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The rain in Paris didn’t merely fall. It draped itself over the city like a shroud of grey chiffon, heavy with the soot of history and the damp chill of a dying October. From the recessed shadows of the back seat of a black Citroën, Valentina Dorée watched the limestone facades of the 1st Arrondissement blur into a smudge of charcoal and slate. The wipers cleared the glass in rhythmic, agonizing sweeps, revealing glimpses of gold-leafed wrought iron and the hurried silhouettes of Parisians clutching umbrellas like shields.

Her hands, clad in vintage black lace gloves that had once belonged to her Aunt Marguerite, were trembling with a frequency that felt tectonic. She pressed them firmly into the thick, charcoal wool of her skirt, trying to anchor herself to the physical world. The wool was coarse but expensive, a tactile reminder of the house she had spent the last five years trying to forget.

She wasn’t just mourning a woman. She was mourning an era. Marguerite Dorée had been the last of the Great Matriarchs, a woman who treated a silk hem with the same reverence a priest treated an altar. To Valentina, she had been a distant, glittering North Star. A woman who smelled of cigarettes and expensive iris, whose love was expressed in the critique of a silhouette rather than a hug.

The car pulled to a hesitant halt in front of a formidable oak door on Rue de la Paix. This was the office of Maître Beaumont, the man who held the keys to the Dorée legacy in a leather-bound folder. Valentina stepped out, and the sharp intake of the rain-slicked air stung her lungs, tasting of wet stone and gasoline. She felt dangerously small beneath the towering Haussmann architecture, the ornate cornices looking down like judgmental stone gods. It was a feeling of insignificance she hadn’t been able to shake since the funeral three days prior, where she had stood at the periphery, a dark-haired ghost watching the fashion elite weep for a woman they had spent decades trying to undercut.

The elevator was a birdcage of wrought iron and polished brass, groaning with a metallic fatigue as it lifted her toward the third floor. The ascent was slow, allowing the silence of the building to settle into her marrow. When the doors finally retracted with a sharp ping, the scent hit her first, bypassing her logic and striking directly at her nervous system: old paper, floor wax, and the faint, aggressive trail of Le Lion de Chanel.

Lisette.

Valentina froze for a heartbeat, her hand hovering over the iron gate. She wasn’t ready. She wasn’t ready to face the woman who haunted her dreams in shades of platinum blonde and predatory grace. Not after the blurred, feverish heat of that night six months ago. The night of the Spring/Summer after-party. Valentina remembered the way the champagne had flowed, tasting of gold and desperation. She remembered the crushing weight of Marguerite’s initial cancer diagnosis and how she had turned to Lisette for comfort only to find a passion that was suffocatingly intimate and entirely too calculated. The memory of Lisette’s hands. Expert, demanding, and possessive sent a jolt of liquid shame through her. That she had been sexually intimate with another woman was a utterly embarrassment.

She pushed the memory down, smoothing a stray strand of dark hair that had escaped her chignon. She was a professional now. For years she had built a life as a textile buyer for a mid-market firm in Lyon, far from the toxic glamour of Avenue Montaigne. She was safe in her anonymity. Or she had been until the telegram arrived.

“Mademoiselle Dorée,” a secretary murmured, her voice a practiced hush. She gestured toward a set of double doors that looked heavy enough to seal a tomb.

The office inside was a cathedral of mahogany and silence.

Six months after Marguerite’s diagnosis and three days after her funeral Valentina stood in the law office.

Sitting in one of the high-backed velvet chairs was Lisette Arnaud. Even in mourning, Lisette looked like a Vogue editorial curated by a sadist. Her suit was sharp-shouldered, a clinical, blinding white that contrasted violently with the somber mahogany of the room. Her hair was pulled back into a knot so tight it looked as though it were pulling the skin of her forehead taut, emphasizing the predatory sharpness of her cheekbones.

When Valentina entered, Lisette didn’t stand. She didn’t even offer a nod of greeting. She simply turned her head, her pale blue eyes traveling slowly—leisurely—from Valentina’s ankles to her eyes. It wasn’t a look of welcome; it was a cold appraisal of fabric, flesh, and vulnerability.

“Valentina,” Lisette said, her voice a low, melodic rasp that vibrated in the small of Valentina’s back. “You look… fragile. Like a sketch that hasn’t been inked yet. Sit. You’re hovering like a ghost in your own history.”

“Lisette,” Valentina managed, her voice sounding thin to her own ears. She took the chair furthest from the blonde woman, the velvet feeling damp against her skin. “I didn’t realize you would be here for the private reading.”

“I am the Creative Director of Maison Dorée, chérie,” Lisette replied, a faint, knowing smile playing on her lips—the kind of smile that suggested she knew exactly what color underwear Valentina was wearing. “I have been Marguerite’s right hand, her heartbeat, and her spine for a decade. My presence is as structural to the house as the foundation of the atelier itself. You, on the other hand, have been… where? Buying mass-produced polyester in Lyon?”

The jab landed with the precision of a needle. Valentina tightened her grip on her purse. Maison Dorée was a legend founded in 1923; it was the house that had invented the “Siren Silhouette.” It wasn’t just a brand; it was a sovereign nation of style.

Maître Beaumont entered the room, his footsteps muffled by the thick Persian rug. He carried a leather-bound folder that looked heavy enough to contain the sins of the entire industry. He took his seat behind a desk that looked like a fortress, adjusted his spectacles, and looked at Valentina with a mixture of profound pity and intense, clinical curiosity.

“Marguerite Dorée was a woman of singular, often terrifying vision,” Beaumont began, his voice dry as parchment. “She understood that a fashion house is not merely a business. It is a living entity, a predator that must be fed. It requires blood, sweat, and a certain… ruthlessness that most people find unpalatable.”

He opened the folder. The sound of the paper shifting felt like a gunshot in the quiet room. Valentina’s heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic bird seeking an exit.

“To Lisette Arnaud,” Beaumont read, his voice steady, “for her years of unwavering service, her undeniable talent, and for being the only person who could truly match my temper, I leave a lifetime tenure as Creative Director and a five percent stake in the company’s dividends.”

Lisette’s expression didn’t flicker, but the hand she had resting on the mahogany armrest tightened. The leather creaked beneath her grip, and her knuckles turned a sharp, skeletal white. She had clearly expected more. She had expected the keys to the kingdom.

“However,” Beaumont continued, his tone shifting into something weightier, “the controlling interest of Maison Dorée—the historic ateliers, the archives, the real estate on Rue Cambon, and sixty percent of the voting shares—is bequeathed in its entirety to my niece, Valentina Dorée.”

The silence that followed was vacuum-sealed. The air seemed to vanish from the room. Valentina felt the world tilt on its axis, the mahogany walls pressing in on her. She was a buyer. She dealt with supply chains, thread counts, and logistics. she didn’t lead empires. She didn’t command legions of seamstresses who spoke in the language of silk and shadow.

“There must be a mistake,” Valentina whispered, her voice cracking. “I… I haven’t worked in haute couture since I was an intern fetching coffee. I don’t know how to run a house of this stature, Maître. I am a buyer from Lyon.

Marguerite was very specific, and she was never a woman given to mistakes, Beaumont said. Sliding a handwritten letter across the desk. The paper was heavy cream-colored and bore the faint scent of Marguerite’s cigarettes. She believed you had the ‘eye’. The one thing that cannot be taught in a boardroom or an atelier. She also knew the house was failing, Valentina. It is buried in debt, hemorrhaging capital to fast-fashion conglomerates. She didn’t leave you a throne. She left you a rescue mission.

Valentina felt Lisette’s eyes on her. They weren’t cold anymore. They were burning with a terrifying, incandescent light. The blonde woman rose slowly, the silk of her trousers whispering against each other with a sound like a snake moving through dry grass. She walked toward Valentina, stopping so close that Valentina could smell the metallic tang of her anger beneath the Chanel perfume.

Lisette reached out, her gloved finger tracing the line of Valentina’s jaw. The contact was light, but it felt like a brand. Valentina flinched internally but forced herself to remain still, her breath hitching in her throat.

“A rescue mission,” Lisette repeated, her voice a velvet caress that felt like a razor blade. You are a lamb being asked to lead a pack of wolves, Valentina. You have your aunt’s bone structure, it’s true. That same delicate, tragic chin. But do you have her spine? Or are you still the girl who cries in the dark when the champagne runs out?

I’ll learn, Valentina said. Her voice gaining a fractional, shaky weight of steel. She pulled away from Lisette’s touch, standing up to face her. The height difference was negligible, but Lisette seemed to radiate a power that made the room feel smaller.

Lisette leaned in closer, her breath warm and smelling of mint and malice against Valentina’s ear. “You think you can handle the board? The investors who want to turn the ateliers into luxury condos? The press who will scent your fear like blood in the water? They will tear you apart before the first seam is ripped for the January collection. You need me, Valentina. You know exactly how much you need me.”

The subtext of that night in the hotel suite hung between them, thick and cloying. The way Lisette had looked at her then as if Valentina were a fabric to be draped, cut and pinned was exactly how she was looking at her now. Only now, the stakes weren’t just Valentina’s dignity; it was her entire heritage. Lisette wasn’t just offering mentorship; she was offering a leash.

I am the owner now, Lisette,” Valentina said. Finally meeting those pale, predatory eyes with a clarity she didn’t know she possessed. I imagine that changes the nature of our… collaboration. You are an employee of the house I now lead.

Lisette’s smile widened, but it was a jagged thing that didn’t reach her eyes. It changes everything, mon ange. It makes the game so much more delicious. I’ve always preferred a challenge to a conquest.

As they exited the office, the heavy tension of the room spilled into the corridor. Valentina felt lightheaded, the reality of the debt and the staggering responsibility settling onto her shoulders like a leaden cloak.

We have a meeting with the primary creditors tomorrow at ten, Lisette said. Her tone suddenly clinical and businesslike as if the moment of predatory intimacy had never happened. One of them is particularly difficult. Alexandre de Mornay. He represents the De Mornay Group. They’ve been circling the house for months, waiting for Marguerite to take her last breath so they could strip the name for parts and sell the perfume license to the Americans.

De Mornay, Valentina repeated. She knew the name. Everyone in Europe did. He was the Ice King of luxury retail. A man who bought legacies, gutted them for their heritage value, and turned them into logos for mass-market handbags. He was the antithesis of everything her aunt had stood for.

He’s coming to the atelier tomorrow to see if there is anything worth saving before he calls in the loans, Lisette said. Her eyes flashing with a strange, calculating light. I suggest you wear something that says you are the mistress of the house, Valentina, not a grieving girl from the provinces. I’ll send a car for you at seven. Don’t be late. The Ice King doesn’t wait for amateurs.”

Lisette didn’t wait for an answer. She turned and swept toward the elevator, her movements fluid and commanding, the white silk of her suit catching the dim light of the hallway.

Valentina stood alone in the hallway of the law office, her reflection caught in a tarnished gold mirror on the wall. She looked pale, her dark hair contrasting sharply with the pallor of her skin, her almond-shaped eyes wide with a fear she couldn’t quite hide.

She looked at her hands—Marguerite’s hands, encased in Marguerite’s lace. She thought of the debt, the predatory gaze of Lisette, and the impending arrival of a man who made his living off the bones of dying houses.

She wasn’t just inheriting a fashion house. She was entering a war where the weapons were needles and the casualties were measured in reputations. And as she stepped out into the relentless Parisian rain, she realized she didn’t even have a shield.
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The Maison Dorée did not simply occupy a building on Avenue Montaigne; it anchored the street in a tradition of impossible elegance, a limestone fortress of style that seemed to breathe with the collective sighs of a century’s worth of debutantes. The hôtel particulier was a masterpiece of Haussmann-era architecture—all cream-colored stone, charcoal-black wrought iron, and windows that stared out at the world with the cold, glassy indifference of an aristocrat. To the tourists snapping photos of the gold-lettered signage, it was a temple of beauty. To Valentina, as she stepped out of the black Sedan it felt like a beautifully constructed cage.

The October wind whipped down the avenue, carrying the scent of damp pavement and expensive exhaust. Valentina adjusted the lapel of her charcoal wool coat, her fingers brushing against the silver piercing in her left nostril. A tiny, rebellious prick of metal that felt increasingly out of place as she approached the heavy oak doors. She took a breath. Her notably plump lower lip trembling slightly. She wasn’t the sheltered heir anymore. She was the owner. But as she looked up at the towering facade the weight of the external stakes. The debt, the legacy, the impending collapse threatened to crush the very air from her lungs.

The interior foyer was a vacuum of silence and scent. It smelled of the house’s signature fragrance. A blend of tuberose, crushed violet and something sharp and metallic like the ozone after a lightning strike. The floors were white Calacatta marble. Polished to such a high mirror-sheen that Valentina felt as though she were walking on water.

Mademoiselle Dorée, the concierge murmured, bowing his head with a deference that felt practiced and entirely hollow. The Creative Director is expecting you in the Grand Atelier. She suggested you take the stairs to… reacquaint yourself with the history.

Valentina climbed the grand staircase, her hand trailing along the velvet-wrapped banister. The walls were a gallery of the house’s triumphs: framed sketches from the 1940s, photographs of screen sirens in the 1950s, and the Villosa line that had nearly saved them five years ago. But between the triumphs were the shadows. Every few steps, she caught her reflection in a gold-leafed mirror. Her almond-shaped eyes wide and reflecting a naïve trust she knew she had to shed. She looked like a girl wearing her aunt’s skin. A beautiful young woman waiting for the world to notice she was a fraud.

The Grand Atelier was located on the fourth floor. Tucked beneath a massive, sloping skylight that flooded the room with the gray, uncompromising light of a Parisian morning. This was the engine room of the empire. Dozens of petites mains. The seamstresses whose nimble fingers were the true currency of the house bent over long white tables. The sound was a rhythmic, collective whisper. The snip-snip of shears through heavy satin. The rustle of pattern paper, and the low mechanical hum of ancient sewing machines that Marguerite had refused to replace.

Lisette Arnaud stood in the center of the room like a high priestess overseeing a ritual of silk and steel. She was dressed in a sharp-shouldered suit of clinical white, her platinum-blonde hair pulled back so tightly into a knot that it seemed to sharpen the predatory lines of her face. She was twenty-nine, only three years older than Valentina, yet she possessed an “elegant, composed” authority that made Valentina feel like a child playing in a wardrobe.

You’re late, Valentina, Lisette said. Not turning around. She was inspecting a sleeve of hand-sewn lace, her eyes sharp. In couture, a minute is the difference between a masterpiece and a rag. If you intend to lead this house, you must learn that time is not a luxury we possess.

The traffic was difficult, Valentina replied. Her voice sounding thin against the vastness of the room.

Lisette finally turned, her gaze traveling slowly from Valentina’s boots to her eyes. It was an appraisal that felt like a violation. The suit you chose… it’s a bit provincial, isn’t it? Very ‘Lyon buyer.’ It lacks the architecture of power. She walked toward Valentina. Her movements fluid and obsessively focused. We need to fix the silhouette. You cannot meet the board looking like a grieving niece. You must look like a sovereign.

Lisette signaled to an apprentice who hurried over with a pincushion and a length of measuring tape. Before Valentina could protest, Lisette was in her space. Her hands, chilled from the air conditioning, came to rest on Valentina’s waist. The touch was firm, “lingering” longer than necessary as she smoothed the wool over Valentina’s hips.

You’ve lost weight, Lisette murmured. Her voice dropping to that low melodic rasp that sent a shiver of shame and confusion through Valentina. The stress of the funeral? Or is it the guilt of what we shared?

Valentina’s breath hitched. She looked around the room, but the seamstresses remained hunched over their work, their faces masks of professional indifference. The unspoken tension in the atelier corridors was thick enough to choke on.

Lisette, not here, Valentina whispered. Her hands balling into fists.

Why not here? Lisette’s fingers moved to Valentina’s shoulder, adjusting the seam with a sharp tug. She leaned in closer, her breath smelling of mint and the expensive iris perfume she always wore. This is our world, Valentina. Everything that happens within these walls is mine. I know every stitch, every secret and every shadow of this house. Especially yours.

She took a pin from the apprentice and drove it through the wool, the sharp point just barely grazing Valentina’s skin. Valentina flinched, but Lisette didn’t apologize. Instead, she smoothed the fabric over Valentina’s chest. Her palm resting over Valentina’s heart.

Tomorrow,  Lisette said. Her voice returning to a businesslike tone Alexandre de Mornay arrives. He is a man who deals in cold, hard facts. He doesn’t care about the history of the ‘Siren Silhouette’ or the ‘Weight of Silk.’ He cares about the twenty million euros we owe his conglomerate. He will look at you and see a weakness to be exploited. He will see a girl who can be bought, broken or sidelined.

Lisette stepped back, her eyes flashing with a possessive fire. I will not let that happen. Not because I care for the de Mornay Group, but because this house is mine. And you… you are the face I’ve chosen to represent it.

I’m not a face you’ve chosen, Lisette. I’m the owner, Valentina said. Her voice gaining a fractional weight of strategic intelligence. She stepped out of the fitting, the pins still glinting in the charcoal wool. I want to see the ledgers. Now.

Lisette’s expression flickered. A brief flash of resentment before the elegant persona slid back into place. Of course. The accounting office is on the second floor. But be warned, mon ange. The numbers are far uglier than the clothes.

The walk to the accounting office was a descent into the financial disaster that Marguerite had hidden from the world. The room was cramped, filled with the scent of old paper and the hum of servers. Valentina spent the next three hours hunched over a mahogany desk. Her eyes blurring as she traced the collapse of the house through a sea of red ink.

The debt was staggering. Twenty million euros in secured loans. Another five million in unpaid suppliers and a pension fund that was dangerously close to being raided. Maison Dorée was a beautiful corpse. Held together by nothing more than its reputation and Lisette’s calculating management.

Valentina leaned back in the chair, rubbing her temples. She thought of her life in Lyon. The predictable supply chains. The simple logistics of mid-market fashion. That life seemed like a dream now. Here, every decision was a transactional gamble. She looked at a photo on the desk of her Aunt Marguerite, standing on a yacht in the Mediterranean, looking composed and magnetic.

Why did you leave this to me? she thought. Did you want me to save it, or did you want me to watch it burn?

Lisette appeared in the doorway, a tray with two crystal flutes of champagne in her hand. The sun has set over the Seine, she said. Her voice a velvet caress. Even in a war one must take a moment for champagne. It’s a Dorée tradition.

She set the tray down and handed a glass to Valentina. The bubbles were tiny, rising in a steady stream against the marble counters.

To the Ice King’s arrival, Lisette toasted. Her eyes locked on Valentina’s. May he find us as sharp as our needles.

Valentina took a sip. The champagne was cold and crisp but it did nothing to settle the growing vulnerability she felt. She thought of the drunken night with Lisette. The way the alcohol had made her feel safe before it made her feel hunted. She looked at Lisette. Platinum blonde, obsessively in love with the power she held and convinced she knew what was best for Valentina.

He won’t find us anything, Valentina said. Her voice cold. He will find me. You are my Creative Director, Lisette. You are the backbone of the house. But tomorrow the negotiation is mine.

Lisette’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. She reached out and brushed a stray dark hair from Valentina’s face, a gesture that was protective yet strategic. We shall see, chérie. We shall see.

As Valentina left the building and stepped back into the Parisian night she felt the suspense escalate within her. Tomorrow, she would face Alexandre de Mornay. She would face the man who bought legacies and turned them into logos. She didn’t know if she was a commander yet or still just a soldier. But as the hum of cameras and flashbulbs of a nearby fashion event echoed down the avenue she realized that the “luxury” of her inheritance was inseparable from the danger of her future.
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The air in the Grand Atelier at midnight was different than it was during the frantic, light-filled hours of the day. The hum of the sewing machines had long since died away, replaced by a silence so heavy it felt subterranean. The great glass skylight above was a sheet of obsidian, reflecting the dim glow of the emergency lights and the occasional sweep of a distant police siren from the streets of Paris below.

Valentina stood alone in the center of the room, surrounded by white-shrouded mannequins that looked like a ghost-congregation. She felt the weight of silk not as a metaphor but as a physical burden. In her hand she clutched a bolt of heavy duchesse satin. The fabric she had insisted upon for the centerpiece of the new collection.

In Lyon, at the mid-market firm where she had spent the last five years this satin would have been considered a luxury. It was sturdy, glossy, and reliable. But here, in the temple of haute couture it was a blasphemy.

Earlier that afternoon the confrontation with the Council of Thread. The senior seamstresses who had served her Aunt Marguerite for decades had been a baptism by fire that had left Valentina scorched.

It’s too pedestrian Mademoiselle, Madame Geneviève had said. Her voice dripping with a polite, clinical disdain. Geneviève was seventy years old with fingers gnarled by half a century of hand-stitching and eyes that could detect a single misaligned thread from across the room. She hadn’t even touched the fabric Valentina offered. She had merely looked at it. This is fabric for a wedding guest, not for a Dorée goddess. It has no soul. It has no vibration.

It’s high-quality silk, Valentina had countered. Her naïve trust in her own expertise crumbling. The thread count is….

We do not count threads here Mademoiselle, Monsieur Henri the head of tailoring had interrupted. He was a man of sharp angles and even sharper scissors. We measure the way light moves across a woman’s skin. This satin… it sits. It does not dance. If you put this on a runway, the critics will not see a dress. They will see a curtain.

The humiliation had been public. Witnessed by thirty apprentices and the platinum blonde shadow that was Lisette Arnaud. Valentina had seen the way the younger girls looked at her. Not as the new owner but as a beautiful lady who didn’t know the difference between a seam and a soul.

Now, in the midnight silence Valentina unrolled a yard of the satin across a cutting table. She tried to see what they saw. She ran her fingertips over the surface, looking for the tactile joy she had been promised. But all she felt was the cold, unyielding reality of a business she didn’t understand.

They were right, you know.

The voice came from the shadows near the embroidery station. Valentina jumped, her heart hammering against her ribs.

Lisette stepped into the light. She was still wearing the white suit from the morning though the jacket was now draped over her shoulders like a cape. Her hair was slightly mussed. Giving her an emotionally intuitive look that felt far more dangerous than her usual composure. In her hand she held a glass of dark red wine.

They were cruel, Lisette continued walking toward the table with predatory grace. But they were right. That satin is a mistake. It’s the choice of a buyer, Valentina. Not a creator.

I’m trying to save money Lisette,Valentina snapped. Her shame turning into a defensive fire. The ledgers I saw today are a nightmare. We are twenty million euros in the red. I can’t order five hundred meters of hand-woven Chantilly lace when we can’t even pay the electricity bill.

Lisette set her wine glass down on the edge of the table. Dangerously close to the white silk. She reached out and took Valentina’s hand. Her fingers lingering over the pulse point at Valentina’s wrist.

You think Alexandre de Mornay will care if you saved ten thousand euros on fabric? Lisette whispered leaning in so close that Valentina could smell the iris-root perfume and the metallic tang of the wine. He is the Ice King. He doesn’t want a thrifty manager. He wants a visionary he can either exploit or admire. If you show him mediocrity, he will liquidate this house before the weekend is over.”

Lisette’s thumb traced a slow deliberate circle on the back of Valentina’s hand. The unspoken tension from their drunken night six months ago flared between them.  Thick and cloying. Valentina felt a wave of confusion and guilt. She identified as heterosexual. She had spent her years in Lyon dreaming of a man’s strength and a clear, traditional devotion. Yet Lisette’s presence exerted a magnetic. Possessive force that she didn’t know how to repel without shattering the house’s only remaining pillar.

What do I do? Valentina asked. Her voice a soft rasp of defeat.

You do what I told them you were doing, Lisette said. A calculating smile playing on her lips. After you left the atelier today I told Madame Geneviève and the others that you were testing them. I told them you intentionally brought in the ‘pedestrian’ satin to see if they had the courage to defend the Dorée standards.

Valentina stared at her. You lied for me?

I protected my investment, Lisette corrected. She moved behind Valentina, her hands coming to rest on Valentina’s shoulders. She began to knead the tension in Valentina’s muscles. Her touch protective yet strategic. I told them that tomorrow you would bring the real samples. The ones we discussed in private. The ones that will make de Mornay’s blood run hot.

But we haven’t discussed any samples, Valentina said.  Trying to pull away but Lisette’s grip was firm.

We are discussing them now, Lisette murmured. She steered Valentina toward the back of the atelier. Where the midnight archives were kept.

The archives were a labyrinth of floor-to-ceiling shelves, containing every fabric sample, lace pattern, and embroidery sketch the house had produced since 1923. It was the history of the house preserved in amber. Lisette pulled out a heavy wooden drawer and lifted a piece of fabric that looked like it had been woven from moonlight.

This, Lisette said. Draping the gossamer-thin silk over Valentina’s arm. This is triple-ply silk crêpe, woven on looms that no longer exist. It moves like water. It holds the heat of the body. It is the ‘Origin’ of everything we do.

Valentina touched the fabric. It was transformative. It felt like a second skin. Vulnerable, tactile and impossibly expensive.

This will cost a fortune, Valentina whispered.

It will cost us nothing if de Mornay buys into the vision, Lisette replied. She stepped closer. Her body pressing against Valentina’s back as they both stared at the silk. He arrives tomorrow morning, Valentina. He will sit in the boardroom, and he will look for a reason to say no. You must give him a reason to be obsessed.

Lisette turned Valentina around in the narrow aisle of the archives. The mentorship vs. obsession dynamic was at its peak. Lisette’s eyes were burning. Searching Valentina’s face for a sign of surrender.

You are a Dorée, Lisette whispered. Her hand moving to the back of Valentina’s neck. Her fingers tangling in the dark hair. You have the bone structure of a goddess and the eyes of a martyr. Use them. When Alexandre looks at you. Don’t let him see a debtor. Let him see a legacy he cannot afford to lose.

Lisette leaned in, her platinum-blonde hair brushing against Valentina’s cheek. For a terrifying second, Valentina thought she was going to kiss her. The shame of the previous encounter rose in her throat like bile. She reached out and pushed against Lisette’s chest. Not enough to be a declaration of war but enough to re-establish the healthy boundaries that were constantly being eroded.

I will handle de Mornay, Valentina said. Her voice shaking but decisive. But I will do it as the owner. Not as your puppet.

Lisette’s eyes narrowed, a flash of resentment crossing her face before the elegant, composed mask was reapplied. A puppet is a tool Valentina. I am offering you an armor. Do not confuse the two.

Lisette picked up her wine glass and walked toward the exit, her white suit gleaming in the dark. At the door, she paused. The meeting is at ten. Wear the midnight-blue silk from the 1958 collection. It’s in vault four. And Valentina? Try to look like you’ve slept. Men like de Mornay can smell exhaustion. It reminds them of defeat.

The door clicked shut leaving Valentina alone once again with the ghosts and the white-shrouded mannequins.

She stayed in the archives for a long time, the triple-ply silk still draped over her arm. She felt the internal stakes rising. The fear of failing her aunt. The confusion over Lisette’s possessive loyalty and the impending arrival of the Ice King.

She thought about her life in Lyon. She had been safe there. She had been anonymous. Here, she was a beautiful placeholder in a media scandal waiting to happen. She was being steered by a woman who might be her only ally or her most dangerous enemy.

She looked at the silk. It was beautiful, yes. But it was also a lie. It was a vision she couldn’t afford being sold by a woman she couldn’t trust.

Valentina walked back to the cutting table and looked at the bolt of pedestrian satin. She realized that Lisette was right about one thing. The Baptism by Fire had only just begun. Tomorrow, the Ice King would arrive and the corporate warfare would begin in earnest.

She needed to find her strategic intelligence and she needed to find it before the sun rose. She wasn’t just defending a fashion house. She was defending her creative ownership of her own life.

As she finally turned off the lights and left the atelier. The hush before a runway reveal felt more like the silence before an execution. She didn’t know if she would be the one holding the blade or the one on the block. But as she stepped out into the cold Parisian night, she knew one thing for certain. The Weight of Silk was the heaviest thing she had ever carried.
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