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1. The Last Breath of a Puppet
The plastic tube ran from the bag of clear fluid into the vein in my left arm. Each drop fell into the small chamber with a rhythmic sound. I watched it from the hospital bed, my body too heavy to move. The white walls of the room were bare. There were no flowers. There were no cards from the board members of the Thorne Conglomerate. There was only the steady beep of the monitor tracking my pulse.

Julianna stood at the foot of my bed. She wore a red dress that cost four thousand dollars. She had bought it with the dividend check I signed for her last month. She looked at the monitor, then at me. Her face did not show any sadness. She smoothed the front of her dress with her palms and stepped closer to the IV stand.

"The doctors say you are stable, Seraphina," Julianna said. Her voice was steady. She reached out and touched the dial on the medicine pump. "But the doctors only know what they see on the charts. They do not know what I know."

I tried to speak. My throat felt dry. It felt as if someone had coated my windpipe in dust. I managed to move my hand an inch across the white sheet. My fingers felt numb. I wanted to ask her why she was here at three in the morning. I wanted to ask her where Father was.

"You worked so hard for the company," Julianna continued. She looked at the clear liquid in the bag. "You spent ten years building it. You saved the shipping lines. You bought the tech firms. You made the Thorne name the most powerful in the city. And for what? So you could sit in meetings until midnight while I waited for you to notice me?"

She pulled a small glass vial from her clutch purse. The liquid inside was clear. She held it up to the light. The room was quiet except for my shallow breathing. I watched her pop the plastic cap off a syringe. She drew the liquid into the chamber with a slow, practiced motion.

"Father is already in the boardroom," she said. "He is signing the final papers for the merger with the Gilded Hand. You were against it. You said it would destroy the family legacy. But Father does not care about the legacy. He cares about the debt he owes them. He cares about the money they promised him to make the debt go away."

I felt a surge of heat in my chest. I tried to pull the needle out of my arm, but my muscles did not respond. My brain sent the command, but my arm remained still. I was trapped inside my own skin. Julianna watched my eyes. She saw the panic. She smiled, but it did not reach her eyes.

"The Gilded Hand wanted a sacrifice," she whispered. She leaned over me. I could see the reflection of the hospital lights in her pupils. "They wanted someone who held enough power to make the transition look like a tragedy. An overworked CEO who finally collapsed. It is a very clean story, Seraphina. The press will love it."

The door to the room opened. Elias Thorne walked in. He wore a charcoal suit. His hair was perfectly combed. He did not look at my face. He looked at the watch on his left wrist. He was fifty-five years old, and he looked as strong as a man ten years younger. He stood next to Julianna and put a hand on her shoulder.

"Is it ready?" he asked. His voice was the same one he used during quarterly earnings calls. It was cold. It was professional. He spoke to her as if I were already a piece of furniture in the room.

"Yes, Father," Julianna said. She held the syringe up. "It is a paralytic. It will stop her heart in less than two minutes. The toxicology report will show it as a natural failure caused by chronic stress and a pre-existing condition we had the doctors write into her file last week."

Elias finally looked at me. His grey eyes were flat. There was no regret in them. There was no love. I had spent my entire life trying to earn a single word of praise from this man. I had doubled the family fortune. I had buried my own dreams to ensure the Thorne name stayed on top of every skyscraper in the city. I had been his most loyal soldier.

"You were always too ambitious for your own good, Seraphina," Elias said. He stayed five feet away from the bed. "You started to think the company belonged to you. You forgot that you are just a Thorne. And a Thorne serves the head of the house. I needed a way out of the Gilded Hand's debt. You are that way out."

I wanted to scream. I wanted to tell him that I had found the records of his tax evasion. I wanted to tell him that I knew about the secret accounts in the Caymans. I had the leverage to stop him, but I had never used it because he was my father. I had protected him. I had been a puppet for twenty-six years, and now he was cutting the strings.

Julianna inserted the needle into the rubber port of my IV line. I watched the plunger go down. The liquid entered the tube. It was only six inches away from my vein. I counted the seconds. One. Two. Three. Four. Five.

I felt a cold sensation start at my wrist. It moved up my arm like a wave. It reached my shoulder and then my chest. My heart skipped a beat. Then it skipped another. The monitor began to beep faster. The sound echoed off the sterile walls. My lungs felt heavy. I tried to take a breath, but the muscles in my diaphragm stayed flat.

"Goodbye, sister," Julianna said. She leaned down and kissed my forehead. Her lips were cold. "I will make sure the funeral is expensive. I will wear black. I will cry for the cameras. And then I will take your office. I will take your house. I will take everything you ever touched."

My vision began to blur at the edges. The white ceiling started to turn grey. The sound of the monitor slowed down. Beep. Beep. Beep. I looked at Elias. He was still looking at his watch. He wanted me to be dead so he could get to his next meeting. He wanted the problem to be solved.

I felt my heart stop. It was a physical weight in my chest that simply ceased to move. The air in my lungs was the last air I would ever have. I couldn't blink. I couldn't move my tongue. The last thing I saw was the red of Julianna's dress and the grey of my father's suit. Then the grey turned to black.

Darkness took me. There was no light. There was no sound. There was only the memory of the betrayal. It burned in my mind. I didn't want peace. I didn't want rest. I wanted them to pay. I wanted to see the Thorne name crumble. I wanted to see Elias lose everything. I wanted to see Julianna beg for the life she just stole from me.

Then, a sharp pain hit the center of my forehead. It felt like a needle pressing into my brain. My eyes snapped open.

I was not in the hospital. I was not looking at a white ceiling. I was looking at a silk canopy. The light in the room was warm. It was morning. I felt the softness of high-thread-count sheets against my skin. I sat up quickly. My chest moved. I took a deep breath. My lungs worked. My heart was beating a steady rhythm against my ribs.

I looked at my hands. They were not thin and pale from months of stress. They were healthy. I looked at my nightstand. There was a calendar. The date was circled in red ink. May 14th.

I walked to the floor-to-ceiling mirror in the corner of the room. I saw my reflection. My platinum hair was long and brushed. My grey eyes were clear. I looked younger. I looked alive. I realized where I was. This was my bedroom in the Thorne estate. This was five years ago.

Today was the day of the Crimson Gala. This was the day I had originally signed the papers to give Elias controlling interest in the subsidiary that held all our shipping assets. It was the day I had sealed my own fate. I picked up my phone from the nightstand. The screen lit up. There were three missed calls from Julianna and a text from Elias telling me to be ready by seven.

I gripped the phone until my knuckles turned white. My head throbbed with a sudden migraine. The room seemed to tilt for a second. I remembered the paralytic. I remembered the kiss on my forehead. I remembered the cold look in my father's eyes.

I was not a puppet anymore. I was not the loyal daughter. I stood in front of the mirror and straightened my shoulders. The ice in my mind was gone, replaced by a heat that made my skin feel electric. I had five years of knowledge. I knew every secret. I knew every debt. I knew exactly how they were going to kill me.

I walked to my closet and pulled out a black suit with sharp shoulders. I would not wear red today. I would not wear the colors of a daughter who wanted to be loved. I would wear the colors of a queen who was ready to go to war. I had been given a second chance, and I would use every second of it to burn the Thorne empire to the ground.
2. The Morning of the Crimson Fire
The handle of my bedroom door turned. It was a slow, practiced movement I recognized from a thousand different mornings. I stood my ground in front of the mirror. My fingers stayed steady on the hem of my black blazer.

Julianna walked in without knocking. She wore a silk robe the color of a bruised plum. Her hair was pulled back into a tight, perfect knot. She looked exactly as she had the night she killed me, except her face lacked the lines of exhaustion she had carried five years from now.

She stopped three feet inside the room. Her gaze moved from my face down to my black trousers and then to the sharp lapels of my jacket. She didn't say anything for five seconds.

"Where is the red gown?" Julianna asked. Her voice was thin. It lacked the rasp of the heavy smoker she would become in three years. "Father bought that dress specifically for tonight. He said the color would make the press notice you during the signing."

I turned to face her. My heart beat hard against my ribs, but I kept my hands at my sides. I looked at her neck, the spot where I wanted to wrap my fingers. "The red didn't fit. I decided to wear this instead."

Julianna stepped closer. She smelled like expensive soap and the chemical scent of her hairspray. She reached out to touch the fabric of my sleeve. I stepped back before she could make contact. Her hand stayed in the air for a second before she dropped it.

"You look like you're going to a funeral, Seraphina," she said. She forced a small, sharp laugh that didn't reach her eyes. "It's the Crimson Gala. You're supposed to be the face of the Thorne shipping merger. You can't show up looking like a widow."

"I'm not a widow," I said. I picked up my phone from the bed. "I'm the Chief Operating Officer. I should look like the person who runs the company, not a decoration for the ballroom."

Julianna squinted. She looked at me with a confusion that was almost honest. In this timeline, I was still the sister who took the blame for her mistakes. I was still the one who stayed up until four in the morning fixing the accounting errors she made in the marketing department.

"Father is waiting for you in the study," Julianna said. She crossed her arms. "He has the final papers for the subsidiary transfer. He wants you to sign them before the cars arrive at seven. He said he doesn't want any distractions at the venue."

I felt a sudden, sharp pressure behind my eyes. It was a localized heat, right in the center of my forehead. It was the first Echo. The timeline was shifting because I hadn't put on the red dress. I didn't wince. I forced myself to breathe through the pain until it subsided into a dull throb.

"Tell him I'll be down in ten minutes," I said.

Julianna lingered. She looked around my room as if she were searching for something that would explain why I was acting differently. She didn't find it. She turned and walked out, the silk of her robe clicking against the doorframe as she left.

I waited until her footsteps faded down the hallway. I went to my desk and opened the bottom drawer. I pulled out a laptop that shouldn't have been there. It was a secure, encrypted device I had purchased two weeks before my death and hidden in a safe deposit box. But here, in this past, it was a brand-new machine I had bought for private research.

I logged in. I navigated to the hidden folder where I had started tracking the Gilded Hand’s influence on the Thorne shipping lanes. My father thought I was loyal. He thought I was blind. He didn't know I had spent the last six months of my previous life uncovering the debt he owed to the syndicate.

I printed three pages of documents. They weren't the transfer papers. They were internal audits of the offshore accounts Elias used to funnel money to the Gilded Hand. I folded them and tucked them into the inner pocket of my blazer.

I walked out of my room and down the grand staircase. The Thorne estate was quiet, filled with the smell of floor wax and old wood. The portraits of my ancestors lined the walls. They all had the same cold, grey eyes. They all looked like they were waiting for someone to fail.

I reached the heavy oak doors of my father's study. I didn't knock. I pushed them open and walked inside.

Elias Thorne sat behind a desk made of solid mahogany. He was reading a physical copy of the Wall Street Journal. He didn't look up when I entered. He held a fountain pen in his right hand. The transfer contract sat on the green leather blotter in front of him.

"You're late," Elias said. He turned a page of the newspaper. "Julianna said you were being difficult about the attire. We don't have time for a rebellion, Seraphina. The Gilded Hand is watching this merger closely. Any sign of instability in the Thorne family will drop our stock price by five percent before the opening bell tomorrow."

I sat in the chair opposite him. I didn't lean back. I sat on the edge, my feet flat on the floor. "The black suit is a business decision, Father. It projects strength. The red dress projects a daughter who does what she's told. If I'm signing over the shipping assets, I need the board to see me as an equal, not a subordinate."

Elias finally looked up. His eyes were the color of lead. He studied my face for a long time. He didn't see the woman who had died in a hospital bed. He saw the daughter he thought he could control.

"The board sees what I tell them to see," Elias said. He slid the contract toward me. "Sign the last page. Paragraph four has been adjusted to include the personal liability release we discussed. You'll be debt-free, and the company will have the liquidity it needs to expand into the Asian markets."

I looked at the pen. It was a Montblanc with a gold nib. Five years ago, I had picked it up and signed my life away without reading the fine print. I had trusted him because he was my father.

I picked up the pen. I felt the weight of it. My head throbbed again. The Echo was stronger this time. I saw a flash of the hospital ceiling for a split second. I saw Julianna’s face as she leaned over me with the syringe.

I didn't sign. I turned the pages of the contract slowly.

"There’s a mistake on page twelve," I said. I kept my voice flat. I didn't look at him. "The clause regarding the Gilded Hand’s collateral interest in the fleet. It says the ships are the primary security for the loan. But the loan isn't registered with the SEC."

Elias froze. The newspaper in his hand crinkled. The silence in the room became absolute. The only sound was the ticking of the grandfather clock in the corner.

"How do you know about that?" Elias asked. His voice was lower now. It had a vibration of genuine threat.

"I'm the COO," I said. I looked him directly in the eye. "I know everything that happens in this company. I know you've been using the shipping subsidiary to pay off a gambling debt that belongs to the Gilded Hand. And I know that if I sign this contract, I become legally responsible for the money laundering involved in those payments."

Elias stood up. He was a tall man, and he used his height to try and intimidate people. He leaned over the desk. "You will sign those papers, Seraphina. You are a Thorne. Your job is to protect the legacy. If that means taking a risk on the paperwork, then that is what you will do."

"The legacy is a lie," I said. I stood up to match him. "You sacrificed Mom for this legacy. You’re trying to sacrifice me. I’m not signing these papers. Not under these terms."

Elias reached out and grabbed my wrist. His grip was tight enough to leave a bruise. "You have no choice. The Gilded Hand expects the transfer to be finalized tonight at the gala. If it isn't, they will take the assets by force. Do you understand what they do to people who cost them money?"

I pulled my arm back with a sharp jerk. I didn't show the pain. "I know exactly what they do. That’s why I’ve already sent a copy of this unsigned contract to a private server. If anything happens to me tonight, it gets forwarded to the SEC and the federal
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