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The scent of cardamom and despair clung to Preity Patel long after she had boarded the plane in Chennai. She was twenty-one, a village girl who had spent her life sweeping dust off dirt floors, and now she was flying over the ocean to Boston, Massachusetts. Her uncle, a quiet man who drove a taxi in Cambridge, had secured her a position as a domestic servant. To Preity, it was not merely a job; it was a lifeline thrown into a drowning sea.

She arrived in autumn, the New England air sharp and stinging against her brown skin, accustomed to the oppressive heat of Tamil Nadu. The taxi ride from Logan Airport to Cambridge was a blur of towering structures and endless streams of sleek cars. But nothing prepared her for the mansion.

It stood on Brattle Street, a sprawling, historic estate that looked more like a museum than a home. It had been purchased entirely by the Altan family, a political dynasty in Turkey with ties that webbed across Europe and into Russia, for their daughter, Raihana. Raihana was attending Harvard University, and her family ensured her surroundings reflected their formidable status.

Preity was given a small room near the kitchen, a stark contrast to the opulence upstairs, yet it was a palace compared to the hut she had left behind. Her duties were simple: cleaning, assisting the cook, and ensuring the mansion remained immaculate. It was here, amidst the gleaming mahogany and polished silver, that she first saw Raihana Altan.

Raihana was a vision. Tall, slender, with skin the color of pale ivory and hair that cascaded in dark waves. Her eyes, a striking shade of emerald, held a mixture of intelligence and an easy, unquestioned authority. She spoke five languages fluently, played the cello with concert-level precision, and moved with a grace that seemed entirely effortless.

Preity, standing at barely five feet tall, with her dark skin and raven-black hair, felt like an ugly stain on a pristine rug whenever Raihana was in the room. She would watch, hidden behind half-closed doors or while ostensibly dusting a vase, as Raihana entertained guests.

And what guests they were. The mansion saw a revolving door of elite society. There were heirs to European banking fortunes, sons of Middle Eastern oil magnates, and even, on one memorable evening, the youngest son of the President of the United States. They all came bearing gifts, sporting practiced smiles, and vying for Raihana’s attention.

Raihana handled them all with a cool, polite detachment. She was not haughty, merely unimpressed. To Preity, this nonchalance was the ultimate sign of power. She had everything the world could offer, and she treated it as simply her due.

A slow, corrosive jealousy began to root itself in Preity’s heart. It wasn't just the wealth, though the sight of Raihana’s all-branded walk-in closet made her stomach ache with longing. It was the life. It was the way the air seemed to clear a path for Raihana when she walked. It was the education, the discussions of philosophy and economics that drifted down to the kitchen, concepts Preity could barely grasp, let alone debate.

She wanted to be the one stepping out of the silver sedan. She wanted to feel the soft, expensive fabric of a tailored blazer against her skin. She wanted to sit in those grand Harvard lecture halls, to have her thoughts matter. She wanted to be the one refusing the advances of presidents' sons.

She wanted to be Raihana.

The thought, initially a fleeting fantasy, grew into an obsession. Preity began to mimic Raihana in the safety of her small room. She would practice the elegant posture, the slight tilt of the head when listening, the soft, melodious cadence of her voice. She studied fashion magazines left in the recycling bin, trying to understand the alchemy of style that Raihana seemed to possess naturally.

One crisp November afternoon, the house was unusually quiet. The other staff had taken their break, and Preity was tasked with organizing the library, a vast room lined with leather-bound volumes that smelled of old paper and leather. Raihana was seated by the window, reading a dense tome on international law.

Preity, dusting a high shelf, paused to watch her. The afternoon sunlight caught the golden highlights in Raihana's hair, creating a halo effect. The injustice of it all swelled within Preity, a bitter wave cresting in her chest.

"I wish..." she whispered, intending it only for herself, but the silence of the room amplified the sound.

Raihana looked up, her green eyes fixing on Preity. "I'm sorry? Did you say something, Preity?"

Preity froze, her hands trembling around the feather duster. The words, once spoken, could not be unsaid. The dam had broken.

"I wish I had your life," Preity blurted out, her voice thick with emotion. "I wish I was beautiful. I wish I was smart. I wish I could go to Harvard. I want it all to be perfect, like yours."

Silence stretched between them, thick and heavy. Preity braced herself for dismissal, for anger, for the condescension she had come to expect from the wealthy people back home.

Instead, Raihana closed her book softly. She studied Preity for a long moment, an unreadable expression on her face.

"Perfect?" Raihana said, her voice gentle but firm. "My life is many things, Preity, but it is rarely perfect."

She stood up and walked toward Preity. "You think the clothes, the cars, the attention... you think that makes a life?"

"Yes," Preity said, a defiant spark igniting despite her fear. "It makes it better than mine."

Raihana smiled, a small, almost sad smile. "Very well. If you truly believe that, let's see."

Preity stared, uncomprehending. "See what?"

"Let's see what it's like," Raihana said. "Tomorrow, you won't be cleaning. You will be my shadow. We have a full day. A charity luncheon, a meeting with a visiting dignitary, and an evening gala. You will come with me."

Preity's heart hammered against her ribs. "I... I can't. I have no clothes. I don't know how to act."

"I will provide the clothes," Raihana said. "As for how to act, just observe. I will introduce you as my new personal assistant."

The next morning, Preity was ushered into a spare dressing room. Waiting for her was a tailored, charcoal grey suit, a crisp white silk blouse, and black pumps. Raihana’s personal stylist, a severe woman with sharp features, was there to arrange Preity’s hair into an elegant chignon and apply a subtle, flawless face of makeup.

When Preity looked in the mirror, she gasped. The frightened, plain village girl was gone. In her place stood a polished, sophisticated young woman. She felt powerful. She felt beautiful.

Raihana, dressed in an equally stunning ensemble, met her in the foyer. "You look lovely, Preity. Are you ready?"

They stepped outside, and the chauffeur opened the door to the silver sedan. Preity sank into the plush leather, the scent of expensive perfume and new car smell overwhelming her senses. As they glided through the streets of Cambridge, Preity watched the pedestrians, feeling a thrill of superiority. She was on the inside now.

The charity luncheon was held at a grand hotel in Boston. The room was a sea of jewels, designer gowns, and powerful people. Raihana navigated the crowd with practiced ease, introducing Preity simply as "my assistant, Preity."

Preity stood by Raihana’s side, trying to remember to stand tall, to smile politely. She was terrified of making a mistake, of being exposed as an imposter. But as the afternoon wore on, she realized something: no one was truly looking at her. They looked at Raihana. Preity was merely an accessory, a prop in Raihana’s performance.

People spoke to her, yes, but their eyes constantly flicked back to Raihana. They asked polite, meaningless questions, their interest superficial. Preity felt the initial thrill of the designer clothes fade, replaced by a hollow emptiness. She was dressed like them, standing among them, but she was not one of them.

The afternoon meeting was with a European diplomat, held in a private, wood-paneled room. The conversation flowed in rapid French, a language Preity didn't understand a word of. She sat silently, trying to look attentive, while Raihana engaged in a complex discussion regarding trade agreements and international policy.

For the first time, Preity felt a sharp pang of inadequacy that had nothing to do with her appearance or her wealth. It was her mind. She realized, with crushing clarity, that even if she had the clothes and the car, she lacked the education, the intellect, the foundation that allowed Raihana to exist in this world. She could barely read the newspaper in English, let alone debate international trade in French.

The evening gala was the climax of the day, held at a museum overlooking the harbor. The opulence was staggering. Waiters carried trays of champagne and caviar, a string quartet played softly in the background, and the air was thick with the scent of expensive lilies.

Raihana was surrounded almost immediately. Preity, exhausted from the tension of the day, found a quiet corner near a display of ancient artifacts. She watched Raihana, the center of attention, the object of desire.

A young man, handsome and clad in a tuxedo that probably cost more than Preity’s village made in a year, approached Raihana. He was smooth, charming, and clearly interested. Raihana smiled, engaging in polite banter, but Preity, watching closely, saw the subtle signs of exhaustion. The slight drooping of Raihana's shoulders when the man turned away, the fleeting look of boredom in her eyes.

Preity realized that the attention, the constant scrutiny, the endless parade of suitors—it was not a luxury; it was a burden. Raihana was always on display, always performing. There was no escape from the expectations placed upon her by her family, her wealth, her status.

The drive back to Cambridge was silent. Preity sat in the sedan, the beautiful clothes feeling tight and restrictive. The thrill was gone, replaced by a deep, aching exhaustion and a profound sense of disappointment.

They entered the mansion, the quiet house a stark contrast to the noise and lights of the gala.

"Well?" Raihana asked, turning to face Preity in the grand foyer. "Was it everything you dreamed?"

Preity looked down at the expensive shoes, then up at Raihana. "It was... exhausting."

Raihana nodded, a wry smile touching her lips. "It is. Every day. You see the surface, Preity. The clothes, the cars. You don't see the pressure. You don't see the constant demands, the lack of privacy, the expectation that I must always be perfect."

"But you have choices," Preity argued, her voice tight. "I have nothing."

"You have freedom," Raihana said softly. "You can walk down the street and no one cares who you are or what you do. You are not bound by the legacy of a name."

Raihana turned to head upstairs. "Keep the clothes, Preity. Consider it a gift. I'll see you tomorrow."

Preity stood alone in the foyer, the silence pressing in on her. She returned to her small room, carefully hanging up the designer suit. She looked at her reflection in the small mirror above her dresser. The makeup was still flawless, the hair still perfect, but the girl underneath remained the same.

The jealousy, rather than being extinguished, had transmuted. It was no longer just a desire for Raihana’s things; it was a desperate, angry realization that she could never truly have Raihana’s life. She lacked the education, the breeding, the fundamental building blocks of that existence. She was a peasant playing dress-up.

The demon of envy, fed by the taste of the life she could never have, began to whisper dark thoughts in the quiet of her room. If I can't have it, the voice hissed, why should she?

The thought terrified her, but it also held a
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