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Vivienne’s POV

The wind came first.

It always does, up there — sharp and salt-laced, cutting through silk like it has something to prove. I remember thinking that. Standing at the edge of the Ashcroft cliffs on a Tuesday in November, in a dress that cost more than most people’s monthly salary, thinking: the wind is rude tonight.

Strange, the things the mind reaches for when it knows it’s about to lose everything.

“You’ve been so difficult, Vivienne.” Her voice came from behind me — smooth, unhurried, the way it always was when she’d already won. “You always had to make things harder than they needed to be.”

I didn’t turn around. I knew better than to turn around.

The cliffs stretched fifty meters above the rocks below. The sea was angry — black and churning and indifferent. I had come here because Marcus called me, because he said he had the documents, because I thought — foolishly, stupidly, for the last time — that I still had a move left to play.

I didn’t.

“You took everything,” I said. My voice was steady. I was proud of that. “The company. Father. Dorian. You took fifteen years of my life and you called it motherhood.”

She laughed. Soft. Almost fond.

“I called it survival, darling. Something you were never very good at.”

I heard the footstep. Just one — close, deliberate. The kind that isn’t taking a walk.

And then I was falling.

No scream. No final words. Just the cold air rushing up to meet me and the strange, suspended clarity of a mind that knows it has run out of time. I saw the rocks below. I saw the stars above. I thought of my mother’s face, the way she smelled of jasmine and warm paper. I thought of my father, the version of him that existed before Mirabel rewrote him. I thought, briefly, of Dorian — of the way he had looked at me once, before he learned not to.

I hit the water.

And then I was gone.

I came back screaming.

Upright in a bed I didn’t recognize — then did. White linen. The faint smell of jasmine. Pale morning light pressing through curtains I hadn’t seen in over a decade. My hands were shaking. My throat was raw. My heart was hammering so violently I pressed both palms flat against my chest just to feel it — real, rhythmic, impossibly alive.

What—

I swung my legs over the side and nearly fell. My legs were wrong. Too smooth. Too young. The knee scar I’d gotten at twenty-two from a broken glass at a charity gala — gone. The callus on my right index finger from years of signing documents — gone.

I stood on shaking legs and crossed to the vanity mirror in the corner.

The girl staring back at me was seventeen years old.

I knew her. I had been her. Round-cheeked and wide-eyed and so heartbreakingly unaware of what was coming — of who was already sharpening knives in the kitchen downstairs, smiling over breakfast, wearing her mother’s jewelry.

My breath came out slow. Deliberate.

Outside the window, the grounds of Ashcroft Manor were green and gold in the early morning. A gardener moved between the rose beds — old Thomas, who had been let go at some point, the year everything began unraveling. The oak tree by the east gate still had the rope swing my mother had hung when I was six. The fountain still worked. The stone was still clean.

Eight years. I was eight years back.

My legs stopped shaking.

I looked at myself in the mirror — really looked. At the girl they had spent the next eight years quietly, methodically destroying. At the face they had last seen at the bottom of a cliff, arranged carefully by the coroner, mourned by no one who meant it.

I reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.

My expression didn’t change. It simply — settled. Like something cold and precise clicking into place behind my eyes. Like a door closing softly on everything that was allowed to hurt me.

I leaned forward until my reflection was close enough to fog the glass.

And I whispered one name.

The first one.

“Mirabel.”
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Vivienne’s POV

The stairs were the hardest part.

Not because of what waited at the bottom — I knew exactly what waited at the bottom. I had replayed this house, this morning, this version of my life so many times in the years that followed that I could have navigated it blindfolded. The third step creaked. The bannister wobbled slightly on the left side. The smell of fresh coffee and warm bread drifted up from the kitchen, and underneath it, so faint most people wouldn’t catch it — the powdery top note of Mirabel’s perfume.

No. The stairs were hard because of what I had to become the moment my foot touched the last one.

I paused on the landing, one hand resting lightly on the wall.

Soft eyes. Slightly hunched shoulders. The smile that doesn’t quite reach — but tries. The girl who is always a little grateful just to be included.

I had worn that face for years without knowing it was a costume. Now I put it on deliberately, the way a surgeon picks up a scalpel — precisely, without emotion, knowing exactly what it was for.

Then I walked into the dining room.

“There she is.”

My father’s voice. Edmund Ashcroft at fifty-two — broad-shouldered, warm-eyed, the kind of man who filled a room without trying. He was at the head of the table with his newspaper folded beside his plate, reading glasses pushed up on his forehead, and when he looked up at me his face did the thing it used to do. Before. The thing I had spent years trying to remember correctly.

It creased at the corners. Genuinely. Like I was the best part of his morning.

Something in my chest pulled tight and I breathed through it without letting it reach my face.

“Morning, Dad.” I slid into my usual seat — middle left, between Lara and the empty chair they kept for guests — and reached for the orange juice. “Sorry, I overslept.”

“You never oversleep.” He was already smiling, already going back to his newspaper. “Must be coming down with something.”

“She looks fine to me,” Celeste said, without looking up from her phone.

Celeste. Nineteen years old, silk blouse, hair already perfect at seven in the morning. She was positioned across from me with the particular kind of effortless elegance that she had always worn like armor. I had spent years resenting it, then mourning it when she turned it against me, then simply cataloging it as a weapon belonging to someone I needed to be careful of.

I gave her a small, uncertain smile. The old kind. “Morning, Celeste.”

She didn’t answer.

Lara, beside me, nudged a plate of toast in my direction without a word. Fifteen years old, quieter than her sister, always watching from the edges of rooms. She had her mother’s coloring but not her mother’s eyes — Lara’s were softer, more careful, permanently carrying something that looked uncomfortably like guilt for someone so young.

I would think about that later.

“You look pale,” she said quietly, just to me.

“Bad dream.” I took a piece of toast. “I’m fine.”

Mirabel entered from the kitchen doorway carrying her own coffee, which she always made separately from the household pot. A small thing. The kind of small thing that meant nothing until you understood who she was — a woman who never consumed anything she hadn’t personally controlled.

She was forty-four and immaculate. Honey-blonde hair. Posture like a verdict. The kind of beautiful that came with an invoice attached.

She looked at me and smiled.

“Vivienne. You slept late.”

“A little.” I wrapped both hands around my juice glass. “Sorry.”

“No need to apologize.” She settled into the chair to my father’s right — her chair, always her chair — and opened her own newspaper with a soft, decisive snap. “Growing girls need their rest.”

Growing girls. I was seventeen. She had been calling me a growing girl since she married my father when I was twelve and I had never once corrected her because I hadn’t understood yet that the phrase wasn’t affectionate. It was a diminishment dressed in warmth. A reminder, delivered daily with a smile, that I was young and soft and not yet a threat worth taking seriously.

I sipped my juice. Let my eyes go slightly unfocused, the way they used to when I was nervous and trying not to show it.

Inside, I was cataloging everything.

The way she unfolded her newspaper — too crisp, too practiced. She wasn’t reading it; she was performing the reading of it. The coffee cup she’d placed precisely two inches from the table’s edge. The way her eyes, behind the performance of casual morning routine, moved — once to my father, once to the door, once to the slim leather folder sitting on the sideboard behind her.

I had not noticed that folder at seventeen.

I noticed it now.

It was the kind of folder that accounting firms used. Dark green. Thin but not empty. Sitting on the sideboard with the particular studied casualness of something that had been placed there deliberately — close enough to retrieve quickly, far enough from the table to seem incidental.

I ate my toast. I asked my father about his week. I let Celeste make a comment about my cardigan and responded with a self-conscious laugh that cost me nothing. I performed the entire breakfast with the muscle memory of someone who had done it a thousand times — because I had. Just never consciously. Never watching myself from the outside, measuring every expression against what it was supposed to communicate.

Halfway through the meal, Mirabel excused herself to take a call. My father followed a minute later to answer the door. Lara drifted to the kitchen for more juice. Celeste was absorbed in her phone.

I was alone with the sideboard for forty-three seconds.

I didn’t move toward it. Didn’t touch it. Didn’t do anything that could be seen or remembered.

I simply turned my head, at an angle that looked like nothing more than idle distraction, and read the tab on the folder’s spine from across the room.

Ashcroft Estate — Asset Review & Transfer Preliminary — Confidential.

The date on the label was last week.

My father’s signature line was already printed at the bottom of the visible page — blank, waiting, patient.

She hadn’t even been married to him for a full year.

I turned back to my plate. Picked up my toast. Took a calm, unhurried bite.

She’s already started.

Eight years earlier than I remembered. Which meant either she had accelerated her timeline — or I had never known when it truly began.

My father came back through the door laughing at something the postman had said, Edmund Ashcroft in all his warm, unsuspecting, devastating openness, and I smiled up at him with the soft eyes and the uncertain smile and the whole careful costume of the girl I used to be.

Inside, something cold and quiet finished waking up.

She started early. Good.

So will I.
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Celeste’s POV

There were two kinds of girls at Hargrove Finishing School.

The ones who came to learn — posture, diction, the correct fork for the fish course, how to enter a room like you owned the building it sat in. And the ones who came already knowing all of it, who sat in the front row not because they needed to but because they understood, instinctively, that visibility was its own kind of power.

I was the second kind.

Had been, since the day my mother walked me through Hargrove’s iron gates at sixteen and said, quietly, in that voice she reserved for things that mattered: Watch everyone. Trust no one. And never, under any circumstances, let them see you working.

Best advice she ever gave me. I had built an entire personality around it.

By nineteen I knew every girl in this building — their ambitions, their insecurities, their family’s financial position, and exactly how much of their confidence was performance versus foundation. I knew which professors could be charmed and which responded better to academic rigor. I knew that the headmistress, for all her talk of character and grace, was quietly in debt to two families whose daughters she had never once failed.

Information. That was the real curriculum at Hargrove. Everything else was just packaging.

Which was why, when something didn’t fit, I noticed.

Vivienne had always been easy to read.

That sounds unkind. It isn’t meant to be — simply accurate. My stepsister was warm where I was cool, instinctive where I was calculated, the kind of girl who felt things loudly even when she was trying not to show it. You could track her emotions across a room without trying. A slight tension around the eyes when she was hurt. A too-bright smile when she was trying to seem fine. The particular stillness she got when our mother said something cutting disguised as a compliment.

I had never disliked her for it. Soft people weren’t my enemies. They were simply — legible. Easy to account for. Easy to move around.

She had enrolled at Hargrove the same year I did, which had annoyed me more than I let on. Not because of her presence specifically but because of what it meant — my mother engineering proximity, positioning us as a matched set, the Ashcroft-Caldwell daughters making their debut together. I understood the strategy. I simply preferred my stage without a supporting cast.

By the second week I had adjusted. Vivienne kept to herself, smiled at the right people, and caused no disruption to anything I was building. She was, if I was being precise about it, the ideal roommate — present enough to be companionable, forgettable enough to be invisible.

Until this week.

It started at Tuesday’s etiquette seminar.

Professor Aldaine was running the table setting exercise — excruciatingly dull, the kind of thing that separated the girls who’d grown up with household staff from the ones who hadn’t. Vivienne had always been slightly nervous in these sessions. Not incompetent, but self-conscious in the specific way of someone who knew the correct answer but feared being wrong in public.

On Tuesday she walked in, sat down, and completed the entire setting in four minutes and twelve seconds — faster than anyone in the room, including me — without once looking at the reference card.

Aldaine blinked. Made a note. Said nothing.

I watched Vivienne from across the table. She wasn’t preening. Wasn’t seeking the reaction. She simply folded her hands in her lap and looked faintly bored, the way girls look when they’ve already moved on to the next problem.

I filed it away.

Wednesday’s French conversation class. Vivienne’s French had always been functional — competent enough to pass, accented enough to be charming in an artless sort of way. On Wednesday she answered Madame Renoir’s question about Proust with three sentences of precise, unaccented Parisian French that made the teacher stop mid-sip of her tea and set the cup down very carefully.

Thursday’s social navigation workshop. The exercise involved reading a mock conflict scenario between two fictional socialites and identifying the most strategically advantageous response. Vivienne’s answer was so surgically correct — not just socially graceful but tactically precise, identifying the power dynamics, the exit strategies, the long-term implications — that the workshop facilitator read it twice before moving on.

I sat with it through dinner that evening and couldn’t make it fit.

This was not a
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