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​Chapter One
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Eliza Hale first saw the Anderson mansion on a gray morning when the fog lay thick against the hills like a burial shroud. The iron gates rose before her, tall and black, their spear-like tips rusted but sharp, as though the house itself had teeth. Beyond them, the mansion loomed three stories of stone and shadow, windows dark and unblinking. It did not look abandoned. It looked watchful.

Eliza tightened her shawl around her shoulders and pressed a trembling hand against her stomach. Hunger gnawed at her, a familiar ache that never truly left. Behind her, miles away in a cramped wooden house, her children waited Anna, barely eight, and Thomas, only five. She had left them that morning with empty bowls and a promise she prayed she could keep.

“Today,” she whispered to them, forcing a smile. “Mama found work.”

She believed it then.

Eliza was small, her body thinned by years of labor and sacrifice. Dark circles bruised the skin beneath her eyes, and her hands were rough and cracked, scarred by washing floors, scrubbing clothes, and wringing hope from impossible days. Yet there was gentleness in her face, a softness that hardship had not fully erased. Her brown hair was pulled back tightly, streaked with early gray she pretended not to see.

The gate creaked open at her touch.

That sound metal screaming against metal sent a shiver through her spine, though she could not explain why. She stepped onto the long gravel driveway, each crunch beneath her worn shoes echoing too loudly in the silence. The mansion grew larger with every step, its presence pressing down on her chest.

At the front door, Eliza paused. The wood was dark, polished, and carved with twisting patterns that looked uncomfortably like grasping hands. She raised her fist and knocked.

The door opened almost immediately.

Mrs. Margaret Anderson stood before her, tall and elegant, dressed in a pale silk gown despite the chill. Her hair was pinned perfectly, her lips thin and colorless. Her eyes sharp, gray, and assessing swept over Eliza from head to toe.

“Yes?” Mrs. Anderson said, her voice smooth and cold.

Eliza swallowed. “Ma’am... I was told you were looking for a maid.”

Mrs. Anderson studied her for a long moment, the silence stretching until Eliza’s palms dampened with sweat. Finally, she turned away.

“Come in.”

Eliza stepped inside, and the door closed behind her with a heavy finality.

The mansion smelled faintly of polish and something older beneath it dust, rot, and time. The floors gleamed, but the air felt stale, as though no window had been opened in years. Portraits lined the walls: stern faced ancestors with hollow eyes that seemed to follow Eliza as she walked. She lowered her gaze, heart pounding.

Mr. Robert Anderson awaited them in the parlor. He sat in a high backed chair beside the fireplace, his fingers steepled, his expression unreadable. He was a broad man with thinning hair and a permanent scowl etched into his face, as if kindness had never found a place there.

“This is her?” he asked.

“Yes,” Margaret replied. “She’ll do it.”

Eliza stood silently, hands clasped, head bowed. She felt small beneath their scrutiny, like an insect pinned to a board.

“You’ll clean,” Mr. Anderson said. “Cook. Wash. You’ll work from dawn until nightfall. You’ll stay out of sight unless spoken to. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Eliza whispered.

“And the pay,” he continued, his mouth curling slightly. “We’ll discuss that later.”

Later.

The word echoed in her mind, but she nodded anyway. She needed this. Any work was better than none. Later could still mean soon.

William Anderson appeared then, leaning against the doorway with a smirk. He was their son, perhaps seventeen, with cruel eyes that sparkled with amusement as they lingered on Eliza.

“She looks fragile,” he said. “Try not to break her too quickly.”

Margaret laughed softly.

Eliza felt her cheeks burn but said nothing.

They showed her to the servant’s quarters in a narrow room near the basement stairs. The air there was colder, heavier. The stone walls seemed to sweat, and the single small window let in barely any light.

“You’ll sleep here,” Margaret said. “Meals are taken after we eat. Leftovers, if any.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Eliza said, bowing her head.

Work began immediately.

Eliza scrubbed floors until her knees screamed. She polished silver until her fingers bled. She cooked elaborate meals she would never taste, inhaling their rich scents while her stomach twisted painfully. Days bled into weeks, weeks into months.

No wages came.

When she dared to ask, Margaret waved her away. “Later.”

Mr. Anderson never acknowledged her presence unless something displeased him. William delighted in finding fault fingerprints on glass, dust on shelves forcing her to redo her work while he watched, smiling.

At night, Eliza lay awake in her narrow bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to the house breathe. The walls creaked. Pipes groaned. Sometimes she swore she heard whispers rising from the basement below, low and mournful, like a voice calling her name.

She thought of Anna and Thomas constantly. Of Anna’s hollow cheeks. Of Thomas crying quietly so as not to upset his sister. She sent what little food she could steal home with neighbors, telling herself the money would come soon.

It had to.

One evening, as she carried a bucket of water down the hall, she passed the basement door. It stood slightly ajar, darkness yawning beyond it. A cold wind brushed her skin, though no window was open.

Eliza paused.

From below came a sound soft, almost gentle.

Weeping.

Her heart stuttered. She leaned closer, peering into the darkness. The air smelled damp and metallic, like old blood. The crying grew louder for a moment, then stopped abruptly.

“Eliza.”

Her name whispered from the dark.

She stumbled back, dropping the bucket. Water spilled across the floor, reflecting her pale, frightened face. The basement door creaked shut on its own.

Eliza stood frozen, breath ragged, heart hammering. She told herself it was exhaustion. Hunger. Fear.

But deep within her chest, something stirred an unshakable sense that the house had seen her, that it had accepted her.

And that it would never let her go.

Unaware of the fate tightening around her like a noose, Eliza returned to her work, clinging to the fragile hope that had brought her there.

Hope, like the mansion itself, was already beginning to rot.

***
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ELIZA LEARNED QUICKLY that the Andersons did not see her as a person.

She was a pair of hands, a shadow that moved through halls before dawn and long after nightfall. A soundless thing meant to clean, to cook, to endure. When she passed them, their eyes slid over her as if she were part of the furniture useful, replaceable, and invisible.

Each morning began before the sun rose. Eliza awoke to the bell Margaret Anderson rang from her bedroom, a sharp, metallic sound that sliced through sleep like a blade. The first time it rang, Eliza startled so violently she fell from her narrow bed, striking her shoulder against the stone floor. She bit her lip to keep from crying out.

By the time the Andersons descended the grand staircase, breakfast was laid out perfectly: eggs, warm bread, cured meats, steaming tea. Eliza stood in the corner with her hands folded, eyes lowered.

“Cold,” Mr. Anderson snapped one morning, pushing his plate away.

Eliza rushed forward. “I’m sorry, sir. I’ll—”

“Useless,” he muttered, though he ate it anyway.

Margaret watched with a faint smile, sipping her tea. She never spoke unless something displeased her, and then her words were quiet but cutting.

“You missed a spot,” she would say, pointing to an already spotless surface.

“Do it again.”

Eliza obeyed every time.

The work never ended. Once the floors were scrubbed, they were dirtied again. Once the silver gleamed, fingerprints appeared as if by magic. William seemed to enjoy undoing her labor, dragging muddy shoes across clean rugs, knocking over vases so she would kneel for hours picking up shards of porcelain.

“Careful,” he’d say, watching her hands bleed. “Father hates stains.”

When Eliza’s fingers cracked open, Margaret handed her a rag. “Wrap them,” she said. “Blood on the linen is unacceptable.”

Days blurred together in exhaustion. Eliza ate what was left after the family finished half-eaten crusts, cold scraps scraped from plates. Sometimes there was nothing at all.

At night, hunger gnawed so fiercely she curled inward, clutching her stomach as memories of her children tormented her. She imagined Anna trying to be brave, Thomas asking when Mama would come home with food. The thought hollowed her out.

Weeks passed.

Then months.

Eliza counted them by the phases of the moon she glimpsed through the small basement window. With each passing month, her courage grew thinner. Finally, one evening, she gathered the strength to ask.

She waited until Mr. Anderson finished dinner, his mood softened by wine. Her heart hammered as she approached.

“Sir,” she said softly, bowing her head, “forgive me... but I was wondering about my wages.”

The room went silent.

Margaret’s eyes lifted slowly, sharp and amused. William leaned forward, interested.

“Wages?” Mr. Anderson repeated.

“Yes, sir,” Eliza said. “I need to send money home. My children—”

Margaret laughed.

It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t cruel in the way shouting would have been. It was worse soft, refined, and effortless, like the sound of someone amused by a joke too small to matter.

“Children?” Margaret said. “Robert, she has children.”

William chuckled. “Of course she does.”

Mr. Anderson studied Eliza with new interest, as though she’d just revealed something entertaining. “You should have thought of that before breeding,” he said calmly.

Eliza felt the words strike her chest like stones. “Please, sir,” she whispered. “I work hard. I’ve done everything asked of me.”

“And you will continue to do so,” Margaret said, rising from her chair. “We never agreed on payment.”

“You said later,” Eliza said before she could stop herself.

The room chilled instantly.

William’s smile faded. Mr. Anderson stood, towering over her.

“Mind your place,” he said. “You live under my roof. You eat my food. That is enough payment.”

Eliza’s knees trembled. “My children are starving.”

Margaret tilted her head, studying Eliza as if inspecting a cracked dish. “Then they will learn a valuable lesson,” she said. “Life is unkind to the weak.”

They dismissed her with a wave of Margaret’s hand, as though the conversation had bored them. Eliza backed away, shaking, her vision blurred with tears she refused to let fall.

That night, she cried silently into her pillow, muffling her sobs so the house would not hear. The walls felt closer than before. The air is heavier.

The basement whispers returned.

They came more often now low murmurs that seeped through the stone like water through cracks. Sometimes they sounded like weeping. Other times, like laughter.

Eliza tried not to listen.

But the Andersons listened to everything.

Margaret began assigning impossible tasks: cleaning the same hallway five times in a day, polishing silver already gleaming, scrubbing stains that did not exist. When Eliza faltered, Margaret watched with cold satisfaction.

“You’re slowing,” she said one afternoon. “Age does that.”

“I’m only thirty-two,” Eliza whispered.

Margaret smiled thinly. “It shows.”

William grew bolder. He blocked doorways, stood too close, whispered threats and mockery. Once, when Eliza dropped a tray from exhaustion, he dragged her by the arm into the corridor.

“Careless girls don’t last long here,” he murmured.

Mr. Anderson did nothing.

The house itself seemed to turn against her. Doors slammed when she passed. Floors creaked beneath her feet but not beneath the Andersons’. At night, her dreams filled with the basement darkness closing in, a rope swaying gently, unseen hands tightening.

One morning, Eliza woke to find her reflection staring back at her from the small mirror, unrecognizable. Her cheeks were hollow, her eyes sunken and haunted. She touched her face with trembling fingers.

“I’m still here,” she whispered, unsure who she was convincing.

That day, Margaret informed her she would now sleep in the basement quarters instead of the servant room.

“It’s closer to your work,” she said.

The basement air wrapped around Eliza like a cold embrace as she descended the steps. The shadows seemed thicker there, alive. As the door closed behind her, she felt something shift within the house, an awareness, a quiet approval.

Above her, the Anderson family laughed over dinner.

Below them, Eliza Hale folded herself onto a narrow cot, hunger gnawing, hope fading, something dark beginning to take root where hope once lived.

The Andersons believed they owned her.

They had no idea what they were truly feeding.

***
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HUNGER HAD A SOUND.

It was not loud, not at first. It was the quiet whimper of a stomach folding in on itself. The soft creak of floorboards as a child shifted in bed, trying to escape the ache. The brittle cough that came from sleeping in cold rooms with nothing warm to drink.

Anna  knew that sound well.

She sat at the small wooden table in their house, her feet dangling above the floor, staring at an empty bowl. The bowl had once been white, painted with tiny blue flowers along the rim, but years of use had dulled it to gray. She traced one of the faded flowers with her finger, imagining it blooming again.

“Maybe Mama will bring bread tonight,” she said softly.

Thomas sat across from her, his chin barely clearing the edge of the table. His cheeks were sunken, his eyes too large for his thin face. He hugged himself, rocking slightly.

“She said that yesterday,” he whispered.

Anna swallowed. “She said she found work. Real work. At a big house.”

Thomas’s stomach growled loudly, betraying him. He pressed his hands against it, ashamed.

“I’m hungry,” he said.

“I know,” Anna replied quickly. “Me too.”

Their house was small, just two rooms and a roof that leaked when it rained. The walls were thin enough that the wind slipped through the cracks, whispering at night. Their mother had tried to make it warm once, hanging old cloth along the walls, stuffing rags into holes. But warmth required fuel, and fuel required money.

Money was a ghost that haunted the Hale family.

Anna rose from the table and went to the cupboard. She already knew what she would find, but hope made her open it anyway. Inside sat a single jar with a few grains of rice clinging stubbornly to the bottom.

She closed the door gently, as if not to wake the emptiness.

“Nothing?” Thomas asked.

Anna shook her head.

They sat in silence for a long time, listening to the distant sound of wagons passing on the road outside. Somewhere, people were eating dinner. Somewhere, fires crackled and pots boiled.

“Mama wouldn’t forget us,” Thomas said suddenly, his voice trembling.

“I know,” Anna said, though fear gnawed at her chest. “She loves us.”

She remembered the way Eliza kissed their foreheads every night, whispering stories about better days with full bellies and warm blankets. Mama had promised that this job would change everything.

Anna clung to that promise like a lifeline.

As evening fell, the hunger worsened. Thomas curled up on the floor, too weak to climb onto the bed. Anna wrapped a thin blanket around him, rubbing his back the way Mama did.

“Tell me the story again,” he murmured.

“The one about the fields?” she asked.

He nodded.

Anna closed her eyes and spoke softly. “There’s a place where the wheat grows taller than houses. Where bread never runs out. Mama says one day we’ll go there.”

Thomas smiled faintly. “Will Mama be there?”

“Yes,” Anna said, forcing the word to sound strong. “She’ll be right there.”

Night crept in, heavy and cold. Anna lay beside Thomas, staring at the ceiling. Every sound made her heart jump, the creak of the door, the whistle of wind. She waited for footsteps that never came.

At the Anderson mansion, Eliza worked late into the night, unaware that her children lay hungry and afraid, whispering prayers into the dark.
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