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​Chapter 1: The Inheritance
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Lila van der Meer sat in the cluttered corner of her Manhattan apartment, the thick autumn rain pelting against her window, her fingers nervously tracing the edges of the envelope in her hands. The letter inside had arrived that morning—a strange, unexpected thing. It was postmarked from Amsterdam, stamped with the official insignia of a lawyer’s firm. She hadn’t heard from her grandmother, Beatrix van der Meer, in years—not since their estrangement when Lila was a child. Now, at twenty-eight, Lila had long reconciled with the fact that her grandmother’s life, as far as she was concerned, was a history she’d rather not revisit.

But this letter... this was something different.

She glanced at the return address. The law firm’s name was unfamiliar, and the formal, embossed writing on the envelope made her stomach twist with unease. It felt like an invitation to something she wasn’t prepared for.

With a steadying breath, Lila slid her finger beneath the seal and opened it. The thick, cream-colored stationery inside was printed in elegant handwriting.



Dear Miss van der Meer,

We regret to inform you of the passing of your grandmother, Beatrix van der Meer. As her legal heirs, we are writing to inform you that you have inherited her estate, including her residence in Amsterdam. You are requested to visit at your earliest convenience to review and settle the matters of her inheritance.

Please find enclosed a key to the townhouse, and further instructions will follow upon your arrival. Should you have any questions, please contact our office directly.

Yours sincerely,
Joris Hooft, Esq.
Hooft & Van Zanen Law Firm



Lila’s gaze flickered over the letter again, her mind spinning. The words echoed dully, but it was the final phrase—“her residence in Amsterdam”—that caught her breath. The townhouse. She had heard rumors of it, stories her mother never cared to confirm. Beatrix van der Meer had been a renowned art forger, famous in certain circles for creating masterworks that rivaled the world’s greats. But as Lila had grown older, she’d learned to steer clear of her grandmother’s legacy. That world of art, secrets, and shadows was one she’d never wanted to be a part of.

Her mother had made sure to keep Lila distant from that life. She had often said that her grandmother’s legacy was tainted, that it was a dangerous thing to carry. So why now? Why this letter?

Lila’s fingers tightened around the paper, crinkling it as her thoughts collided. She could refuse. She could ignore it, leave it all behind. After all, she had a life in New York—her job as a legal historian at the Museum of Modern Art, a small circle of friends, and a cozy apartment that had become her sanctuary.

But something about the letter called to her. The unanswered questions, the strange inheritance. She didn’t have many memories of her grandmother, but the few she did were odd. Beatrix was cold, distant, but also fiercely intelligent, always writing in a series of journals Lila had never been allowed to touch. Her mother had burned most of them, but Lila was certain some had survived.

Taking a deep breath, Lila folded the letter and placed it back in the envelope, a feeling of resolve forming in her chest. She would go. She would go to Amsterdam, at least to find out what had been left to her.

And maybe, just maybe, she would finally uncover the truth about the grandmother she had never really known.



The next morning, Lila booked a flight. Within a few days, she found herself standing at the edge of Amsterdam’s canals, the city’s foggy, grey skyline reflected in the water before her. The townhouse was nestled in a quiet neighborhood, its façade elegant and old-world, a relic from a time when the city had been a center of art and culture. A heavy sense of foreboding clung to the air as she stood in front of the door, key in hand.

Her fingers trembled slightly as she inserted the key and turned it, the door creaking open to reveal the dim interior.

The house was frozen in time, the kind of place where the past never let go. Dust clung to the antique furniture, and faded paintings lined the walls, some of which Lila recognized from the few times she’d visited her grandmother’s home as a child. She stepped inside, the weight of the silence pressing on her chest.
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​Chapter 2: The House of Secrets
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Lila stood in the entryway of the townhouse, the heavy door clicking shut behind her. The air inside was thick with the scent of old wood and dust, a stark contrast to the crisp, rain-soaked freshness outside. It felt as though the house had been waiting for her—quiet, patient, and locked away from the world. The walls, lined with dark wood paneling, seemed to close in around her, their silence amplified by the soft echo of her footsteps on the creaky floorboards.

She pulled her coat tighter around her, suddenly feeling the weight of the place pressing on her shoulders. As her eyes scanned the room, she noticed the familiar elements: antique chairs with embroidered cushions, brass candlesticks on the mantel, and a large, ornate rug covering the floor. Everything was untouched, as though time had been suspended.

But it was the portraits on the walls that made her pause. Portraits of people she didn’t recognize, their faces painted in a style similar to her grandmother’s work—subtle, haunting, and undeniably skilled. The thought made her stomach twist. Beatrix had been an artist, yes, but her medium was deception—she had built a career out of forging masterpieces that fooled even the most discerning experts.

She tried to ignore the gnawing feeling in her chest and walked farther into the house, noting the thick layer of dust on the surfaces. The silence was oppressive, as if the house itself was holding its breath, waiting for her to uncover something it had long hidden.

A soft knock on the door jolted her from her thoughts. She turned quickly, startled, her heart racing.

The door creaked open, revealing Ruben Visser, the antiques dealer she’d spoken with earlier on the phone. His lanky frame filled the doorway, his dark hair ruffled from the wind outside. He smiled politely, though there was a guarded look in his eyes.

“Miss van der Meer,” he said, his accent thick with the cadence of Dutch. “I hope I’m not disturbing you. I was just coming by to help with the cataloging of your grandmother’s estate, as we discussed.”

Lila blinked, momentarily unsure whether to invite him in. She hadn’t expected him to arrive so soon, but then again, it seemed that there was little normalcy in this house. Her grandmother had been a woman of mystery, her every action shrouded in secrecy, and perhaps Lila needed help navigating it all.

“Of course,” she said, stepping aside. “Please, come in.”

Ruben nodded and stepped inside, his gaze flickering around the room with the quiet interest of someone familiar with the value of objects, both aesthetic and historical. He took in the old paintings on the walls and the worn furniture as though measuring their worth, but there was something in his expression that Lila couldn’t quite place—a curiosity, perhaps, or something more.

“I must say, this place has a certain... charm,” Ruben remarked, his voice low as he walked into the living room. He paused to study an old painting of a woman holding a bouquet of flowers. “It’s remarkable how your grandmother was able to live like this, with so much history surrounding her.”

Lila raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

He glanced at her, eyes flicking back to the portrait. “A lot of people didn’t know much about her, did they? Not really. She kept to herself.”

Lila frowned. “I didn’t know her well. My mother didn’t speak much about her, and when she did, it was always... guarded.”

Ruben nodded, as if considering his next words carefully. “Yes, that makes sense. You see, Beatrix van der Meer had a reputation in certain circles—one that went beyond just art forgery. She was involved in much more than that, though most of it was kept hidden.”

Lila’s heart skipped a beat. “What do you mean by ‘much more’?”

Before Ruben could respond, there was a loud thud from somewhere deeper inside the house—sharp and sudden, followed by the unmistakable sound of something heavy being dragged. Lila froze, her eyes widening in alarm.

“What was that?” she whispered.

Ruben’s face tightened, and he stepped toward her. “I’m not sure, but we should check it out. It could be nothing, or it could be something... important.”

They moved quickly through the hallway, following the sound toward the rear of the house. As they passed a small study, Lila’s eyes caught a glimpse of a large portrait hanging on the wall. The painting was of a man, dressed in elegant 17th-century attire. He was holding a cane, his face stern, with sharp eyes that seemed to follow her as she moved. But it wasn’t the man’s face that unsettled her—it was the signature at the bottom.

She stopped abruptly, her pulse quickening. The signature looked familiar, though she couldn’t place it.

“What is it?” Ruben asked, noticing her stillness.

“That signature...” Lila murmured, stepping closer to the portrait. It was her grandmother’s handwriting. Beatrix had been a master forger, but what was this? A hidden clue? The signature wasn’t part of the normal catalog of her grandmother’s work. She’d never seen this painting before.

Before Lila could think further, the sound of dragging stopped. They rounded the corner and found a small storage room at the end of the hallway. The door creaked open, revealing what looked like a disheveled stack of old furniture and boxes.

But something wasn’t right. In the middle of the room, pushed to the side, was a large wooden crate. It looked out of place—new, with a fresh, unmarked surface.

Lila felt a chill spread through her. “What is that?”

Ruben stepped forward, his face tense. “I’m not sure, but I think it’s something your grandmother left behind.”

He reached for the crate, his hands trembling slightly as he pried it open. Inside was a collection of old papers, art materials, and strange, encrypted letters.

Lila’s breath caught as she saw the top sheet of paper. It was a map—an ancient-looking map, faded at the edges, with strange symbols marking certain locations.

“This... this isn’t just a house,” Lila whispered, her voice trembling. “There’s something more here, something she wanted me to find.”

Ruben met her gaze, his eyes darkening. “We need to be careful. Whatever this is, your grandmother wasn’t the only one who was interested in these secrets.”

Lila swallowed hard, the weight of the discovery pressing down on her. She had come here to close a chapter of her life, to settle the estate and walk away. But now, it seemed, her grandmother’s legacy was about to pull her into something far more dangerous than she could have imagined.
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