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Chapter One: The Locked Door
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The rain in Connecticut had a strange way of making you feel like you were being washed of your sins—or perhaps, drowned in them.

I stood before the massive iron gates of the Blackwood estate, my hands gripping the steering wheel of my old sedan. The engine emitted a low, rhythmic rattle that sounded like a dying breath. Through the blurred windshield, the mansion loomed at the end of a long, winding driveway—a grey stone monolith that seemed to absorb the pale daylight.

"This is your fresh start, Eva. Don't ruin it," I whispered to myself, trying to soothe the thumping in my chest that felt like a war drum.

This wasn't just a job. For a woman like me, emerging from the wreckage of a previous life in New York with nothing but a suitcase and a bank account nearing zero, the position of "Estate Manager" was a lifeline. The salary was astronomical, and the perks included independent living quarters and absolute privacy. But in a place like this, privacy always comes with a price.

I pressed the button on the intercom at the gate. "Eva Reynolds?" The voice was masculine, calm, and oddly cold. "Yes, I’m here for the interview with Mr. Julian."

The gates creaked open with a long, metallic groan, as if the house were unhinging its jaws to swallow me whole. I drove slowly past skeletal oak trees whose bare branches clawed at the sky like the fingers of a buried giant.

When I pulled up to the main entrance, Julian Blackwood was waiting. He didn't look like the employers I was used to. He was in his late thirties, wearing a simple grey cashmere sweater and dark trousers. He was handsome in a quiet, understated way, but his eyes... they were as blue as winter ice, hiding a sharp intelligence that made me feel instantly exposed.

"Welcome to Blackwood Manor, Eva," he said, extending a hand. It was warm—unnervingly warm compared to the biting air and his chilly gaze. "I apologize for the weather. Connecticut doesn't welcome strangers easily."

"Thank you, Mr. Julian. The place is... breathtaking," I stammered, looking up at the grand foyer decorated with white marble and imposing oil paintings.

He led me into a cavernous study. The walls were lined with books from floor to ceiling, and in the corner, I noticed a bank of monitors displaying various angles of the house. A shiver ran down my spine; the cameras weren't just for the perimeter. They were in the hallways, the kitchen, and even at the entrances to the private wings.

"Your role here as Estate Manager differs from traditional roles," Julian began, sitting behind an ebony desk. "I run a major software firm from this house, and my time is incredibly valuable. I need someone to manage everything: the staff, the vendors, and most importantly..." He paused, lowering his voice. "My wife, Eleanor."

I stopped flipping through the contract he had given me. "Mrs. Eleanor?"

"Eleanor is unwell, Eva. She suffered a traumatic accident that affected her memory and psychological stability. She spends most of her time in her private wing. I need you to be the bridge between her and the outside world, and to ensure she doesn't leave that wing without my knowledge. Do you understand?"

"You mean... I’m to watch her?" I asked cautiously.

Julian smiled, but the warmth didn't reach his eyes. "I prefer the term 'care for her.' She might say strange things. She might try to convince you that I’m cruel, or that she’s being held against her will. It’s all part of her condition. The doctors say that manipulating the truth is her only way of coping with a reality she no longer remembers."

At that moment, I heard a faint crash from the floor above. It sounded like something breaking, followed by a heavy, suffocating silence. Julian didn't even blink. He just kept staring at me, waiting for my answer.

"I understand perfectly, Mr. Julian. Discretion and loyalty are the most important things I offer," I said, masking my unease.

He stood up and shook my hand again. "Then the job is yours. You can move into the staff wing immediately."

As he led me up the stairs to show me my quarters, we passed a heavy oak door at the end of the north corridor. The door was equipped with a modern digital keypad, and beside it was a small slot, like those found on prison doors for passing food.

Julian noticed my gaze. "That is Eleanor’s suite," he said flatly. "For her own safety, it only opens from the outside."

I retreated to my room that night and sat on the plush bed. The room was perfect, the salary covered all my debts, and the future suddenly looked less dark. But I couldn't sleep.

Around midnight, I heard a faint rustling under my door. I sat up, my heart nearly stopping. A small, carefully folded piece of paper had been pushed through the gap.

I picked it up with trembling fingers. It contained a single sentence written in a shaky, frantic hand: "Don't believe a word he says. He isn't who you think he is."

I looked toward the locked door at the end of the hallway and realized for the first time that I hadn't found a career. I had found a new cage. And the worst part was... I was the one holding the keys.
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Chapter Two: The Woman in the Attic
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The first morning at Blackwood Manor didn’t start with the chirping of birds or the gentle streaming of sunlight. Instead, it began with the clinical, rhythmic hum of the house’s central heating system, a sound so consistent it felt like the mansion itself was breathing. I lay in bed for a long time, staring at the ornate crown molding on the ceiling. My mind kept drifting back to that scrap of paper under my door.

“He isn’t who you think he is.”

The words felt like a physical weight in the room. I had hidden the note inside the lining of my suitcase, tucked away with the remnants of my old life. If Julian was as obsessed with security as the cameras suggested, I couldn't risk leaving it in a drawer. I stood up, my bare feet hitting the cold hardwood floor, and walked to the window. Outside, the fog was so thick it swallowed the oak trees whole. It was a beautiful, expensive prison.

By 8:00 AM, I was in the kitchen. It was a chef’s dream—industrial-grade stainless steel, marble countertops that could seat a dozen people, and a row of knives so sharp they caught the dim morning light like surgical instruments. My first task as the Estate Manager was to prepare Eleanor’s breakfast. Julian had left a detailed list on the iPad docked on the counter.

Eleanor’s Breakfast: Two poached eggs (soft), one slice of gluten-free toast (lightly charred), and green tea. No sugar. No honey. Deliver at 8:30 AM sharp.

The precision was stifling. It wasn't just a request; it was a protocol. As I poached the eggs, watching the white wisps swirl in the boiling water, I felt a prickle of sweat on my neck. I felt watched. I looked up at the corner of the ceiling. A small, black dome—a camera—was pointed directly at the stove. Julian wasn't just a software genius; he was a voyeur of his own domestic life.

I arranged the tray with meticulous care. I even added a small sprig of parsley, a habit from my brief stint waiting tables in Soho. I wanted to look professional. I wanted to look like someone who belonged in a house this grand, not like a woman who had spent her last fifty dollars on the gas to get here.

I took the stairs to the North Wing. The air became cooler as I approached the locked door. My hand trembled as I reached for the digital keypad. Julian had given me the code during our brief tour: 10-31-92. A date, perhaps? An anniversary? I punched in the numbers, and the electronic lock gave a heavy, satisfying thunk.

The suite behind the door was larger than my entire apartment in New York. It was decorated in soft creams and golds, with floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over the mist-covered valley. It was stunning, yet it smelled faintly of stale air and expensive perfume—the scent of someone who hadn't stepped outside in a very long time.

"Mrs. Blackwood?" I called out, my voice sounding thin in the vast room.

At first, there was no answer. Then, from the shadow of a high-backed velvet armchair by the window, a woman emerged. Eleanor Blackwood was younger than I expected. She couldn't have been more than thirty-five, but she moved with a fragility that made her look older. Her hair was a pale, washed-out blonde, and her skin was nearly translucent. She was wearing a silk robe that looked like it cost more than my car.

She didn't look at me. She looked at the tray. "You’re new," she said. Her voice was a dry rasp, like sandpaper on wood.

"I’m Eva. The new Estate Manager. I’ve brought your breakfast."

She finally looked up, and for a second, I stopped breathing. Her eyes were wide, bloodshot, and filled with a frantic, flickering energy. There was no "memory loss" or "psychological instability" in that gaze; there was only pure, unadulterated terror.

"He told you I was crazy, didn't he?" she whispered, stepping closer. She leaned in so far I could smell the herbal tea on her breath. "He told you I forget things. That I imagine things."

"Mr. Blackwood is very concerned about your health, Eleanor," I said, trying to maintain the professional tone Julian expected. I placed the tray on the mahogany side table.

Eleanor let out a sharp, jagged laugh. "Concerned? Is that what they call it now? He doesn't want me healthy, Eva. He wants me compliant. Look at this room. Look at the windows."

I glanced at the massive glass panes. From the outside, they looked normal. But from here, I noticed something I hadn't seen before. There were no latches. No handles. The glass was thick, reinforced with a nearly invisible wire mesh. They weren't windows; they were observation ports.

"The code," Eleanor said suddenly, her fingers twitching at her sides. "The one you used to get in. What was it?"

"I... I’m not supposed to discuss security protocols," I replied.

"It’s his first wife’s birthday," she hissed, her eyes darting toward the door as if she expected Julian to burst in at any moment. "October 31st. She died, you know. They said it was an accident. A fall down the very stairs you just climbed."

A cold knot formed in my stomach. Julian hadn't mentioned a first wife. He had spoken as if Eleanor was the only woman who had ever occupied this throne of stone and glass.

"Eat your breakfast, Eleanor," I said, my voice shaking. "I'll be back in an hour to collect the tray."

As I turned to leave, she grabbed my wrist. Her grip was surprisingly strong, her fingernails digging into my skin. "Check the library," she whispered, her face inches from mine. "The third shelf from the bottom, behind the leather-bound copies of Dickens. There’s a ledger. If you want to know what happened to the last girl who worked here, look at the ledger."

I pulled my arm away, my heart racing. "I have work to do."

I scrambled out of the room, punching the button to lock the door behind me. I leaned against the cold wood, gasping for air. Was she telling the truth? Or was this exactly what Julian had warned me about—the "manipulation of facts" that came with her condition?

I spent the next few hours trying to distract myself with the house's inventory. I counted linens, checked the wine cellar, and coordinated with the landscaping crew via phone. But Eleanor’s words haunted me. Check the library.

By the afternoon, Julian had left for a "business meeting" in Hartford. The house was silent, save for the distant hum of the refrigerators and the occasional creak of the floorboards. It was the perfect opportunity.

I found myself standing in the library. The room was dark, the heavy velvet curtains drawn tight. I walked toward the third shelf from the bottom. My heart was pounding so hard I could hear it in my ears. I reached behind the dusty, gold-lettered spines of Charles Dickens' novels.

My fingers brushed against something hard and cold. A small, black notebook.

I pulled it out. It wasn't a ledger. It was a diary. The name on the inside cover wasn't Eleanor’s, and it wasn't Julian’s. It belonged to a woman named Sarah.

I flipped through the pages. The handwriting started out neat and professional, much like my own notes. But as the pages progressed, the script became jagged, frantic, and barely legible.

March 12th: He’s watching me through the vents. I can hear the click of the cameras at night. March 20th: I found the cameras in the bathroom. He smiled when I confronted him. He said it was for 'security'. April 5th: I tried to leave today. The car wouldn't start. The gates are locked. He’s standing in the hallway, just watching me.

The last entry was dated April 14th. It was only one sentence, written so hard that the pen had torn through the paper: "I think he’s going to kill me tonight."

I dropped the book as if it were made of hot coals. A floorboard creaked behind me.

I spun around, my breath hitching in my throat. Standing in the doorway, framed by the shadows of the hallway, was Julian. He was still wearing his overcoat, his shoulders damp from the rain. He didn't look angry. He looked... disappointed.

"Searching for something, Eva?" he asked, his voice smooth and terrifyingly calm.

I looked at the diary on the floor, then back at him. My mind raced for a lie, a cover story, anything to explain why the Estate Manager was digging behind the classics.

"I... I was just dusting," I stammered, my voice barely a whisper. "The shelves... they were quite dirty."

Julian walked into the room, his footsteps silent on the thick rug. He picked up the diary and looked at it with a strange, melancholic smile. "Ah, Sarah. She was a troubled soul. Much like Eleanor. She had a tendency to imagine monsters where there were only shadows."

He stepped closer, standing so near I could smell the damp wool of his coat and a hint of expensive cologne. He reached out and tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ear. His touch was light, but it felt like a brand.

"I hope you’re not like Sarah, Eva," he said, his blue eyes locking onto mine. "I would hate for your stay here to be as... short-lived as hers."

He took the diary from my hand and tucked it into his pocket. "Now, why don't you go check on dinner? I believe we’re having lamb tonight."

I nodded dumbly and hurried out of the room. As I walked down the long, dark corridor toward the kitchen, I realized something that made my blood run cold.

Julian hadn't been in Hartford. He had been here the whole time. And he had been watching me on those monitors from the moment I entered the library.

I wasn't just the manager of this estate. I was the next lead character in his twisted play. And according to Sarah’s diary, the final act was usually fatal.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three: The Weight of Silver and Secrets
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The kitchen of Blackwood Manor was a cathedral of cold surfaces. Every time I entered it, I felt a desperate need to make noise—to clatter a pan or hum a tune—just to prove that I wasn't a ghost haunting these halls. But Julian preferred silence. He said that a well-run house should function like a Swiss watch: invisible, audible only in its precision.

It was 6:00 PM, and the preparation for the "lamb dinner" Julian requested felt more like a ritual than a meal. I stood at the marble island, my hands moving mechanically as I trimmed the fat from the meat. My mind, however, was miles away, replaying the scene in the library. “I would hate for your stay here to be as short-lived as hers.” The way he had said it, with that polite, clinical smile, was worse than a scream. It was the voice of a man who knew exactly where the bodies were buried because he had dug the holes himself.

I looked at my reflection in the polished steel of the refrigerator. I looked tired. The shadows under my eyes were deepening, and I had only been here for forty-eight hours. In New York, I thought I knew what fear felt like—the fear of an empty bank account, the fear of a landlord’s knock. But this was different. This was the fear of being erased.

The iPad on the counter chimed. A new notification from the "House Management" app Julian had installed on my phone. “Eva, please ensure the silver service is used tonight. Eleanor likes the weight of it. It grounds her. Also, don’t forget her medication at 7:15 PM.”

I stared at the screen. He was likely in his office, just a few rooms away, yet he chose to communicate through an app. It was his way of reminding me that he was the administrator of my world. I opened the velvet-lined drawer where the silver was kept. Each fork and knife felt unnaturally heavy, cold enough to sting my fingertips. As I polished them, I thought about "Sarah." Who was she? A previous manager? A governess? Julian had called her "troubled," the same word he used for Eleanor. It seemed to be his favorite label for women who noticed too much.

At 7:00 PM, I plated the lamb. It looked perfect—pink in the center, crusted with herbs. I arranged it on the silver tray, added a glass of sparkling water for Eleanor, and prepared the small white pill Julian had left in a plastic cup. My heart hammered against my ribs as I approached the North Wing.

I punched in the code—10-31-92—and the lock clicked. This time, I didn't call out. I walked softly across the thick carpet.

Eleanor was standing by the window again, staring out into the pitch-black Connecticut woods. The fog had turned into a steady, freezing drizzle. She didn't turn around when I entered.

"You're late," she said. Her voice was stronger tonight, edged with a bitterness that hadn't been there before.

"I apologize, Eleanor. I was ensuring everything was prepared exactly as Mr. Blackwood requested."

She turned then, her eyes landing on the silver tray. A strange expression crossed her face—halfway between a sneer and a sob. "The silver. He always sends the silver when he wants to remind me of what I’ve 'lost.' He thinks expensive things can replace a soul."

I set the tray down on the dining table. "He says it grounds you."

Eleanor walked toward me, her silk robe trailing like a shroud. She ignored the food and picked up the small plastic cup. She held the white pill between her thumb and forefinger, examining it as if it were a rare gemstone.

"Do you know what this is, Eva?" she asked, her gaze fixed on the pill.

"Your medication. For your... memory."

"It’s a sedative," she hissed, her eyes snapping to mine. "It’s a chemical leash. It doesn't help me remember; it helps me forget that I’m human. It dulls the edges of the world until I’m nothing but a doll he can dress up and display when he feels like playing house."

I didn't know what to say. If I agreed with her, I was betraying Julian. If I disagreed, I was gaslighting a woman who looked like she was drowning in plain sight. "You should eat, Eleanor. The lamb is fresh."

She sat down, but instead of picking up the fork, she leaned across the table. "You went to the library, didn't you? I saw you on the monitor in my room before he cut the feed."

My blood ran cold. "He saw me too, Eleanor. He took the diary."

She closed her eyes for a moment, a single tear tracking through the pale powder on her cheek. "Then you're already in trouble. Sarah was smart, but she was sentimental. She thought she could find evidence and go to the police. She didn't realize that in this town, Julian is the police. He funds their galas. He builds their systems. You can't run from a man who owns the roads you’re standing on."

"What happened to her?" I whispered, leaning in closer, forgetting for a moment the camera in the corner of the ceiling.

"She found the basement," Eleanor whispered back. "Not the wine cellar. The other basement. The one behind the furnace. He calls it his 'server room,' but it’s where he keeps the digital ghosts of everyone who has ever crossed him. He doesn't just kill people, Eva. He deletes them."

Before I could ask anything else, the intercom on the wall crackled to life.

"Eva? Is everything alright in there? You’ve been in the suite for twelve minutes. The medication should have been administered by now."

Julian’s voice filled the room, sounding like it was coming from the very walls. Eleanor immediately dropped the pill into her mouth and took a sip of water, her face becoming a mask of vacant obedience.

"Everything is fine, Mr. Blackwood," I said, looking up at the speaker. "Mrs. Blackwood is eating now."

"Excellent. Come to my study when you’re finished. We need to discuss the weekend schedule."

The line went dead. Eleanor looked at me, her eyes glazed as the medication began to take hold with terrifying speed. "The basement," she mouthed silently, her head beginning to loll to the side. "Find the key in the blue vase."

I gathered the tray, my hands shaking so violently the silver rattled against the china. I backed out of the room and locked the door. My mind was a whirlwind of terror and curiosity. A basement behind the furnace? Digital ghosts? It sounded like the plot of one of the psychological thrillers I used to read to escape my own life. But here, I was the protagonist, and I didn't like the way the story was going.

I went to the study. Julian was sitting behind his desk, the light from his multiple monitors reflecting in his glasses, making his eyes look like glowing white orbs.

"Sit down, Eva," he said, not looking up from his keyboard.

I sat. The chair was low, making me feel like a child being scolded by a headmaster.

"You seem... distracted today," he said, finally turning to face me. He folded his hands on the desk. "Is the house too much for you? I know it’s a lot to take in."

"No, sir. I’m just adjusting to the routine."

"Good. Because I value stability. My previous employees... they struggled with the isolation. They started to listen to Eleanor’s stories. They started to imagine things. I would hate for you to succumb to the same 'cabin fever'."

He stood up and walked around the desk. He stopped behind me, and I felt the heat radiating from him. He placed a hand on my shoulder. It was heavy, like a lead weight.

"I checked your references again today, Eva," he said softly. "That little incident in New York. The missing funds from the gallery you managed. The 'misunderstanding' with the police."

I froze. My breath caught in my throat. How did he know? That record was supposed to be sealed. I had spent thousands of dollars on a lawyer to make sure it never surfaced.

"Don't look so shocked," Julian chuckled, a dry, mirthless sound. "I build security systems for a living. There is no such thing as a 'sealed' record in my world. I hired you because I like people with secrets. They are much more... motivated to stay loyal."

He leaned down, his breath warm against my ear. "You have nowhere else to go, Eva. No one else would hire you. You are exactly where you belong. In my house. Under my care."

He squeezed my shoulder—not quite a caress, but not quite a threat—and then walked toward the door. "I’m going for a walk. The rain has stopped. Make sure the kitchen is spotless before you retire."

He left the room, and I stayed in the chair for a long time, staring at the blank monitors. He had me. He had my past, he had my future, and he had my every move on camera. I was as much a prisoner as Eleanor.

But as I walked back toward the kitchen, my eyes drifted toward the blue porcelain vase sitting on the hallway console. Eleanor’s words echoed in my head: “Find the key.”
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