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Chapter One
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The rain hadn’t stopped for hours. Thick sheets of water lashed against the black iron gates as Lyra stood with her suitcase in one hand, umbrella rattling in the wind, and stared up at the looming estate beyond.

High Vale Manor.

It looked like something pulled from a dream—or a nightmare, depending on the angle. Gothic arches rose into the mist, stone gargoyles perched on ledges like silent watchers. The grounds were vast and overgrown in a way that suggested a time when it had once been immaculate, before the world forgot it existed.

She pressed the bell. A deep, resonant chime echoed through the gatepost, followed by silence that stretched on too long. Lyra almost turned back, convinced it was a mistake. She hadn’t even met the owner in person—just exchanged letters through a third-party staffing agency. A simple position, it had said: Live-in domestic service. Cleaning. Laundry. Discretion essential. High compensation.

Another gust of wind slapped her with rain. She squared her shoulders.

The gates groaned open.

A man in a dark uniform, face impassive, waited just inside. No umbrella. No greeting. He gave her a single nod before turning to walk without a word. Lyra followed, suitcase wheels bumping across cobblestones, her heart pounding with every step closer to the house.



Inside was warm, dim, and silent. Velvet curtains, polished banisters, dark wood paneling. It smelled like cedar and old books, and under it, something faint—like burnt incense or old smoke.

The silent man—whom she would come to know only as “Housekeeper”—led her through a series of winding halls before pausing before a tall door.

“Your quarters.”

He pushed it open. The room was modest but elegant. A four-poster bed draped in burgundy. Tall windows. A writing desk. A small fireplace already crackling to life. A private bathroom tucked beyond a carved door.

He handed her a single sheet of paper—rules, printed in elegant script:




	You will rise before 6 a.m. Breakfast served alone.

	You are to clean the east, south, and north wings.

	You are not to enter the west wing under any circumstance unless granted permission.

	You are not to attempt contact with the Master.

	If the Master contacts you, you will obey.
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