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​ARC 1: The Valtier Mansion Secret

​Prologue
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Valtier Mansion loomed before me like something out of a ghost story.

Beneath the heavy gray sky, thick with the promise of rain, I stood motionless before its towering iron gates. They stretched high above me, cold and unyielding, their intricate design resembling the twisted branches of dead trees. But it was the rust that caught my attention first—deep, reddish-brown stains that had eaten through the metal in places, leaving holes that looked almost like... bite marks. The iron itself seemed to weep, dark streaks trailing down from each joint where the metal had corroded in ways that didn't look natural. Like something had been clawing at it from the inside.

Beyond them, the mansion itself was a shadow against the sky—a fortress of dark stone and gothic carvings that sent a shiver crawling down my spine.

I had only ever heard of this place in hushed whispers, in the kind of stories meant to keep children from wandering too far at night. A house of secrets. A house of monsters.

And now, I was here.

I tightened my grip on the small bag slung over my shoulder, the only piece of my old life I had brought with me. My heart pounded so hard it echoed in my ears.

"You can do this, Lana."

The words barely left my lips, swallowed by the eerie stillness that surrounded me.

The night before, I had packed my belongings—few as they were—preparing to leave behind the village I had known my entire life. It wasn't a choice I had made lightly. My aunt Rosa had worked at Valtier Mansion for years, sending home wages that kept us afloat. Now, with her gone, it was up to me to take her place.

I had thought I was ready.

But as I stood there, staring up at the towering estate before me, a deep and primal instinct stirred in my chest—one that told me to run.

The gate groaned as it slowly creaked open on its own, the sound slicing through the silence like a warning. I swallowed hard, forcing my feet forward.

The moment I stepped inside, the cold air wrapped around me like unseen hands. The gates slammed shut behind me with a resounding clang.

A sense of finality settled over me.

I was inside now.

...

Willowmere Village, the Night Before.

"Cassius Valtier? He's not just a Duke."

My father's voice echoed in my mind, heavy with unease. That night, he had looked at me not as his daughter, but as someone marching toward her own doom. The flickering firelight had cast deep shadows on his face, his weathered features twisted with worry.

"He's infamous for...strange things, Lana. That mansion is no place for anyone to stay."

I had only stared at the dying embers in the hearth, the warmth of the flames failing to reach me. Strange things. The words clung to my skin like the cold wind that crept in through the cracks of our tiny cottage.

"Father," I had murmured, my voice barely steady, "we don't have a choice. Aunt Rosa lived there for years, until her final days. I can do the same."

"But Rosa never came back, not once, even though she kept sending money." His voice turned sharper, edged with frustration and fear. "You know this, Lana. Even the rumors about Duke Valtier are enough to keep people away. They say he hardly ever steps out. Some even claim he's a mons—"

"Even if he's a monster, I'll go."

The words had left my lips before I could stop them, solid and unwavering. I lifted my gaze to meet his, my heart hammering, my determination unshaken. "I'm doing this for Lila and Asdalan. I want them to have a better future. That won't happen if I stay here."

His mouth pressed into a thin line. The fire crackled between us, casting flickering shadows on the walls, distorting his troubled expression. Silence hung heavy in the air. And then, slowly, his shoulders sagged in resignation.

I knew he had no more words left to stop me.

Aunt Rosa had done this for us. Now, it was my turn.

If I couldn't return, at least I could send money. At least I could give my siblings the life they deserved.

But as I stood before the iron gates of Valtier Mansion, my father's final words whispered through my mind like a curse.

"That place is cursed, Lana. If you enter, you may never come out."

*
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ARRIVING AT VALTIER Mansion

Cassius Valtier.

The name alone was enough to send shivers down my spine, whispered among those who feared the Duke and the secrets lurking within his grand estate. And now, I was here—standing before its massive, iron-wrought doors, my breath visible in the cold night air.

A gust of wind howled through the trees as the doors creaked open, revealing the shadowy depths beyond. A rush of icy air spilled out, wrapping around me like unseen fingers, a silent warning to turn back while I still could.

But I had no choice.

I stepped inside.

The long, dark corridor stretched ahead, lined with towering candelabras. Flames flickered against the stone walls, casting warped, restless shadows that slithered and stretched like something alive. My footsteps echoed against the marble floor, swallowed by the overwhelming silence.

Then, a voice—rough as grinding stone—shattered the quiet.

"You're Lana?"

I turned sharply, my heart nearly leaping out of my chest. An older man stood before me, his features sharp, his eyes assessing. He was dressed in a formal but somber suit, a stark contrast to the flickering candlelight that barely softened his severe presence.

"Yes," I managed, forcing my voice steady. "I'm Rosa's niece. I've come to take her place."

He studied me for a moment before giving a single nod. "I am Albern, the head steward of Valtier Mansion."

Without another word, he turned on his heel and began walking down the corridor, his steps measured and unhurried. I hurried to follow, my eyes darting around, taking in my surroundings.

Everything about the mansion screamed wealth—vaulted ceilings adorned with intricate carvings, enormous gold-framed mirrors stretching along the walls, reflecting flickering candlelight into endless darkness. The paintings—portraits of Valtier ancestors—were the worst. Their eyes seemed to follow me, watching, waiting.

"This mansion is...magnificent," I murmured, more to myself than to him.

Albern didn't slow his pace. "Magnificence often hides darkness," he replied.

My throat tightened.

A cold unease settled deep in my bones.

Minutes passed in silence before Albern finally came to a stop before a grand set of double doors. The intricate carvings on them—roses entwined with sharp thorns—felt almost like a warning. He didn't hesitate as he pushed them open, gesturing for me to step inside.

"The music room," he announced, his tone neutral. "His Grace is expecting you."

I swallowed hard and stepped forward.

The room was vast, lined with towering bookshelves and a grand piano at its center. Heavy velvet drapes covered the massive windows, allowing only the barest sliver of moonlight to spill through. But my attention was immediately stolen by the figure standing near the window, his back turned to me.

Cassius Valtier.

Even in the dim light, I could see the way his tailored black suit fit him perfectly—every detail meticulously in place. His posture was regal, effortless, exuding a presence that felt far too heavy for one person to carry.

Then, he moved.

Slowly, he turned, and the moment our eyes met, the air in my lungs vanished.

Silver.

His eyes weren't just pale—they glowed, like molten metal, unreadable and inhuman. They locked onto me, holding me in place as if he had reached into my very soul and pinned it beneath his unrelenting gaze.

"You're replacing Rosa?" His voice was deep, smooth, yet carrying an edge that sent a shiver down my spine.

My nails dug into my palms so hard I was sure they'd leave marks. The pain was the only thing keeping me from trembling visibly. Every instinct screamed at me to look away, to run, to do anything but stand there under that piercing stare. But I couldn't. Wouldn't. Lila and Asdalan's faces flashed in my mind—thin cheeks, worn clothes, empty plates. I bit down on the inside of my cheek until I tasted copper.

"Yes, Your Grace. I'm Rosa's niece. I promise to do my best."

Silence stretched between us, suffocating and thick. Then, slowly, his lips curved into a faint smile.

But it wasn't warm.

It wasn't kind.

It was the kind of smile one wore when discovering something intriguing. Something they wished to inspect. Something they wished to possess.

"We'll see."

My stomach twisted.

Albern bowed and took his leave, the doors closing behind him with a heavy thud that seemed to echo through my bones. I was alone with him now.

The Duke.

A man feared by many.

A man whose presence made the air feel heavier, colder, as if the mansion itself held its breath in his presence.

His gaze never left me, and I stood frozen beneath it, unable to look away.

I had walked into his domain willingly.

But as the weight of his attention settled over me, suffocating and consuming—I realized something chilling.

I had just stepped into the lion's den.
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​Chapter 1
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After a tense first encounter with Duke Cassius Valtier, Mr. Albern escorted me into the depths of the mansion.

It felt as though I had stepped into another world—grand staircases draped in rich red carpets, walls adorned with gilded mirrors, and towering ceilings illuminated by glittering crystal chandeliers. The opulence of it all nearly took my breath away.

My steps faltered as we reached a large, well-lit room. Standing at its center was a middle-aged woman with a stern expression. Her hair was meticulously pinned up, not a single strand out of place, and her pristine black uniform and white apron looked like they'd been pressed moments ago. But what caught my attention first was how she snapped her fingers at a young maid who was dusting a side table.

"Margaret! The grain of the wood goes horizontal, not vertical. Start over." The maid's face crumpled, but she immediately began wiping the table again, her movements frantic and careful.

The woman's sharp eyes then turned to me, boring into me with unsettling coldness. Her desk—perfectly organized, every paper stacked at precise right angles, a single pen placed exactly parallel to the edge—told me everything I needed to know about her before she even spoke.

I shivered inwardly.

"I am Madam Veronica," she introduced herself without preamble, her voice crisp and commanding. "I am the head housekeeper here. Everything within this mansion falls under my supervision."

I dipped my head slightly in respect. "It's a pleasure to meet you, Madam. My name is Lana."

"I know who you are," she replied curtly, her tone devoid of warmth. "And I know your family background. I don't care why you're here, so long as you obey the rules and perform your duties flawlessly."

Her bluntness caught me off guard, but of course, she had every right to be strict.

With a sharp gesture, Veronica motioned for me to follow her. She led me to a dedicated training room for new staff. Inside, a large blackboard covered with neatly written rules awaited—working hours, speaking etiquette, even dress codes. The handwriting was so uniform it looked like it had been done with a ruler.

"Pay close attention and memorize these," she instructed, tapping the board with a finger. "The Valtier mansion is unlike any other workplace. Here, confidentiality is everything. Whatever you see, hear, or experience must never leave these walls. Not even your family can know. Understand this clearly."

I nodded slowly. "I understand, Madam."

"Good," she said, though her piercing gaze remained unyielding. "And one more thing. Avoid any trouble with Duke Cassius Valtier. He is the head of this household and does not tolerate people getting too close to him. You might find him cold and arrogant, but he holds all the power here. If you make a mistake, you'll face the consequences directly."

My heart raced as memories of my brief encounter with the duke flared in my mind—his icy smile and penetrating gaze left a lasting impression that was difficult to shake.

"Other than the Duke," Veronica continued, "you should also be mindful of Lord Rael, his personal aide. He often acts as an intermediary for matters involving the Duke. But don't be fooled—if the Duke disapproves of you, not even Lord Rael can help."

After her long and nerve-wracking briefing, I was handed a black-and-white maid's uniform and directed to a modest room in the western wing where the staff resided. As I made my way there, Veronica's warnings echoed in my mind.

"Why does everyone seem so afraid of Duke Cassius Valtier?" I murmured to myself. The question lingered, a mix of fear and curiosity stirring inside me.

"Lana."

I froze at the sound of Madam Veronica's voice behind me. Turning, I saw her watching me with a stern, almost foreboding expression.

"Remember what I said. If you don't want to regret coming here, follow the mansion's rules and stay out of the Duke's way. He won't hesitate to crush anyone who dares cross him."

I nodded silently, lowering my head. Avoiding the Duke, she said? I knew that would be easier said than done. How could I avoid a man who had already made my heart race with just one look?

*
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AFTER SETTLING INTO my room, I decided to visit the kitchen, thinking I might as well start working instead of sitting idly. But on my way there, I nearly collided with someone—another man, tall and poised, his presence exuding authority.

"Hello, are you Lana?"

His voice was smooth, polite yet firm. I quickly straightened myself, lowering my head slightly in respect.

"Yes, sir," I replied, keeping my tone as composed as possible.

"I'm Lord Rael, the Duke's personal aide," he introduced himself, his sharp eyes studying me briefly before his lips curved into a surprisingly warm smile.

I had expected him to be as cold and intimidating as the Duke, but Lord Rael was nothing like I imagined. His dark hair was neatly styled, his clothes crisp and elegant, and there was something almost disarming about the way he carried himself—welcoming, yet still exuding an air of authority.

"Welcome, Lana," he said kindly, his voice easing some of my nerves. "I've been informed of your arrival. You don't have to worry too much. I'll make sure you adjust well to your responsibilities here."

Relief washed over me. At least not everyone in this mansion was as cold as its master.

"Thank you, My Lord," I said, trying to maintain my composure. "I'll do my best."

Lord Rael gave me a nod of approval before continuing on his way. For the first time since arriving at Valtier Mansion, I felt a small glimmer of reassurance.

But that feeling didn't last long.

An hour later, I received my first task.

Cleaning Duke Cassius Valtier's study.

The very thought sent a chill down my spine.

*
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THE STUDY WAS IMMENSE, exuding a sense of cold magnificence. Dark wooden walls loomed around me, and towering bookshelves brimmed with heavy tomes on business, power, and the Valtier family's history.

A large desk dominated the center of the room, surrounded by luxurious chairs. It felt less like a workspace and more like a vault for untold secrets.

Taking a steadying breath, I got to work, carefully wiping the desk. My hands were still shaking a little—from nerves or from the memory of those pale eyes, I wasn't sure. But before I could finish, the door swung open with a loud creak, making me jump.

I turned swiftly—and there he was.

Duke Cassius Valtier entered the room with slow, deliberate strides—each step measured, exuding a quiet dominance that sent a chill down my spine. The air shifted with his presence, thick with something unspoken, something dangerous. Dressed in a perfectly tailored black suit, his sharp features were carved with effortless precision, and those pale eyes...cold, unreadable, piercing straight through me.

I felt small. Inconsequential. A mere speck in the vastness of his world.

"Y-Your Grace..." My voice barely made it past my lips, trembling under the weight of his silence.

But he didn't acknowledge me. Didn't even glance my way. As if I wasn't even there.

Instead, he moved with practiced ease, undoing the buttons of his jacket one by one, his fingers working with a calm, unhurried precision.

I stilled. My breath caught in my throat like a trapped bird.

Wait.

Was he...?

"Y-Your Grace!" I blurted out, panic surging through me. Heat flooded my cheeks so fast I felt dizzy.

This time, he paused. His gaze flicked toward me, blank, devoid of emotion, before—just as swiftly—he dismissed me altogether.

Like I wasn't worth his time.

Like I wasn't even a presence in his space.

Like I was furniture.

He resumed his task.

The jacket slid off his broad shoulders. Then his shirt.

And then, he didn't stop.

Oh God. Oh God, what do I do? My mind went completely blank, thoughts scattering like startled birds. Should I leave? Should I say something? Should I—

Fabric pooled to the ground, revealing more and more of him with every agonizing second. His movements were controlled, indifferent, but to me, they were anything but. My throat went dry. My skin burned. And yet, I couldn't tear my gaze away.

This is wrong. This is so wrong. Look away, Lana. LOOK AWAY.

But I couldn't.

Lean, taut muscles rippled with every shift, the harsh glow of candlelight tracing over scars long healed. Strength and elegance woven into one. A body that spoke of wars fought, battles survived.

I should have turned away.

I should have.

But my traitorous eyes stayed locked onto him, helpless against the quiet, devastating power that was Duke Cassius Valtier.

He didn't spare me a second glance. Didn't hesitate as he strode toward the bathroom, the last of his clothing falling away. 

Duke Cassius Valtier stopped at the threshold of the bathroom. He turned slightly, his sharp profile looking even more intimidating amidst the rising steam.

"Are you still standing there like a statue?" His voice was low, cold as cracking ice. "Come here. Be useful."

My heart dropped. Did he think I was his personal attendant? I followed him inside, my steps unsteady. 

The room was vast, filled with the scent of sandalwood and warm mist. The Duke was already in the large marble pool. 

The water only reached his waist. It exposed a broad, powerful back, muscles rippling with every breath.

I froze at the edge. My eyes remained locked on the water droplets sliding down his skin.

"What are you waiting for?" he snapped without turning. "Take the sponge. Do not make me repeat myself."

My breath hitched. My lungs felt tight, the oxygen suddenly gone. Wash him? 

My hands, still clutching the cleaning cloth, shook violently. I felt lightheaded—dizzy from the steam, or perhaps from the sight of the most powerful, dangerous man in the kingdom completely bare before me.

Just as I prepared to step forward in defeat, the heavy doors swung open.

"Forgive me, Your Grace! I deeply apologize for the delay!"

A senior male servant rushed in, face pale with terror. He carried a tray of bathing oils and bowed low.

"The schedule is still in chaos since the recent events," he stammered. "So many vacancies... so many positions to fill because of those who didn't survive the outbreak."

The air turned frigid. The outbreak. My aunt’s name, Aunt Rosa, flashed through my mind. 

She had died so suddenly. So mysteriously. There had been no explanation, just a cold notification of her passing from the mansion.

Back in my village, we believed the rumors. We whispered that the Duke was a monster who drank human blood to maintain his youth. 

We thought Aunt Rosa had been a sacrifice to his darkness.

But upon reaching the city, the truth was far more terrifying. It wasn't fangs or black magic killing the people. 

It was a deadly, contagious plague spreading through touch and breath—a secret the city officials kept buried to prevent a mass panic.

Duke Cassius didn't look back. He simply leaned against the marble ledge, dismissing my existence as if my fear was nothing but drifting dust.

"Leave," he commanded flatly.

I didn't need to be told twice. I turned and nearly ran from the suffocating room.
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​Chapter 2
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That night, sleep was a cruel, unattainable thing.

Every time I shut my eyes, the events of the afternoon unraveled in my mind with unforgiving clarity. My breath hitched, my cheeks burned, and an unbearable heat coiled in my chest. No matter how hard I tried to will the memory away, it remained, vivid and merciless.

"Why...why did I have to see that?"

I turned onto my side, then my back, then onto my stomach, burying my face into the pillow as if I could suffocate my own thoughts. But they wouldn't stop.

Duke Cassius Valtier. Standing there. Completely bare. Utterly unbothered.

"Dear god!"

I bit down on the pillow in sheer frustration, my fingers gripping the sheets as if they could anchor me to sanity. What kind of man undressed so shamelessly in front of a mere maid? No—what kind of duke did that? And why, of all people, did I have to witness it?

A fresh wave of mortification crashed over me. I squeezed my eyes shut, willing myself to forget. To erase the image of sculpted muscles and cold, pale eyes that hadn't spared me even a sliver of attention.

But my mind—my traitorous, wretched mind—refused to obey.

"Why is this happening to me?" I groaned, rolling onto my side and curling into a ball.

The night stretched on, endless and unrelenting, as my heartbeat pounded in my ears. Embarrassment burned through me like an unshakable fever, leaving me wide awake with no hope of escape.

By the time dawn's first light crept through my window, one thing was certain.

I was doomed.

*
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THE FOLLOWING DAYS in the mansion were nothing short of torture. Every task, no matter how simple, felt like walking on glass. I moved from room to room, cleaning, delivering meals, all the while keeping my head down, desperate to avoid making any more mistakes. But this place seemed designed to chew me up and spit me out.

One afternoon, as I entered the grand dining room with a tray of food, my feet betrayed me. I tripped—over what, I still don't know. Maybe it was my own clumsy stride, maybe it was the small rug that hadn't been there yesterday. My heart stopped as I fought to regain balance, but my legs buckled, sending me stumbling forward. The deafening clatter of the plates crashing to the ground echoed through the room like gunshots.

Time seemed to freeze. The sound of breaking porcelain hung in the air like a death sentence. I managed to steady myself before tumbling completely to the floor, but the damage was already done. The maids in the room turned their eyes toward me—cold, ruthless eyes. I could feel their gazes drilling into my skin.

I quickly knelt down, trying to salvage what was left of the shattered plates, my hands trembling so hard I could barely pick up the pieces.

Their whispers sliced through the air like knives. "She's Rosa's niece, that's why she's here. No test, no qualifications. If she had to prove herself, she'd be gone by now."

The words hit me like a punch to the gut. My cheeks burned, but I forced myself to keep going, pretending not to hear their cruel assessments. But my pulse raced, and the weight of their judgment crushed me with every passing second.

And just when I thought things couldn't get worse, they did.

Later that day, I was cleaning the grand living room—a vast space filled with expensive furniture and things that probably cost more than my family made in a year. I was being so careful, so careful, moving around a marble table with this delicate antique vase. Blue and white porcelain, probably older than my village.

I was dusting around it when I noticed something odd. The vase was sitting right on the edge of the table—precariously balanced, like someone had moved it there. That morning, I could have sworn it had been in the center, safely away from the edge. But maybe I was remembering wrong. Maybe I was just paranoid.

I reached around it carefully, trying not to touch it at all. But as I stretched to dust the far corner, my elbow brushed against something. The vase wobbled.

No. No no no.

I lunged forward, trying to catch it, but I was too late. It tipped over, crashing to the marble floor with a sound that made my blood turn to ice.

The vase shattered into a thousand pieces, sharp shards scattering across the room like tiny daggers. My breath caught in my throat.

"Oh no..." I whispered, crouching down, my hands shaking uncontrollably as I reached for the broken remnants. The vase was beyond repair. It was gone. And it was probably worth more than I'd ever see in my lifetime.

The other maids stood there, frozen, their eyes wide with something that looked almost like satisfaction. Some shook their heads, others muttered in low tones.

"She's clumsy. Useless," one of them said, not even bothering to whisper. "Just wait...she'll be gone soon. Can't have someone this incompetent here."

I could feel the weight of their stares, their barely concealed glee at my failure. It clawed at me, suffocating me. The sting of their words bit deep into my chest, but I couldn't let myself break.

I wiped away the tears threatening to spill, swallowing my humiliation as I continued to gather the shards. But deep inside, the knot of fear and frustration only grew tighter.

I had no choice but to press on. Even if the mansion itself was trying to destroy me, even if every day felt like a test designed for me to fail.

*
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A FEW DAYS LATER, I was assigned the task of serving dinner in the main dining hall—a responsibility that made my stomach churn with anxiety. The head chef was already pacing in the kitchen, his face red with impatience.

"Hurry up!" he barked, his voice cutting through the air like a whip. "You've got only a few minutes. Get moving!"

My heart pounded as I hurriedly pushed the serving cart, its delicate dishes clinking with every jolt. I focused on the path ahead, but once again, trouble found me. Several maids were moving through the hallway, their pace oddly slow. Every time I tried to pass, one of them would suddenly stop to adjust something, or step aside at the exact moment I moved in that direction.

It felt deliberate. Too coordinated. But maybe I was just being paranoid again. Maybe they were just doing their jobs.

The seconds ticked by, each one feeling heavier than the last, and by the time I reached the dining room, sweat was beading on my forehead. I knew I was late. I could feel the pressure rising in my chest as I stepped inside, my eyes darting nervously around the room. And then, I saw him.

Duke Cassius Valtier sat at the head of the table, his eyes already trained on me. His gaze was like ice, cutting through the air with a sharpness that made my breath catch. He didn't have to say a word. The raised brow said everything—the unspoken accusation that I had failed him. Again.
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