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The flat smelled of garlic and damp coats. Lisa Moretti sat at the kitchen table doing homework while her mother stood over a pot of tomato sauce, stirring it in slow, tired circles. Outside, North London drizzled its usual grey apology of a Tuesday evening.

She had always been unremarkable. Born to Italian immigrant parents, she possessed neither stunning beauty nor exceptional talent. Her brown hair hung limp around her plain face, and her brown eyes held no particular spark. She was the kind of girl who disappeared into crowds, forgotten moments after meeting — the kind of girl who knew exactly what she was and exactly what she was not.

"Your Aunt Maria rang again," her mother said without turning around.

"I know." Lisa did not look up from her textbook.

"She says Roberto can put your name in front of the committee. Thornfield Academy." Her mother set the wooden spoon down. "Lisa. Did you hear what I said?"

"I heard you." She closed the book. "Mum, I'm not brilliant. You know that. They'll figure it out in a week and send me home."

"Then you'll come home." Her mother finally turned, wiping her hands on a dish towel. Her face was kind and exhausted in equal measure. "But you'll have tried. That's something, isn't it?"

Lisa said nothing. She stared at the textbook cover — a photograph of the Thames at dusk, gilded and remote. Uncle Roberto sat on the admissions committee of Thornfield Academy, Britain's most prestigious boarding school, a fortress of privilege where prime ministers' children rubbed shoulders with royalty. When Lisa's academic performance proved merely adequate, it was Roberto's influence that had secured her a full scholarship to halls she could never have entered on merit alone.

"You're lucky, Lisa," her aunt had said once, in her elegant drawing room. "Hundreds of brilliant children would kill for this opportunity. Don't waste it."

Lisa had nodded solemnly. But inside, she felt the gnawing awareness of her own inadequacy. She was not brilliant like those other children. She was just ordinary.

Three months later, she arrived at Thornfield with a scholarship she hadn't earned and a suitcase that was embarrassingly ordinary.

***
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SHE HEARD THE SPLASHING before she saw him.

It was a grey Saturday afternoon, the kind that made the school lake look like a sheet of hammered tin. Lisa had been walking the perimeter path alone — she was often alone — feeling isolated and homesick, when a sound cut through the quiet. Not splashing exactly. Thrashing.

She didn't think. She kicked off her shoes and went in.

The water was cold enough to knock the breath out of her. She found him by sound — a small pale shape going under for the third time — and grabbed him by the collar, kicking hard for the bank. It took everything she had. When she dragged him onto the muddy grass and turned him onto his side, he vomited lake water and started breathing again. She performed CPR she had learned from a first-aid course and watched his colour return, slow as sunrise.

By the time the teachers came running, Lisa was kneeling in the mud, soaked to the skin.

"You're all right," she told him, because he looked terrified. "You're all right."

His name, she learned later, was Daniel Bridgeworth. Fourteen years old. Younger son of Geoffrey Bridgeworth, who owned four newspapers, two television networks, and a big portion of the British government's attention.

When Daniel opened his eyes properly for the first time and looked at her, something in his expression made Lisa uncomfortable. It was too much. Too grateful.

"I'd have done the same for anyone," she told him.

"I know," Daniel said. "That's the point."

He was right, though she wouldn't understand why until much later. She had jumped in without thinking. That quality — unreflective, impulsive goodness — was the last pure thing she had. She would spend the next decade trying to sell it.

*** 
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THE GIFTS BEGAN ARRIVING on Monday.

First a silk scarf, then a cashmere coat that fit her perfectly — she'd never told anyone her size. Designer clothes that fit as if made for her, jewellery that sparkled like captured starlight. Then an invitation to a gala in Chelsea with a handwritten note.

You saved my son's life. The family wishes to thank you properly. — Geoffrey Bridgeworth.

Her roommate Priya watched her open the box with wide eyes. "Are you actually friends with the Bridgeworths?"

"I'm not friends with anyone," Lisa said. But she stroked the coat's collar anyway, and something settled in her chest like a key turning in a lock she hadn't known was there.

The gala was another world. She stood in a room where the flowers alone cost more than her parents' monthly rent and watched people move with the easy authority of those who had never questioned their right to be anywhere. They were beautiful. They were confident. They were, she understood with sudden clarity, untouchable — not because they were cruel, but because they never had to be afraid.

She wanted that. She wanted it so badly it frightened her.

Daniel found her by the window, holding a glass of sparkling water and pretending to look at the garden.

"You look like you're calculating an escape route," he said.

"I might be." She turned. He was better dressed than she'd ever seen him, but his eyes were the same — earnest, a little anxious. "You're sure your family doesn't mind me being here?"

"My father told me I could invite anyone I wanted. I chose you." He said it simply, without drama. "You're the most interesting person I know."

Lisa almost laughed. "I'm the most ordinary person you know."

"No," Daniel said, with the quiet certainty of someone who had thought about it. "You're the only one who jumped in."

She was careful to smile rather than let him see what his words did to her. Not to her pride — to her hunger. It rose up from somewhere below her ribs and wrapped itself around her spine, and from that evening on, it was in charge.

She had tasted ambrosia. Ordinary food would never satisfy her again.
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AS WEEKS PASSED, LISA noticed other students gravitating toward Daniel — drawn by his kindness and his family's influence. The fear that gripped her was primal: what if he found better friends? What if the gifts stopped coming?

The rumours started small. A word here, a raised eyebrow there. For the first time in her life, Lisa applied her intelligence not to academics but to manipulation.

"I'm only saying what I heard," she told two girls in the common room, her voice low and reluctant. "His father's been mentioned in connection with something illegal. Nobody knows if it's serious. But Daniel's been so emotional lately — you've seen him. I worry about him, honestly."

"He does seem fragile," one of the girls agreed.

"Very." Lisa folded her hands in her lap. "I just hope people are kind to him, that's all. The attention can't be good."

She watched the girls exchange a look. She watched them decide, without realising they'd decided anything, that proximity to Daniel Bridgeworth was currently a social risk. She watched the seed take root.

She was subtle — she had always been good at listening without being noticed, at repeating things in ways that made them sound like concern rather than poison. The rumours spread like wildfire through Thornfield's gossip-hungry student body. Soon, Daniel found himself increasingly isolated, his invitations declined, his greetings met with nervous smiles and quick departures.

Two weeks later, Daniel came to find her looking pale and confused, his lunch barely touched.

"I don't understand," he said. "Everyone's acting strange. James cancelled our study session. Karen didn't sit with me at assembly. Even my housemaster looked at me oddly this morning."

"People are uncomfortable with anything they don't understand," Lisa said, settling next to him on the bench. "They see your family's name in the papers and they don't know how to act. It's their problem, not yours."

"It doesn't feel like their problem." His voice was very young suddenly.

"I know." She put her arm around his shoulders. "But I'm here. I'm not going anywhere."

The gratitude in his face was warm and absolute and she felt it like sunlight. She stored it carefully, like someone who knows winter is coming.
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She met Alexis Bridgeworth at a charity dinner two years later, and understood immediately that everything she'd been doing was prologue.

He was blonde-haired, with the kind of face that expected to be looked at. He stood in the centre of the room the way naturally powerful people do — not because they push everyone else aside but because people unconsciously arrange themselves around them. His blue eyes held depths that made the room feel smaller.

His Greek-American fiancée was worse. Helen Peterson was extraordinary in the most infuriating way possible: earned, not inherited. With her red-gold hair and sharp, ethereal face, she worked the room with the ease of someone who had never needed to work at anything — and yet she had. She had built her coffee company from nothing, turned it over forty million the year before, earned her Harvard MBA with summa cumlaude honors. She was, Lisa thought watching her, genuinely, annoyingly good. An American billionaire's granddaughter who had nonetheless earned her place through brilliance rather than advantage.

When Lisa saw them together, she felt something settle in her chest like a stone. They were beautiful, powerful, complete — a couple that set the standard for what elite love should look like.

Daniel appeared at Lisa's elbow. "Come meet my brother properly. He keeps asking about you."

"Does he." It wasn't a question.

"Says he's heard the story a hundred times but never met the girl who actually went in." Daniel smiled. He still had that quality — the ability to admire without wanting to own. Lisa sometimes wondered what that felt like.

Alexis shook her hand and studied her face with the frankness of someone used to making quick assessments. "You don't look like a hero," he said.

"I wasn't being one," Lisa said. "I just didn't have time to think about it."

He smiled then — properly, not the social performance she'd seen across the room — and Lisa registered it like a change in weather.

"Honest," he said. "I appreciate that." He glanced past her to where Helen was speaking with the charity's director. Something in his expression contracted slightly, too small for most people to catch. 

Lisa caught it.

*** 
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THE PLANNING TOOK EIGHT months.

She learned his schedule through Daniel, who had no idea he was a source. She studied Alexis's habits, his preferences, his vulnerabilities — his favourite restaurants, his workout schedule, his tendency to drink too much at family gatherings. She positioned herself carefully — at the right events, at the right moment, always available for a conversation or a kind word after the ones she knew, from careful listening, had gone wrong. Alexis and Helen argued about the wedding venue, about his travel schedule, about her refusal to relocate to New York. Lisa was there for every aftermath, offering tea and sympathy and nothing that could ever be described as improper.

The opportunity arrived at Daniel's twenty-first birthday party at the family's Berkshire estate.

She had volunteered to help coordinate two months beforehand, which gave her
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