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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 dark, seductive power.

She knew Raihana’s routine. Every morning, rain or shine, Raihana woke before dawn and rode her custom-built racing bicycle along the Charles River. It was her one moment of true solitude, her escape from the pressures of her life.

The plan formed with a cold, terrifying logic. It was not a conscious decision made in a moment of rage, but a slow, insidious poisoning of her mind. The jealousy had become a physical ache, a sickness that demanded a cure.

Two days later, in the dead of night, Preity crept into the garage. The silence was thick, broken only by the soft hum of the refrigerator. Raihana’s bicycle, a sleek, black machine, hung on a rack.

Preity’s hands shook as she approached it. She didn’t know much about bicycles, but she knew enough. She found a wrench in the tool cabinet and set to work on the front brakes. She didn’t want to sever the cable completely—that would be too obvious. She wanted it to fail gradually, when Raihana needed it most. When she was speeding down the hill toward the river path.

She loosened the bolts, her breath catching in her throat with every metallic clink. It was done in minutes. She wiped the wrench clean, placed it back in the cabinet, and hurried back to her room.

She lay awake the rest of the night, staring at the ceiling, waiting for the dawn. The sickness in her stomach was a mixture of terror and a horrifying, dark anticipation.

The morning light crept through her small window. She heard the soft sounds of Raihana moving upstairs, the quiet click of the front door closing. She imagined Raihana pedaling through the crisp morning air, approaching the hill, squeezing the brakes…

An hour passed. Then two. Preity’s anxiety morphed into a frantic panic. What if Raihana wasn’t hurt badly? What if she discovered the sabotage?

The heavy oak front door slammed open, the sound echoing through the mansion like a gunshot. Preity jumped, her heart leaping into her throat.

Voices, harsh and loud, filled the foyer. Not English. Russian.

Preity crept out of her room and peered down the hallway. Three men stood in the foyer. They were large, imposing figures, dressed in dark suits, their faces devoid of expression. They radiated a cold, dangerous energy.

And standing in front of them, unharmed, was Raihana. She was pale, her expression grim, holding her bicycle helmet.

“Where is she?” one of the men demanded, his English heavily accented.

Raihana pointed down the hallway, directly at where Preity was hiding.

Preity didn’t run. Her legs refused to move. The men advanced, their steps heavy and deliberate. They grabbed her roughly by the arms, dragging her into the center of the foyer.

“What is happening?” Preity cried out, struggling weakly against their grip.

Raihana looked at her, and the look in her emerald eyes was one of profound disappointment and cold fury.

“You thought you were clever, Preity,” Raihana said, her voice icy. “You thought you could harm me in my own home.”

“I… I don’t know what you mean,” Preity stammered, tears springing to her eyes.

“Do not lie to me,” Raihana snapped. “My grandfather is General Viktor Volkov. Did you really think a family like mine leaves anything to chance? The garage, the perimeter, the entire estate is under surveillance.”

Preity felt the blood drain from her face. Surveillance. The intelligence agents. She had been a fool.

“They watched you loosen the brakes,” Raihana continued, her voice devoid of emotion. “They inspected the bicycle before I even approached it.”

Preity collapsed to her knees, the men still holding her arms. The weight of her actions, the sheer stupidity and malice of what she had done, crashed down upon her.

“I’m sorry,” she sobbed, the tears flowing freely now. “I was jealous. I just wanted… I wanted what you have.”

“You wanted my life,” Raihana said, her tone flat. “And when you realized you couldn’t have it, you tried to take mine.”

Raihana turned to the men. “Take her. Hand her over to the local authorities. Ensure the evidence is provided to the district attorney.”

“Raihana, please!” Preity begged, struggling against the iron grip of the men. “Don’t do this! I’ll go back to India. I’ll never bother you again!”

Raihana paused, looking back at the sobbing girl on the floor.

“You were given a chance, Preity. You were brought out of poverty, given a safe home, and treated with respect. I even tried to show you the truth of the life you coveted. But you let envy consume you. You are ungrateful, and you are dangerous.”

Raihana turned away, her posture rigid. “Get her out of my sight.”

The men dragged Preity out the door. The crisp morning air hit her face, but she felt nothing but a cold, heavy dread. A police cruiser was already waiting in the driveway, its lights flashing silently in the early morning light.

As she was shoved into the back of the cruiser, she looked back at the mansion. It stood tall and imposing, a monument to wealth and power. She had wanted to belong there, to be a part of that world.

Instead, the doors closed, and the police car pulled away.

The trial was swift. The video evidence was indisputable. Preity, a foreign national with limited means, had court-appointed counsel who offered little defense against the high-priced lawyers the Altan family employed to ensure a conviction.

She was sentenced to a Massachusetts state penitentiary.

Her new home was a six-by-eight foot cell. The walls were painted a dull, institutional green, the air smelled of bleach and unwashed bodies, and the noise was a constant, abrasive hum of anger and despair.

She wore a bright orange jumpsuit, her dark hair pulled back severely. There were no designer clothes here, no silver sedan, no charity galas.

She spent her days working in the prison laundry, folding rough cotton sheets, the repetitive motion numbing her mind. At night, lying on a thin mattress that offered no comfort, she would stare at the small, barred window that offered a glimpse of the sky.

She thought of Raihana. She imagined her riding her bicycle, attending classes at Harvard, smiling at European heirs. The jealousy was still there, a dull ache in her chest, but it was overshadowed by a crushing, suffocating regret.

She had had a life. It wasn’t perfect. It was hard work, it was humble, but it was safe. She had food to eat, a bed to sleep in, and the opportunity to make something of herself in a new country.

She had thrown it all away for an illusion. She had let her envy blind her to the blessings she possessed, however small they seemed compared to Raihana’s vast fortune.

She had learned, too late, the true cost of coveting another’s life. In her desperate attempt to escape her shadow and steal the light, she had plunged herself into a darkness deeper than any she had known in the dirt-floored hut in Tamil Nadu. The only thing she had succeeded in destroying was herself.
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To understand Diana, you first had to understand her thumbs. They were fast, agile, and ruthless, swiping across the illuminated screen of her limited-editon, latest model smartphone—a device she had purchased using funds extracted from a high school friend who thought she was financing Diana’s fictitious, life-saving appendectomy.

Diana was a social butterfly, but in the most predatory sense of the word. She fluttered from flower to flower, not to cross-pollinate, but to drain the nectar completely dry. To the outside world, specifically her hundreds thousand social media followers combined in various most popular sites, and the hundreds of sprawling groups of messaging apps she meticulously maintained, she was a beacon of modern Jakarta success. Her feed was a curated mosaic of high teas at the five star restaurants, impromptu weekend getaways to Bali, minimalist latte art, and OOTDs featuring subtly placed designer logos. She projected the image of a woman who had cracked the code to the universe, possessing a lucrative, mysterious “side hustle” that afforded her a life of endless leisure.

The reality was vastly, depressingly different.

By day, Diana sat in a windowless, heavily air-conditioned office in a decaying commercial block in South Jakarta. She was a mid-level administrative assistant for a logistics company that shipped bulk fertilizer. Her salary was precisely calibrated to hover just millimeters above the UMR—the regional minimum wage. It was enough to rent a small, stifling kost (a boarding house room) in a narrow alleyway that motorcycles could barely navigate, and perhaps afford daily meals from street vendors. It was not enough to fund the branded lifestyle she broadcasted to the world.

But Diana didn’t rely on her salary. She relied on her network. She was, in essence, a hedge fund manager whose sole commodity was the misplaced trust of her acquaintances.

Her methodology was nothing short of analytical genius. Every evening, lying on her cheap foam mattress, she would cross-reference her social media feeds like a forensic accountant. She wasn’t looking for entertainment; she was looking for liquidity.

Ah, Budi from middle school, she would think, zooming in on a post. Budi was smiling, holding a set of keys to a new high-end car. He just got a promotion. He has disposable income.

Wait, Siska’s status is a picture of a hospital monitor with a crying emoji. Siska’s elderly father had passed away last month. She just received the life insurance payout.

And there’s Auntie Maya, posting about her monthly arisan. The traditional rotating savings club had just paid out its pot. Auntie Maya was flush with fresh cash.

Diana kept a mental, and sometimes physical, ledger. She operated by a strict set of self-imposed rules to ensure the longevity of her grift. Rule number one: Never borrow from the same person twice in a twelve-month period. With a pool of thousands of “friends” stretching from her elementary school days in Surabaya to her brief stint at a corporate office before she was quietly let go, the well was virtually bottomless. Rule number two: Tailor the tragedy to the target.

For the older, more maternal figures in her network, Diana played the devoted, desperate daughter. She would call them, her voice trembling, tears highly audible over the receiver. “Auntie, I’m so sorry to bother you. It’s my mother. Her kidneys are failing, and the our national health insurance won’t cover the specific imported medication she needs tonight. If I don’t get twenty million Rupiah by midnight…” She would sob, a heavy, wretched sound. The money would invariably be transferred within the hour. Diana’s mother, for the record, was in perfect health, living in a modest village in East Java, completely unaware of her daughter’s fatal, fictional illnesses.

For her corporate peers, she played a different game. When the end of the month arrived and the inevitable wave of payday celebrations hit Instagram stories, Diana would strike. She targeted the high-level executives she had briefly rubbed shoulders with years ago. These were people making fifty to a hundred million Rupiah a month.

“Hey, bro,” she would text a former manager. “I have a huge cash flow issue with my import business. A container is stuck at Tanjung Priok port, and customs needs a bribe—I mean, an ‘expediting fee.’ I need fifty million just for a week. I’ll pay you back with a ten percent bonus.”

They would wire the money, usually their entire newly deposited monthly
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