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Prologue
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They say love is a luxury only the rich can afford. I learned early that for girls like me—daughters of dirt and duty—love is a danger. A hunger. A blade.

I never planned to want him.

Julian Whitmore was a name whispered in linen corridors, printed in gilded newspapers, destined to inherit everything I’d never even be allowed to touch. He wore wealth like a second skin and walked like he’d never been told no.

And then he looked at me.

Not past me. Not through me. At me. Like I was a secret he’d been searching for his whole life.

The first time he spoke to me, it was a whisper in a hallway thick with shadows. The second time, it was a dare behind a garden wall. The third time, it was a kiss that tasted like risk and ruin.

He kissed me like he was starving. Like I was something forbidden and holy all at once.

His lips made promises I knew he couldn’t keep. Promises I let myself believe because I’d never been looked at like that before—like I was more than my station. More than a seamstress. More than a secret.

They warned me: his world doesn’t bend for mine.

But by the time I realized they were right, it was too late.

Because I had already fallen.

And Julian Whitmore’s kiss was the beginning of every lie I would die to remember.
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The needle pricked my finger again—deeper this time. A bead of blood swelled instantly on the tip, staining the lace like an omen. I flinched and hissed under my breath, shaking the pain off as I reached for the thimble I had neglected in my rush. The air was thick with the scent of fabric starch and candle wax, and the low hum of sewing machines vibrated through the floorboards.

“Clara, careful!” hissed Ruth from across the table without even looking up. “That lace costs more than your month’s pay.”

“I know,” I muttered. I did. We all did. Every girl in that room knew exactly how little we were worth, and exactly how much everything around us cost.

The final gown for the spring ball lay across my lap—a floating thing of cream silk and tulle, covered in hand-stitched pearls and flowered embroidery that had taken four of us three sleepless nights to finish. Every hem I stitched had to be invisible. Every flaw, a sin.

Outside, carriages began to arrive. I could hear the clatter of hooves over the gravel path, the shouting of stable hands, and the occasional bark of the Whitmore hounds. Somewhere beneath the kitchen wing, the ovens groaned with heat. Upstairs, the housemaids would be fluffing pillows and lighting scented candles. The estate breathed as a single body, moving in choreographed chaos to welcome its precious guests.

Then came the voice that froze us all.

“Clara!” Millie burst into the sewing room, her cheeks flushed pink and her curls escaping their pins. “The coach is arriving early!”

My eyes flicked to the wall clock. An hour too early.

“Already?” I asked, setting down the needle.

She nodded breathlessly. “He’s with them. Julian. He’s back from Oxford.”

A hush fell over the room. Even Ruth stopped sewing.

Julian Whitmore.

The name sat like static in the air. The heir. The golden boy. I had seen him only a handful of times over the years—crossing halls, giving brief nods, saying nothing. But each time, I had felt it. That strange, bone-deep awareness of being noticed by someone who belonged to a world I was never meant to touch.

I stood and crossed the room to the narrow window, pushing aside the curtain with ink-stained fingers. The Whitmore carriage was unmistakable—polished obsidian with the family crest emblazoned in gold, flanked by a pair of matching horses so white they looked unreal. The door swung open, and one by one the family emerged, dressed in travel silks and wide-brimmed hats.

Then he stepped out.

Julian.

He had changed. Taller, certainly. His shoulders were broader, his jaw more defined, dusted with a shadow of stubble. He moved like someone who had lived outside these walls—who had seen cities and ideas far beyond this estate. But it wasn’t that which made my breath catch.

It was the way he paused.

Looked up.

Right at me.

We were separated by an entire house—two floors, three layers of brick, and a hundred expectations. And yet, for one impossible second, our eyes locked across that distance.

He didn’t smile. He didn’t nod. He just... saw me. As if I weren’t just a shape behind glass, but a person. A presence.

I stumbled back from the window, heart thudding.

“Did he—?” Millie started.

“Nothing,” I said too quickly. “He didn’t see me.”

But he had.

And worse—I had wanted him to.
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The ballroom shimmered beneath a constellation of crystal chandeliers, each one casting flickering pools of golden light across the polished marble floors. The air was heavy with perfume—jasmine and rose, mingled with the faintest trace of cigar smoke—and laughter spilled like liquid silver between the gilded walls.

I shouldn’t have been there.

But Agnes, the cook’s daughter, had twisted her ankle on the kitchen stairs, and I was the only one nimble enough to carry the trays of champagne without upsetting a duchess or a diplomat. So here I was, caught between worlds, dressed in a plain grey linen dress that felt like a shroud in this cathedral of silk and jewels.

My hands trembled beneath the weight of the tray, fingers brushing the slender stems of the golden flutes. I moved quietly, weaving between the clusters of aristocrats who barely spared me a glance. I was a ghost in the room, invisible and yet painfully aware of every eye I imagined might be watching.

Then I saw him.

Julian.

He stood beneath a garlanded arch, where the light caught the soft curve of his jaw and the mischievous tilt of his smile. His black tie was loosened just enough to suggest he belonged here but refused to be imprisoned by it. His dark eyes swept the room, confident and calm—until they landed on me.

Our eyes met.

The world shrank.

He stepped forward, his voice low and clear as he reached for a glass.

“Thank you, Miss—”

He hesitated.

“Clara,” I whispered, barely daring to speak my name.

“Clara,” he repeated, savoring it like a secret. “You’re not part of the usual staff, are you?”

I shook my head, cheeks burning. “I’m not usually allowed this close.”

He smiled, the kind of smile that promised mischief and mayhem behind polite façades. “And yet, here you are.”

Our fingers brushed as he took the glass, a jolt shooting up my arm. I pulled back almost too quickly, aware of a sharp gaze cutting through the crowd—an aristocratic lady watching us with thinly veiled suspicion.

“I should get back,” I said hurriedly.

“Wait,” Julian called softly.

But I was already slipping away, heart pounding in my chest like a wild drum.

Later that night, when the house had fallen silent, I found a note carefully folded in the pocket of my apron.

Meet me in the west garden. Midnight. —J
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The west garden was a secret world bathed in moonlight, far away from the watchful eyes and whispered gossip of the grand house. Shadows tangled with the fragrant blooms, and the silver light turned the fountain’s ripples into liquid glass. The air smelled of jasmine and damp earth, a heady mixture that seemed to erase the sharp edges of the day.

I wasn’t sure why I had come. Maybe it was the thrill of defiance, or the hope that behind those familiar dark eyes, Julian might be something different—something real.

He was already there when I arrived, leaning casually against the ivy-covered arch, his silhouette sharp against the garden’s softness. The loose collar of his shirt hinted at the freedom he craved, but the weight of his name still pressed down on his shoulders.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” he said, voice low and steady.

“Neither was I,” I admitted, stepping closer, the crunch of gravel muffled by the grass.

We stood in silence, the kind that held a thousand unspoken words. Around us, the garden seemed to hold its breath, waiting.

“Do you believe in rules, Clara?” he asked suddenly, eyes searching mine.

“I have to,” I said, though my voice wavered. “They keep people like me from being crushed.”

Julian’s gaze softened. “Maybe it’s time someone broke them.”

His words hung in the air, heavy with promise and danger.

I wanted to say no. To walk away before the night swallowed us both. But when his fingers brushed mine, a spark ignited somewhere deep inside. My heart thundered, reckless and wild.

And then his lips found mine.

It was everything—the fire, the ice, the sweetness, the pain. It was a kiss that knew no boundaries, no promises, only raw, urgent truth.

It was wrong.

But it was real.

And I didn’t stop.
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The morning after the garden, the house felt heavier—like the walls themselves were holding their breath, waiting for the secret to spill. I woke before dawn, my mind tangled in the memory of Julian’s kiss, the brush of his fingertips, the way his eyes had held both fire and something tender, something broken.

I dressed quickly, choosing the plainest clothes I could find. The soft fabric of my blouse felt like a shield against the storm I knew was coming.

The servants moved like ghosts through the grand halls—whispers curling through the air, glances exchanged like silent warnings. I caught Millie’s worried eyes as I passed the kitchens, but she said nothing. No one dared.

In the sewing room, the rhythm of needles and thread usually brought a strange comfort. Today, it was different. Every stitch felt heavy, every sound amplified. The other girls whispered behind closed doors, their voices a low murmur of questions and caution.

“Clara,” Ruth finally said, breaking the silence as she handed me a length of silk. “Are you alright?”

I forced a smile. “I’m fine.”

But even as I said it, I knew the truth. I wasn’t fine.

By midday, a summons arrived—a delicate piece of cream-colored stationery edged with gold filigree. My heart stopped before I opened it. The handwriting was unmistakable, elegant and commanding.

Meet me in the library. Now.

The library was a world away from the kitchens and sewing rooms—walls lined with leather-bound books, heavy velvet curtains, and the scent of old paper and polished wood. Julian stood by the window, the light catching the sharp angles of his face.

“Clara,” he said quietly, as if afraid his voice might shatter the fragile moment.

“We can’t keep doing this,” I whispered, the weight of the unspoken rules pressing down like a stone.

He stepped closer, reaching out but not touching me. “Why not? What if we don’t want to live by their rules?”

I looked away, the tears I hadn’t allowed myself to shed threatening to spill. “Because I’m nothing to them. And if they find out—”

“They won’t,” he said firmly. “I’ll protect you. I swear it.”

But even as he spoke, doubt crept in. How could he keep a secret this big? How long before the walls closed in?

The hours passed in tense silence, until finally Julian took my hand.

“Come with me,” he said, eyes blazing with a reckless hope.

I hesitated, heart torn between the life I knew and the dangerous promise of something new.

And in that moment, I made a choice.
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The night air was thick with anticipation and danger as Julian led me through hidden corridors and back staircases I’d only ever heard whispers about. Every step echoed with the risk of discovery—the crack of a loose floorboard, the faintest breath from a guard, the click of a lock turning somewhere nearby.

I gripped his hand tightly, heart pounding so loudly I was sure it could be heard beyond these ancient walls. The world I’d known—the world of threadbare dresses and whispered warnings—was slipping away with each passing moment, replaced by something intoxicating and terrifying.

“We don’t have much time,” Julian whispered, his voice barely more than a breath. “If they catch us—”

“I know,” I said, my voice steady despite the storm raging inside me.

We reached a heavy oak door that creaked open to reveal a small, dimly lit room filled with trunks and forgotten memories. Julian pulled something from his pocket—a key, old and tarnished but real.

“This,” he said, unlocking the door beyond, “is our chance.”

Inside was a narrow staircase leading down into shadow, to a place few knew existed beneath the estate—a secret exit that led to the outside world, to freedom.

I hesitated, the weight of everything pressing down. Leaving meant everything. Leaving meant breaking every rule, every chain.

But the alternative was a life of silence, of hiding, of lies.

Julian’s eyes caught mine, fierce and imploring. “Together?”

I nodded, swallowing the fear that threatened to freeze me.

As we slipped into the darkness, the world behind us began to crumble—the life we had known, the lies we had lived, and the love we dared not speak aloud.

But outside, under the cover of night, something new was waiting.

And this time, it was real.
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