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Chapter 9

“Sophia,” Vivian said suddenly, turning to you, “you play piano too, don’t you? I think I heard something from your room last night.”

So she knew you’d heard her. This was deliberate.

“A little,” you said flatly.

Her eyes lit up at once. “That’s great! Could you teach me? I always mess up Für Elise. There are so many spots where I get it wrong.”

Evelyn immediately joined in. “Sophia, if you have time, help Vivian out. It’ll be good for the two of you. Maybe you can get closer.”

You set down your bowl. “I don’t have time.”

An awkward silence fell over the table.

Lucas frowned. “What’s the big deal? Teaching her won’t take that much of your time.”

“It would waste my time.” You rose to your feet. “Her fundamentals are completely off. Her finger technique is wrong, her rhythm control is a mess, and I have no interest in teaching someone from scratch when she can barely read the score.”

“How would you know my fundamentals are wrong?” Vivian shot back, her face flushing red.

You looked at her coolly. “In the third measure of Für Elise, your fingering was wrong. That note should’ve been played with your ring finger, but you used your middle finger. In the seventh measure, you dragged the rhythm by half a beat. In the eleventh, your dynamics collapsed and you put the accent in the wrong place. Do you want me to keep going and list everything you did wrong in the entire piece?”

The color drained from Vivian’s face. Her lips trembled, but no words came out.

You had only heard her play it once last night, and you remembered every mistake.

That was the difference between you and her.

Everything you had came from talent and hard work.

Everything she had came from playing weak and being loved for it.

Three days before the birthday party, the house slipped into a frenzy.

Balloons. Flowers. Dresses.

Every last detail was for Vivian.

Workers streamed in and out all day, turning the living room into something out of a fairy tale.

You, meanwhile, might as well have been invisible. No one asked what you wanted. No one even asked whether you planned to attend.

Honestly, the peace was almost a relief.

That afternoon, you were in your room reading when Vivian pushed the door open without knocking.

She came in carrying an elegant velvet box. “Sophia,” she said sweetly, drawing out your name, “I picked out a birthday gift for you. You’re going to love it.”

You didn’t take it. “I don’t need it.”

“Oh, come on, don’t be like that.” She walked over and sat on the edge of your bed, placing the box beside you. “I really do want us to get along. We’re sisters now. Real sisters.”

“Are we?”

“Of course.” She opened the box.

Inside was a necklace—one

Chapter 11

A smug little smile curled at the corner of her mouth.

You smiled back.

Cheap tricks like that?

You’d seen plenty of them growing up with your abusive foster parents.

The day before your birthday, a package arrived for you.

It was from Harbor University—your class schedule and dorm assignment, sent out early.

You’d applied to move in ahead of time. Next week, you could leave.

Perfect. One less day of being an eyesore in this house.

That evening, the Sterling Estate filled with guests. Relatives had started arriving for tomorrow’s birthday party.

They all clustered around Vivian, fussing over her, praising how pretty she was, how sweet, how talented.

No one spared a glance for you in the corner.

Not until an elderly woman made her way over with a cane. “You’re Sophia?”

You looked up.

Richard Sterling’s mother.

“Grandma.” You rose to your feet.

She looked you over from head to toe, openly critical, like she was inspecting merchandise. “You do look like a Sterling. But your bearing is far too plain. You can tell you weren’t raised properly.”

Her gaze sharpened. “I heard you had a hard life out there. Grew up with a pair of gambling addicts for foster parents?”

“It was fine.”

“Fine?” she said with a cold little laugh, her voice sharp enough to cut. “From what I heard, those foster parents of yours were a disgrace. What kind of future could a child raised in that kind of environment possibly have? I doubt you even know basic manners.”

You met her stare calmly. “You’re right, Grandma. I really haven’t amounted to much.”

She froze for a second, clearly not expecting that answer. Whatever lecture she’d prepared got stuck in her throat.

“Not like Vivian,” you went on evenly. “She was raised like a princess. Piano, dance, all the things a proper young lady should know. Completely adored by the whole family.” You paused. “Actually, what college did she get into again? I forget. Wasn’t it some second-tier school?”

The old woman’s expression changed instantly.

Vivian’s college had always been an embarrassment to the Sterlings. They never mentioned it in public.

“I may not be much,” you said, your voice still mild, “but I got lucky. I made it into Harbor University. The top university in the country. You’ve heard of it, right?”

Her face turned green with anger. She gripped her cane so hard it nearly slipped from her hand. “You—you insolent girl. Where are your manners?”

“Please don’t be upset, Grandma.”
Chapter 12

Vivian appeared at just the right moment and took the old woman gently by the arm, her voice soft and soothing. “Sophia didn’t mean it. She just got back. She still doesn’t know how things work.”

“Vivian is the sensible one.” Grandma patted her hand, then shot you one last vicious glare before turning away.

Vivian looked at you, open challenge glinting in her eyes. “Sophia, why did you have to upset Grandma?”

“I only told the truth.”

“But she’s old. She can’t handle being provoked like that.”

“Vivian,” you cut in, stepping closer, “don’t you ever get tired?”

Her expression flickered. “What?”

“Playing the perfect daughter for eighteen years. Smiling at everyone. Acting sweet for everyone. Doesn’t it exhaust you?”

A hint of color drained from her face.

“I know what kind of person you are,” you said quietly. “So stop performing for me. It’s pointless.”

Her eyes shifted, but she forced herself to stay composed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Good,” you said, turning away. “Then I hope you can keep the act up forever.”

On the day of Vivian’s birthday, the Sterling Estate was lit up like it was hosting a gala.

By early morning, the makeup artist and stylist had already arrived, bustling around Vivian in a blur of garment bags, cosmetics, and curling irons.

She stood in the middle of it all in a custom white gown, looking every bit the princess everyone wanted her to be.

Upstairs, you packed your things for school.

You were folding the last of your clothes when Evelyn knocked and stepped into the room. “Sophia, aren’t you going to get ready?”

You looked up. “Get ready for what?”

“For the birthday party tonight.”

Your gaze stayed on her face. “I thought I wasn’t supposed to attend. Wasn’t I told to stay upstairs and not come down and embarrass the family?”

“It’s not that you can’t attend, it’s just…” She faltered, visibly uncomfortable. “You can watch from upstairs if you want. And if you get hungry, come down and get something to eat. Just… don’t go too far.”

Right. Hide upstairs. Stay out of sight. Become invisible so you wouldn’t stain the Sterling family’s perfect image.

“I understand.”

Evelyn let out a breath of relief and turned to leave.

“Mom.”

She stopped.

You looked at her back and said quietly, “Have you ever thought about this? If there hadn’t been a mix-up back then, the one wearing that dress and receiving everyone’s blessings today should’ve been me.”

Her whole body stiffened, but she didn’t turn around.

“And Vivian?” Your voice stayed calm. “She would’ve been somewhere in a small town with her real parents, worrying about tuition and living expenses. She would never have had the chance to learn piano or have a birthday party like this.”

“Sophia…”
Chapter 14

“Downstairs...” He gestured vaguely toward the floor below. “It’s so lively. All of that is for Vivian.”

“Downstairs is Vivian Sterling’s stage,” I said, opening the box and picking up the plastic fork. “What does that have to do with me? It’s not like I want any of that.”

He frowned. “Can’t you act like a normal person for once?”

I looked back at him. “What would count as normal? Crying and making a scene because I want to join the birthday party? Demanding that you all buy me gifts and throw one for me too?”

That shut him up.

“Lucas Sterling.” I raised my eyes to his, calm and steady. “Do you know why I worked so hard to get into Harbor University?”

He hesitated. “Why?”

“Because I want to rely on myself.” I scooped up a bite of frosting. It was sweet—so sweet it was cloying. “I don’t need handouts from the Sterling family. I don’t need your pity, and I don’t need you pretending to make room for me. I have hands, feet, and a brain. I can build a life for myself.”

He stared at me, stunned. There was surprise in his face, and something else too—something I couldn’t quite name.

“So don’t look at me like I’m pathetic.” I smiled a little. “I’m not.”

For a long moment, neither of us spoke.

Then he finally asked, quietly, “Do you hate us? Mom and Dad. Me. This family?”

I shook my head. “Hate requires emotional investment. There isn’t any between us. When it comes to all of you, all I feel is distance.”

That hit where it hurt.

His expression shifted. His lips moved, like he wanted to say something, but in the end he said nothing at all. He turned and walked toward the door.

At the threshold, he stopped. “Sophia... do you know that? You’re too rational. Too rational for an eighteen-year-old girl.”

I looked out the window. Night was settling in, darker by the minute.

Softly, I said, “I stopped being a girl when I was ten.”

That was the year my foster father brought gamblers home for the first time. He lost everything, then shoved me out to drink with the men at the table.

I fought back.

He slapped me so hard my mouth split open, blood running from the corner of my lips, and they still forced me down beside them.

That was when I learned I had to be rational. I had to be strong.

Because no one was going to protect me.

After Lucas left, I finished the cupcake alone.

It was sweet, sickly sweet—just like the Sterling family’s hypocrisy.

The music and laughter downstairs went on deep into the night.

The next day, you moved into Harbor University.

When you left, the only people at the Sterling Estate were the staff.
Chapter 21

“Mom, I don’t think Sophia likes us. She doesn’t want to come home with us.”

That was right.

You didn’t like them.

You didn’t like their hypocrisy, or their favoritism, and you hated most of all the way they still thought they could fool you like you were stupid.

The day after freshman orientation training ended and you were back on campus, a package arrived for you.

The sender line read: Good Samaritan.

No return address.

You opened it and found a digital voice recorder inside, along with a note.

Take a listen. You’ll be interested.

You pressed play.

Vivian Sterling’s voice came through the speaker at once—smug, sharp, dripping with arrogance.

“Mom and Dad are such idiots. They still haven’t figured out I’ve been putting on an act. They actually think I have a heart condition.”

“That Sophia Sterling acts so high and mighty, but what does she really want? Money, obviously. Once I marry into a real elite family, the first thing I’ll do is kick her out of the Sterling family for good. She’ll never come back.”

“A heart condition? Please. I’m perfectly healthy. I’ve barely even had a cold my whole life. I only faked it so they’d keep spoiling me.”

“And Sophia thinks getting into Harbor University makes her special? She’s still just some stray girl nobody ever loved. She doesn’t deserve to be a Sterling daughter.”

You went still.

There was no mistake. It was Vivian’s voice.

But why had this been sent to you?

An accident? Or had someone deliberately set her up?

You were still turning it over when your phone rang.

Unknown number.

“Ms. Sterling, did you listen to the recording?” a young woman asked the moment you answered.

“Who is this?”

“Just someone who can’t stand Vivian Sterling.”

“Why send this to me?”

“Because I was sick of watching her get away with it,” the woman said. “She’s been trashing you all over town. Calling you a bumpkin. Saying you have no manners, that you don’t belong in the Sterling family. She’s even telling people you came back on purpose to steal her inheritance, that you’ve been scheming all along.”

“So I recorded it. I thought you should see who she really is.”

“She got drunk at a bar and started bragging to her friends. She said everything. I happened to catch it.”

You were silent for a long moment before asking, “What do you want?”

“Nothing.” She gave a quiet laugh. “I just can’t stand that smug look on her face. She’s the fake heiress, and she’s still acting like she owns the world. I hope you expose her for what she is and make sure she gets exactly what’s coming to her.”
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