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Dedication
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To the One who gave me this gift—

May every word be an offering.

May every story break chains, stir hearts, and remind someone that even in the curse,

there is a calling.

To the girl who dreamed by candlelight,

writing in the margins of borrowed notebooks—

You made it. You’re still writing.

And now the world gets to read.

To every reader who refuses to believe the world when it tells them they are too broken, too strange, too haunted, too cursed—

This one is for you.

You are not cursed.

You are becoming.

And finally, to my sister in the spirit realm,

who still walks beside me in every line,

who taught me how to see the beauty in the dark—

this story carries your name in its breath.
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Chapter One: A Cursed Inheritance
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If there was ever a woman born under a bad sign, it was Benedita Gomes.

The servants of Solar dos Ferreiras whispered that she had been born during a thunderstorm, under a blood moon, while a black cat gave birth to triplets in the pantry and the devil himself played the fiddle on the roof tiles.

That wasn't true.

She had, in fact, been born on a sunny Tuesday in May, with nothing more dramatic than a chicken laying an egg in the courtyard. But Benedita had long since learned that facts were about as useful as a chocolate teapot when gossip offered so much more theatrical flair.

'Ai, Deus me livre,' she muttered under her breath, balancing precariously on a ladder that had probably witnessed the birth of Christ and was now held together by prayer and pure stubbornness. At twenty, she was the youngest maid in the grand, ostentatiously decorated home of Marquês Francisco Ferreira II, a man so beautiful that even the marble statues seemed to suck in their stone stomachs when he passed.

Benedita, however, had long since lost the capacity to be impressed by his good looks. Or so she claimed. Loudly. Often. Usually, while staring at her reflection in the silverware and wondering why God had given her such traitorous eyes that insisted on following the Marquês around like a lovesick puppy.

She had more pressing things to worry about than her employer's insufferably perfect jawline. Like the dust gathering in the upper corners of the salon's chandelier, which she had to clean while dangling from this antique death trap that Ma Bia insisted on calling a "perfectly good ladder."

The morning had started like any other. She'd risen before dawn, lit the fires, prepared the breakfast service, and now found herself in the grand salon, armed with a bucket of soapy water and enough cleaning supplies to sanitize a small village. The autumn sunlight streamed through the tall windows, casting long shadows across the marble floors that would need to be scrubbed until they gleamed like mirrors.

"Meu Deus, why do rich people need so many forks?" she grumbled, attacking the 212th piece of silverware with unnecessary vigor. "Is there a specific fork for stabbing yourself with when your silk slippers pinch too hard? A special one for picking at your conscience when you've been particularly cruel to the help?"

The silver spoon in her hand caught the afternoon light streaming through the tall windows, reflecting her exasperated face back at her. Tousled curls of nearly black hair framed her sun-browned face, currently smudged with soot from the fireplace she'd scrubbed earlier. Her eyes were large, dark, and...as Marquesa Camila Ferreira once famously declared..."too defiant for someone with no pedigree."

Pedigree. As if she were a prize-winning hound at the county fair.

Actually, scratch that. Camila treated her Pekingese, Princesa, better than she treated Benedita. The dog at least got fed twice a day, slept on silk cushions, and didn't have to dust the fig leaves on that ridiculous brass sculpture in the drawing room...the one that looked suspiciously like Camila herself, only with more clothes and slightly less venom.

Ma Bia...her surrogate mother, self-appointed guardian angel, and full-time dispenser of wooden spoon justice...would have scolded her for such thoughts.

"Ai, menina," she'd say, always with a sigh that seemed to originate from somewhere near her ankles, "one day that sharp tongue will slice you clean in half."

And Benedita, without fail, would reply, "Then at least I'll only have to clean half the house."

Which would earn her a swift smack with whatever kitchen utensil Ma Bia happened to be wielding at the moment.

Ah, família. Nothing quite like it.

She paused now, holding the particularly ornate serving spoon up to examine her reflection more closely. The face staring back at her was undeniably her mother's...or so Ma Bia always said. The same stubborn chin, the same expressive eyebrows that seemed to have a mind of their own, the same mouth that got her into more trouble than a cat in a fish market.

Her mother. Mãe. Julieta.

The ghost who haunted Solar dos Ferreiras more effectively than any spirit had a right to.

Twenty-one years ago, Julieta had arrived at the estate's gates barefoot, pregnant, and exhausted, looking like she'd walked through hell and back. The first Marquês Francisco had taken pity on her, offering her shelter in the servants' quarters. She'd worked alongside the other maids as her pregnancy progressed, never speaking of where she'd come from or who had put the child in her belly.

And then, the morning after Benedita's birth, she'd vanished like morning mist, leaving behind only a sleeping baby and a scrap of paper with one word written in what the midwife swore was blood: Benedita.

"A criança amaldiçoada," the older servants still whispered when they thought she couldn't hear. The cursed child.

Camila used the phrase with the same relish other people reserved for fine wine.

"Don't let her touch that," she'd snap at the other servants. "The cursed child of Rua do Beco might infect the silver with whatever demon blood runs through her veins."

To be fair, Rua do Beco, the narrow street that housed the servants' quarters, did have a certain... atmosphere. By atmosphere, she meant it smelled perpetually of boiled cabbage, wet laundry, and the dreams of people who'd long since stopped believing in fairy tales. The walls seemed to sweat during summer and weep during winter, and the floorboards creaked a symphony of complaints with every step.

But it was home. The only one she'd ever known.

Benedita had just finished polishing the last teaspoon when she heard the familiar click of expensive heels on marble. Her stomach clenched with the Pavlovian response of someone who'd learned to associate that particular sound with impending doom.

"Benedita!"

Fala do diabo. Speak of the devil, and her shriek shall pierce your eardrums.

She turned to find Camila standing in the doorway like a vision from someone's fever dream. The Marquesa was draped in enough rose-colored silk to upholster a small chapel, her golden curls arranged in perfect ringlets that had probably required the sacrifice of at least three hairpins and one lady's maid's sanity. Her lips were painted the color of crushed raspberries, and her smile could have frozen the fires of hell.

Beautiful, yes. But in the way a cobra was beautiful...all smooth scales and mesmerizing patterns, right up until it struck.

"I distinctly remember requesting the lemon tea service," Camila said, her voice carrying the kind of sweetness that usually preceded someone's untimely demise. "Not the lime pattern."

Benedita glanced at the tea service she'd so carefully arranged. "But senhora, they are practically..."

"Practically is not the same as exactly, is it?" Camila's smile sharpened to a razor's edge. "Perhaps your... unfortunate heritage has affected your eyesight as well as your manners?"

Respira, Benedita. Breathe. Don't say what you're thinking. Don't mention that her 'unfortunate heritage' apparently included the ability to see through other people's polished facades. Don't point out that the two tea services were identical except for the tiniest difference in the pattern that only someone with far too much time and far too little purpose would notice.

"Of course not, minha senhora. I'll correct it immediately."

Benedita bent to gather the tea service, her movements careful and measured. She'd learned long ago that any sudden gesture could be interpreted as defiance, and defiance meant punishment. The bucket of soapy water sat beside her, forgotten in the shadow of the ornate side table.

"See that you do. And do try not to break anything this time. I'd hate to have to dock your wages again."

Dock my wages? What wages? The three coins a month she received barely covered her shoe repairs, let alone anything resembling actual compensation for the privilege of being Camila's personal verbal punching bag.

"Naturalmente, senhora." Benedita gave what she hoped was a properly submissive curtsy. "It will be my absolute pleasure to serve you better."

The words came out slightly more sarcastic than intended, but Camila seemed too pleased with her own cruelty to notice.

That's when it happened.

A black shadow streaked through the tall windows with impossible speed, moving like liquid darkness against the afternoon light. Benedita's heart stopped. A cat—sleek, midnight black, with eyes like burning coals—had somehow appeared in the salon, seemingly from nowhere. It landed gracefully on the marble floor, fixed its otherworldly gaze directly on Benedita, and released a yowl that sounded less like a cat and more like a banshee announcing the end of times.

"Meu Deus!" Benedita stumbled backward, her hands flying to her chest.

The cat arched its back, every hair standing on end, and began to circle her with predatory grace. Its eyes never left hers, and for a moment, Benedita could have sworn she saw recognition there—as if this creature knew her, had been looking for her.

"Get away from me!" she gasped, taking another step back.

Her heel caught the edge of the bucket.

Time slowed to a crawl. The bucket tilted, soapy water sloshing dangerously. Benedita threw out her hands to catch it, but her fingers only managed to knock it further off balance. The bucket toppled with a resounding crash, sending a wave of dirty, sudsy water cascading directly toward Camila.

The deluge hit the Marquesa with the force of a small tsunami. Rose-colored silk clung to her like a second skin, her perfect ringlets collapsed into soggy tendrils, and Kohl ran down her cheeks in black rivulets that made her look like a painted doll left out in the rain.

For a moment, silence reigned supreme. Even the mysterious black cat seemed to pause in its otherworldly stalking to observe the spectacle.

Then Camila screamed.

It was the kind of scream that could shatter crystal, curdle milk, and probably wake the dead in three neighboring provinces. Her face contorted with rage, transforming her from merely beautiful to something altogether more terrifying.

"YOU CURSED LITTLE WITCH!" she shrieked, pointing a trembling, water-dripping finger at Benedita. "I KNEW IT! I KNEW YOU WERE CURSED!"

The black cat, as if summoned by her words, gave one final, bone-chilling yowl and vanished—not through the window, not through the door, but simply... gone. As if it had never existed at all.

Benedita stood frozen, dripping soapy water from her own clothes, staring at the empty space where the cat had been. "Senhora, I... I don't understand. The cat, it just—"

"THERE WAS NO CAT!" Camila's voice cracked with hysteria. "THERE ARE NO CATS IN THIS HOUSE! YOU DID THIS! YOUR DEMON BLOOD, YOUR CURSED EXISTENCE!"

But there had been a cat. Benedita had seen it, felt its presence like a cold wind against her soul. The way it had looked at her, recognized her...

"Please, minha senhora, if you'll just let me explain—"

"EXPLAIN?" Camila laughed, a sound like breaking glass. "Explain how a servant girl manages to summon creatures from hell to humiliate her betters? Explain how you've brought your mother's curse into my home?"

By now, the commotion had drawn the other servants. They clustered in the doorway like a flock of nervous birds, their faces pale with fear and fascination. Benedita could hear their whispered conversations:

"Did you see it? The black cat?"

"Appeared from nowhere, it did."

"Just like we always said—she's cursed."

"Her mother's blood runs true."

"We told you to stay away from her."

"Mark my words, she'll bring ruin to this house."

Ma Bia pushed through the crowd, her face a mask of concern and determination. "Enough!" she barked, her voice cutting through the whispers like a blade. "Everyone back to work! And you," she pointed at Camila, "need to get out of those wet clothes before you catch your death."

But Camila wasn't finished. She advanced on Benedita like an avenging angel, her silk slippers squelching with each step. "You think you can curse me in my own home? You think your devil's blood gives you power over me?"

"I never..."

"SILENCE!" Camila's hand flew out, connecting with Benedita's cheek in a slap that echoed through the salon. "You are hereby banned from the main house for the day. You will clean the stables, the latrines, the pigpens...anywhere your cursed presence can do no harm to decent people."

The sting of the slap burned across Benedita's face, but it was nothing compared to the humiliation. She could feel the eyes of every servant boring into her, could hear their whispered confirmations of what they'd always believed.

"Yes, minha senhora," she whispered, her voice barely audible.

"And if I so much as see another... incident... like this," Camila continued, her voice dropping to a venomous whisper, "I will personally ensure you are thrown out of this house with nothing but the clothes on your back. Do you understand me?"

"Yes, minha senhora."

"Then get out of my sight."

As Benedita fled the salon, she could hear the servants' whispers following her like a malevolent chorus:

"Cursed child..."

"Devil's daughter..."

"We told you so..."

"Stay away from her..."

That evening, long after the scandal had died down and the servants had returned to their quarters, Benedita sat on her narrow bed, staring at the red mark on her cheek in the small mirror Ma Bia had given her years ago.

The black cat had been real. She was certain of it. The way it had looked at her, the intelligence in its eyes, the way it had seemed to know her, it couldn't have been her imagination.

But if it was real, where had it come from? How had it gotten into the house? And why had it disappeared the moment Camila had screamed about curses?

Carefully, she reached under her thin mattress and withdrew a small package wrapped in an old linen napkin...one that had once graced the table of the first Marquesa, before time and neglect had relegated it to more humble purposes.

Inside was a single photograph, creased and faded with age. A woman with haunting dark eyes stood barefoot in a field, her dark hair wild around her shoulders, one hand resting protectively over her swollen belly.

Mãe.

"Quem eras tu?" she whispered to the image. Who were you? "And what did you leave me with?"

The photograph, as always, remained stubbornly silent.

But tonight, as Benedita studied her mother's face in the flickering candlelight, she could have sworn she saw something new in those captured eyes. A wildness, a power, a secret that seemed to whisper: You are more than they know. More than they can imagine.

Tomorrow would probably bring more of the stables, the latrines, the pigpens. It would bring more whispers, more fear, more isolation. But tonight, in the quiet darkness of Rua do Beco, Benedita Gomes...cursed child, servant, keeper of mysteries...allowed herself to wonder if the servants might be right.

Maybe she was cursed.

Maybe there was something in her blood that called to creatures of shadow and mystery.

Maybe her mother's legacy was more than just whispered rumors and cruel speculation.

Amanhã será outro dia, she told herself. Tomorrow would be another day.

And maybe, just maybe, it would be the day she finally stopped running from whatever she truly was.

Outside her window, a black cat sat on the roof tiles, its coal-bright eyes fixed on her small room. It watched her for a long moment, then melted back into the shadows, leaving only the memory of its presence and the lingering scent of wild places and ancient secrets.

The curse, it seemed, was far from finished with Benedita Gomes.

And maybe, just maybe, tomorrow would be the day she finally learned why her mother had left her with nothing but a name written in blood and a legacy of whispered curses.
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Chapter Two: The Marquise's Gilded Cage
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If Benedita had learned anything in her twenty years of breathing the rarefied air of Solar dos Ferreiras, it was that beautiful people were usually the most dangerous ones.

Take Marquesa Camila Ferreira, for instance.

Standing in the morning light that streamed through the salon's tall windows, she looked like something Michelangelo might have carved if he'd had a particularly vindictive mood and access to rose-colored silk. Every golden curl was positioned with mathematical precision, every fold of her dress arranged to catch the light just so. Her skin was the color of expensive porcelain, unmarked by sun or labor, and her smile could have graced the face of an angel.

Right up until you looked into her eyes.

"Meu Deus," Benedita muttered under her breath as she dusted the ornate picture frames along the wall, "even the portraits look nervous around her."

And they did. The painted faces of long-dead Ferreiras seemed to follow Camila with expressions of barely concealed terror, as if they were grateful to be safely trapped behind glass and varnish.

"Benedita!" Camila's voice cut through the morning air like a blade wrapped in honey. "Come here. Now."

Ai, Jesus. What fresh hell was this?

Benedita set down her dust cloth and approached with the kind of cautious steps usually reserved for approaching wild animals or unstable explosives. "Yes, minha senhora?"

Camila was holding court in the center of the salon, surrounded by her usual collection of morning visitors...three ladies from equally prominent families who apparently had nothing better to do than gather like vultures to feast on gossip and Portuguese pastries.

"Ladies," Camila announced with theatrical flair, "I present to you our very own mystery. The infamous cursed child of Rua do Beco."

The three women...Senhora Costa, Senhora Mendes, and Senhora Ribeiro... leaned forward with the hungry expressions of people about to witness a public execution. Their fans fluttered like the wings of predatory birds.

"Que interessante," murmured Senhora Costa, her beady eyes cataloging every detail of Benedita's appearance. "She does have a rather... wild look about her, doesn't she?"

"Diabólica," added Senhora Mendes with relish. "You can see it in the eyes. Definitely touched by something unholy."

Benedita bit her tongue so hard she tasted copper. The alternative was informing Senhora Mendes that the only thing diabolic about her eyes was how clearly they could see through the woman's badly applied talc face powder and even worse dyed hair.

"Tell them about your mother, dear," Camila commanded with false sweetness. "About how she appeared here like a phantom in the night, heavy with sin and secrets."

Apareceu como fantasma. Appeared like a phantom. Trust Camila to make her mother's desperate arrival sound like something from a Gothic novel.

"I'm afraid I know very little about my mother, senhoras," Benedita replied carefully. "I was but a newborn when she... departed."

"Departed," Senhora Ribeiro repeated with a snort. "Such a delicate way to say 'vanished into thin air like the devil's own daughter.'"

"Indeed," Camila continued, clearly enjoying herself. "One morning she was there, the next...poof...gone without a trace. Left nothing but this creature and a name written in blood."

The ladies gasped in unison, a perfectly choreographed display of horror and delight.

"Blood?" Senhora Costa pressed her hand to her heart. "How perfectly... sinistro."

Benedita's jaw clenched. These women spoke about her mother as if she were discussing the plot of a penny novel, not a real person who had brought a child into the world and then disappeared into the night for reasons no one would ever know.

"Perhaps," she said quietly, "she simply sought a better life elsewhere."

The silence that followed was deafening.

Camila's smile froze on her face like ice on a windowpane. "Perhaps," she repeated slowly, "you forget your place, girl."

My place. As if her place wasn't reminded to her every single day, with every snide comment and impossible task and casual cruelty.

"Of course, minha senhora. Forgive me."

"Hmm." Camila's eyes glittered dangerously. "Ladies, as you can see, the devil's blood runs strong in this one. Always has something to say, our little filha do demônio."

Daughter of the demon. The phrase rolled off Camila's tongue like a prayer she particularly enjoyed reciting.

Before Benedita could formulate a response that wouldn't get her thrown into the cellar, the salon doors opened with a soft whisper of hinges, and suddenly the entire atmosphere of the room changed.

Marquês Francisco Ferreira II entered like a man walking through his own mausoleum.

Santo Deus, but the man was unfairly beautiful. Even Benedita, who had perfected the art of pretending indifference, felt her traitorous heart skip like a stone across water. He was tall and lean, with dark hair that always looked slightly mussed despite his valet's best efforts, and eyes the color of storm clouds over the Atlantic. His face was all sharp angles and aristocratic lines, but there was something in his expression...a quiet melancholy that made him seem less like a marble statue and more like a man carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders.

"Bom dia, ladies," he said, his voice carrying that particular quality that made even simple greetings sound like poetry. "I trust you're enjoying your morning?"

The effect on the assembled women was immediate and embarrassing. Senhora Costa suddenly remembered how to flutter her eyelashes, Senhora Mendes sucked in her considerable stomach, and Senhora Ribeiro actually giggled...a sound that belonged to someone forty years younger and considerably less desperate.

But it was Camila's transformation that truly fascinated Benedita. The cruel smile melted away, replaced by an expression of such perfectly crafted adoration that it could have won awards for theatrical performance.

"Meu querido Francisco," she purred, rising gracefully from her chair. "How wonderful that you could join us. I was just entertaining our guests with stories of our... colorful household staff."

Francisco's gaze swept the room and landed briefly on Benedita. For just a moment...so quickly she might have imagined it...something flickered in his storm-gray eyes. Recognition? Curiosity? Or perhaps just the polite acknowledgment one gave to the furniture.

"Indeed," he said neutrally. "I'm sure they find our domestic arrangements... illuminating."

There was something in his tone...a subtle irony that made Benedita wonder if he was perhaps not as oblivious to his wife's cruelties as everyone assumed.

"Oh, absolutely fascinating," gushed Senhora Costa. "Particularly the story of the mysterious woman who appeared twenty years ago. Such a romantic tragedy!"

"Romantic?" Francisco's eyebrow raised slightly. "I'm not certain that's the word I would choose."

"Claro que não," Camila laughed, a sound like breaking crystal. "There was nothing romantic about it. A desperate woman, clearly running from scandal, imposed upon my dear father-in-law's kindness and then abandoned her bastard child to be raised by our charity."

The words hit Benedita like physical blows, but she kept her expression carefully neutral. She'd had twenty years of practice.

"Charity," Francisco repeated quietly. "Yes. I suppose that's one way to look at it."
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