hand, his tie undone and his expression defensive. Clara sat near the window, pale and distant, her hands clasped in her lap.




No one spoke at first. The only sound was the fire snapping in the grate.




“You made it,” Elias said finally, his voice dry. “Didn’t think the firm would let you out long enough to mourn.”




Maggie’s mouth twitched. “They make exceptions for shareholders.”




Clara looked up then. “Please, not today.”




Jonathan cleared his throat. “Your father requested a private service before the reading of the will. The guests will arrive at eleven. Until then, you may wait in the library. There are… matters he wished to leave for you.”




Maggie frowned. “What kind of matters?”




He hesitated, then handed her an envelope—heavy cream paper embossed with the family seal. Her name written in her father’s precise, angular hand.




She didn’t open it. Not yet.




Elias smirked. “Let me guess. Another one of his little lessons?”




Jonathan gave no answer. “He left each of you one.”




Maggie’s fingers tightened around the envelope. Her father’s handwriting had always unnerved her—too controlled, as if he could command the ink itself.




Clara rose quietly. “He’s gone, Elias. Whatever lesson he had in mind, it doesn’t matter anymore.”




Elias laughed under his breath. “You think death stopped him? Look around. He’s everywhere in this place.”




Outside, thunder rolled across the cliffs. The lights flickered once, a brief stutter of power.




Maggie looked toward the staircase that led to her father’s study. She could almost hear his voice—measured, cold, disappointed. She had spent her whole life trying to earn silence from it.




She turned back to Jonathan. “Where is the body?”




“In the east parlor,” he said. “Closed casket. Your father wished not to be seen.”




“Of course he did.”




Elias poured another drink, the ice clinking softly. “Here’s to Victor Ashmoor,” he said, raising the glass. “Even dead, still pulling the strings.”




Maggie looked down at the sealed envelope, the paper slick under her thumb. Something inside shifted—a folded sheet, perhaps two. She slipped it into her coat pocket.




“Let’s get this over with,” she said.




As they moved toward the east wing, the storm thickened outside, pressing against the windows. The house creaked as though it remembered every argument ever had within its walls.




And from somewhere deep in the halls—faint but certain—came the echo of a door closing on its own.
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The chapel on the east side of the estate was smaller than Maggie remembered. The ceilings felt lower, the windows darker, as if the house itself had been holding its breath for years.




The casket sat at the center, draped in deep gray silk. No flowers, no photographs. Victor Ashmoor would have called them sentimental distractions.




A handful of staff lined the back wall in silence, heads bowed out of duty rather than devotion. Jonathan Hale stood near the altar with his papers in hand, his expression carved from professionalism.




Maggie took a seat in the front row. Elias slouched two pews back, phone hidden under his palm. Clara sat between them, spine straight, eyes fixed on the casket as though waiting for it to open.




The rain hadn’t stopped. It rattled against the tall windows, filling the pauses between Jonathan’s words as he began to speak.




“Victor Ashmoor left explicit instructions for the nature of this service,” he said, his voice smooth but strained. “He requested that there be no clergy present. He asked that each of you take a moment to speak — not in praise, but in truth.”




Elias snorted. “Typical. Even dead, he’s assigning homework.”




Jonathan ignored him. “We’ll begin with the eldest.”




Maggie rose, feeling the familiar heat of performance rise in her chest. She looked at the casket — the shape of it, the cold perfection — and tried to summon something honest.




“My father taught me that love and loyalty aren’t the same thing,” she said. “I suppose I learned that lesson well enough.”




She sat. Clara stood next, her voice trembling but clear. “He wanted strength from us. I think he forgot that strength can break things too.”




Elias didn’t stand. “He got what he wanted,” he muttered. “Three kids who’ll never stop fighting over a dead man’s approval.”




No one spoke after that. The wind howled through the cracks of the old glass.




Jonathan folded his papers. “If there’s nothing further, we’ll move to the library for the reading.”




The library was the oldest room in the house. Books from floor to ceiling, leather cracked from age, a faint scent of dust and polish. The fire was already lit, and on the table near the hearth sat a wooden box, sealed with wax.




Jonathan placed it in front of them. “This,” he said quietly, “is your father’s testament. He recorded his wishes by hand, as was his custom. I was instructed to read the opening statement aloud.”




He broke the seal and unfolded the first sheet. The handwriting was unmistakable — precise, severe.




To my children: Maggie, Elias, Clara.

If you are hearing this, I am gone, and for that, you may feel relief or grief as suits your nature. But before you inherit what I built, you will earn the right to call yourselves my successors.

I have left you seven tasks — each one a truth you have hidden from one another, and from yourselves.

Complete them, and you may claim your inheritance. Refuse, and the estate reverts to the foundation.

The house will remain sealed until the final task is done.




Jonathan’s voice wavered only slightly as he read the last line.




The first task awaits in the study. Begin at sunset.




He looked up. “He left the rest for you to discover.”




Elias gave a sharp laugh. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Tasks? Is this a funeral or a scavenger hunt?”




Maggie’s pulse quickened. “This isn’t a game. He’s testing us.”




Clara whispered, “No. He’s punishing us.”




The clock in the hall struck five. The sound echoed through the house like a warning.




Jonathan closed the will and placed it back in the box. “You should rest until then. You’ll need your strength.”




Maggie turned toward the tall window, the sea beyond it black and heaving under the storm. Her reflection stared back — calm, composed, the way she’d trained herself to be.




But behind her eyes, something flickered. A memory of her father’s voice, cool and certain:

The truth, Margaret, is the only currency that never loses value.




She didn’t know yet if he meant to give it to them — or take it all away.








  
  3

  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




At sunset, the storm began to quiet. The air turned heavy, the ocean still churning below the cliffs, its roar muffled by mist. Maggie stood at the base of the grand staircase, staring at the door to her father’s study — the first of the seven tasks.




The others joined her in silence. Elias carried his drink again, though it had long since gone warm. Clara had wrapped herself in one of their mother’s old shawls she found upstairs, the scent of lavender and turpentine faint in the fabric.




Jonathan was already there, a key in hand. “Your father kept this room sealed after your mother left,” he said. “He told me no one was to enter until the time came.”




He unlocked the door and stepped aside. The hinges groaned. The smell that drifted out was unmistakable — dust, cigar smoke, and the faint trace of metal polish.




The study was just as Victor had left it: vast, cold, immaculate. Books in perfect order, a globe by the window, and behind the desk, a wall of framed patents and awards. His presence was everywhere — organized, calculated, suffocating.




On the desk sat a single envelope marked Task One.




Elias took a step forward, but Maggie caught his arm. “We open it together,” she said.




He smirked but waited. Maggie broke the seal. Inside was a single sheet of thick paper, the handwriting sharp and precise.




The first truth belongs to the one who lies best.

In this room are three objects that define your childhood. One was stolen, one was broken, one was hidden.

Find the stolen thing, and speak the truth of it aloud. The thief knows who they are.




Beneath the note lay three items arranged neatly on the desk: a tarnished silver watch, a child’s sketchbook, and a porcelain music box.




For a moment, no one moved.




“That’s ridiculous,” Elias muttered. “What is this, a séance?”




Clara reached for the sketchbook first. Its cover was torn, the paper yellowed. Her name was written in faded ink. She opened it carefully. The drawings were hers — she recognized every stroke — but one was missing. The page had been ripped out.




“I remember this,” she said softly. “Father took it from me. He said I should stop drawing and learn something useful.”




“Maybe he took it,” Elias said. “So what?”




Maggie picked up the music box. Its melody was faint, mechanical. “This was mine,” she said. “He gave it to me when I made partner.”




Clara looked at her. “No, he didn’t. That was Mother’s. He said he lost it years ago.”




Elias gave a low whistle. “Guess we found the stolen thing.”




Maggie set it down. “I didn’t steal it. He gave it to me.”




Clara’s eyes hardened. “He told me she destroyed it.”




Jonathan shifted uneasily in the doorway. “Perhaps the task is symbolic—”




“It’s never symbolic with him,” Maggie snapped. “Everything means something.”




The clock ticked loudly in the silence that followed.




Elias picked up the watch, turning it over in his hand. “This was his father’s,” he said. “I took it once. Sold it when I was broke.”




He laughed bitterly. “Guess that makes me the thief.”




Maggie stared at him. “You’re admitting that?”




“Why not? He already knew. He knew everything.”




Clara whispered, “Then why the game?”




Maggie folded the note and slid it back into the envelope. “Because he wanted us to confess. He wanted us to prove we could tell the truth even when it costs us.”




Elias tossed the watch onto the desk. “Then he’s still winning.”




Thunder cracked again, though the storm had already passed. The fire in the study guttered, flared, and then went out completely.




Somewhere deep within the walls, a mechanism clicked — a slow, deliberate sound. A panel behind the desk slid open, revealing a narrow staircase descending into darkness.




Clara’s voice trembled. “What now?”




Maggie glanced at the open doorway, then at the shadowed steps below. “Now,” she said, “we see how far he’s willing to take it.”
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The staircase was narrow and steep, carved directly into the stone foundation. A single light bulb flickered above the entryway, its glow swallowed by the dark below.




No one spoke at first. The sound of the ocean was faint through the walls, replaced by the quiet, steady drip of water somewhere deeper down.




Jonathan hesitated at the threshold. “This passage wasn’t part of the original blueprints,” he murmured. “I’ve managed this estate for thirty years. I didn’t know it existed.”




Elias smirked. “Then maybe you didn’t know our father half as well as you thought.”




Maggie took the lead, holding her phone out for light. “Stay close. These steps look unstable.”




They descended slowly, the air growing colder with each turn. The stone walls glistened faintly, wet from the constant seep of sea air. At the bottom, the stairway opened into a long, low chamber lined with filing cabinets and heavy trunks.




“His archive,” Maggie said quietly. “He kept everything.”




Rows of ledgers, newspaper clippings, and labeled boxes stretched out into the dimness. In the center stood a wooden table. Another envelope waited there, resting atop a single leather-bound journal.




Clara’s voice was small. “Do you think this is the second task?”




Maggie opened the envelope. The familiar handwriting filled the page.




Task Two: A lie told for love is still a lie.

In these records are the truths you buried to protect each other.

Find the one you cannot forgive, and decide whether silence serves you still.




Elias let out a low groan. “He really thought this through, didn’t he?”




Maggie ignored him and opened the journal. The first page bore her father’s initials. Inside were transcripts—typed notes, timestamped, signed.




Conversations. Private ones.




“Are these… recordings?” Clara asked.




Jonathan leaned closer. “He must have transcribed them himself. I told him the legality of that—”




Elias snatched a page and began to read aloud. “April 14, 2016. Subject: Maggie. She believes loyalty can replace affection. She confuses devotion with control.”




Maggie’s stomach turned. “Stop reading that.”




Elias flipped to another. “Clara: Still afraid of confrontation. Would rather drown quietly than raise her voice.”




Clara reached for the papers, but he pulled them away. “Let’s see what he said about me,” Elias continued. “Elias: A disappointment with potential. A gambler who bets his soul because he never learned to value it.”




He stopped laughing.




Maggie closed the journal. “We’re not going through this now.”




But Clara had already begun opening the drawers. Inside were file folders labeled with their names, each one packed tight with letters, receipts, and photos.




“He watched everything we did,” she whispered. “He saved all of it.”




Jonathan stepped back. “This is… extensive. I didn’t know he kept—”




Elias interrupted. “You didn’t know because he didn’t trust you either.”




Maggie’s pulse thundered in her ears. She flipped through the pages in her folder. Bank transfers, call logs, even medical reports. At the bottom was a single photograph—her and Elias on the balcony at Ashmoor, the night their father’s partner disappeared.




She remembered that night. The argument. The drink that spilled. The silence afterward.




Clara stared at her. “What’s that?”




Maggie slid the photo back into the folder. “Nothing.”




But Elias had seen it too. His expression hardened. “That’s not nothing. That’s the night he vanished, isn’t it? What did you do, Maggie?”




“Don’t start,” she said.




He took a step toward her. “He made us find these for a reason. Maybe the second task isn’t about lies we told him—it’s about the lies we told each other.”




Maggie shoved the folder at him. “You want truth? You think you can handle it? Fine. You were drunk that night. He threatened to expose you. I told him I’d fix it. And the next morning, he was gone.”




Clara’s voice broke. “You’re saying you—”




“No,” Maggie cut her off. “I’m saying I don’t know what happened after that. But I know Father did.”




Silence filled the chamber. The only sound was the whisper of the sea against the rocks outside.




Jonathan finally spoke. “There’s something else here.” He reached beneath the table and pulled out a small lockbox. The initials V.A. were etched into its lid. “It’s sealed.”




Elias leaned closer. “Of course it is. What’s the combination?”




Maggie’s gaze moved to the inscription carved into the wood:




The truth is only safe when shared.




And just as she whispered those words aloud, the lock clicked open.




Inside lay a single flash drive—and another folded note.




Play it together.




No one moved. The air felt electric, the quiet alive with threat.




Elias smiled faintly. “Looks like Father left us a little home movie.”




Maggie met his eyes, her voice low. “Or a confession.”




Jonathan looked toward the dark stairs leading back up to the house. “Either way,” he said softly, “it was never meant to stay buried.”














