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THE LAST BREATH




The hospital smelled like forgetting.

That was the thing no one told you about dying — not the cold, not the quiet, not the way the body gave up in stages like a house being emptied room by room. It was the smell. Antiseptic and stale air and something underneath both of those things that had no name, only a feeling: this is where things end.

Liora Meng had been in this room for eleven days.

She knew because she had counted. In the beginning, when there had still been enough of her left to count, she had marked the passage of time by the shift changes of the nurses — the young one with the kind eyes who came in the mornings, the older one who came at night and never spoke but always adjusted the blanket with a gentleness that made Liora’s chest ache. Eleven days. Eleven mornings. Eleven times she had watched the grey Shenghai sky through the single window of Room 4C and thought: maybe today someone will come.

No one came.

That was the part she should have expected. The part that, even now, at the very end of everything, still managed to find the soft place inside her and press. She had spent the last five years watching every door in her life close — first slowly, then all at once — and still some stubborn, foolish corner of her heart had believed that at the end, one of them would open.

Her father’s face came to her sometimes in the grey hours before dawn. Meng Jiahao, with his careful hands and his rare laugh and the way he used to call her little silk, because she had come into the world quietly, he said, the way silk moved through water. He had been gone for five years. She had held his hand at the end too, in a room not unlike this one, and told him that everything would be all right.

She had believed it then.

She did not believe it now.

Vivienne.

The name moved through her like cold water through cracked stone. Vivienne Chow-Meng, with her neutral colours and her perfect posture and her smile that had fooled everyone — the board, the attorneys, the family friends who had known Liora since childhood and still, somehow, chose to believe a woman they had known for seven years over a girl they had watched grow up. Vivienne, who had held a forged will in manicured hands and read it in a steady voice while Liora stood in the back of the room and felt the floor disappear beneath her feet.

It had been elegant, really. Liora could admit that now, in the way you could only admit things when it was too late to change them. The forgery had been flawless. The witnesses had been bought. The attorney — old Ren Baoshi, who had drawn up her father’s real will and should have screamed from the steps of the Meng estate that something was wrong — had said nothing. She had found out later that Vivienne had compromised him years before. She had simply been waiting for the moment to collect.

Yvette had cried at the reading of the will.

She had done it beautifully — the right amount of grief, the right amount of reluctant surprise, one hand pressed to her mouth as though she could barely accept such generosity. Liora had watched her stepsister perform sorrow from across the room and felt something go very still inside her. Not anger. Not yet. Just a cold, profound recognition.

She knew. She always knew.

Five years.

Five years of legal challenges that went nowhere, of allies who quietly disappeared, of resources that dried up one by one as Vivienne’s people made calls and pulled strings and ensured that every door Liora approached was already closed before she reached it. She had fought. That was the thing she needed to hold onto now, at the end — she had fought. She had not gone quietly. She had screamed and clawed and documented and filed and contacted every person she had ever known, and one by one they had all looked away.

Except Zara.

Zara Liu, who had stood on the steps of a courthouse in the rain and told Liora she wasn’t going anywhere, and had meant it, and had lost everything for it. Her job. Her reputation. Three years of her career dismantled by anonymous complaints and fabricated misconduct that Vivienne’s network had assembled with the same efficiency they applied to everything. Zara had kept calling even after that. She had kept showing up.

Liora had stopped answering. Not because she didn’t love her. Because she could not watch another person be destroyed on her behalf.

That had been her last mistake. One of many.

Kai.

She did not want to think about him. She had spent five years not thinking about him, which was a different thing entirely from not thinking about him constantly. Kai Shen. She had been twenty-three years old when their fathers had arranged the alliance, twenty-three and naively, quietly hopeful in the way she was hopeful about everything back then — the way she had believed that being good was a form of protection.

Their marriage had lasted fourteen months.

She could trace the deterioration almost week by week now, with the clarity of hindsight and the specific cruelty of a mind that would not let her rest. The cold silences that began in month three. The way he stopped looking at her directly sometime around month five — not with anger, just with a careful blankness, as though she had become something he was trying not to see. The rumour about the woman in his office that appeared in month eight, planted so carefully that Liora had never been able to find the root of it, only the flower — blooming in whispers at every social event they attended, laid across every conversation like a fine layer of ash.

She had tried to talk to him.

She had sent messages he never answered. Had waited in the apartment they shared for conversations that never happened. Had stood in doorways watching him move through their shared space like a man who had already left and not yet bothered to tell her. She had not known, then, that her messages had been intercepted. That his silence had been engineered. That the advisor who told him she had been seen meeting with a rival company’s attorney — a meeting that had never happened — was on Vivienne’s payroll and had been for years.

She had not known any of it until it was far too late.

The divorce papers had arrived on a Tuesday morning in March. No conversation. No warning. A courier at the door and a document that had already been signed, that required only her signature, that had a line at the bottom where her name was supposed to go. She had stood in the hallway holding them for a long time. She remembered the way the paper felt. Heavy, for something so thin.

She had signed.

What else was there to do? He had already decided. He had decided without asking her, without looking at her, without giving her the courtesy of a single conversation, and she had understood in that moment that whatever she had hoped they might become, she had been hoping alone.

She signed the papers, she put them back in the envelope, she gave them to the courier, and then she sat down on the floor of her hallway in the apartment that had never quite felt like hers and she did not get up for a very long time.

That had been three years ago.

Since then — the eviction from the apartment when the allowance Vivienne controlled was quietly reduced to nothing. The months in a rented room in a part of the city she had never seen from the inside of a car. The jobs that fell through when references came back mysteriously negative. The lawsuit that had cost her last savings and delivered nothing. And then, finally, the collapse — her body giving out with a thoroughness that felt almost pointed, as though it had waited politely for the last option to close before allowing itself to stop.

Eleven days in Room 4C.

And now this — the grey light thickening, the sounds of the ward growing distant and soft, the blanket that someone had adjusted with gentle hands sometime in the night, still tucked carefully around her shoulders.

She was not afraid.

That surprised her, a little. She had thought she would be afraid. But there was something underneath the exhaustion that was almost — not peace, not quite, but something in the same neighbourhood. The recognition that she had reached the end of a chapter and there was nothing more to do inside it.

Only she was not ready.

That was the other thing. The thing that cut through the grey and the quiet and the smell of forgetting and found her with something sharp and bright and entirely unacceptable. She was not ready. Not because she wanted more time to exist in this — in this grey room, in this stripped and hollow version of a life that had been taken from her — but because she had not finished.

Vivienne was still standing.

Yvette was still smiling.

The Meng empire was still in the wrong hands, run by a woman who had never earned a single thing inside it, built on a lie that Liora had never been able to prove.

And Kai Shen was somewhere in this city, living in the vast indifference of a man who had never known what he had thrown away.

She thought about her father. About what he would have looked like if he had known — if he had seen what was done in the months after his death, if he had known that his real will was buried somewhere and his daughter was dying in a hospital room that smelled like the end of things. She thought she could almost hear him. His voice, low and careful, the way it had been when she was small and frightened: little silk.

Her lips moved.

The machines beside her registered something — a small change, a flutter — and then settled.

The grey light was everywhere now.

And in the last lit corner of Liora Meng’s mind, in the final breath of the woman who had been good and patient and trusting and had been destroyed for all of it, something crystallised. Not a prayer. Not a regret.

A promise.

I will come back.

The words formed without sound, without air, without anything left to form them with — purely internal, purely furious, a single sentence that burned in the dark like a coal that refused to go out.

I will come back, and I will not be gentle this time.

Then the grey took everything.

And Liora Meng died.
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CHARACTER PROFILES & BACKSTORIES

1. LIORA MENG — The Reborn Heiress (Protagonist)

Age at rebirth: 22 (mentally 27) Appearance: Tall, slender, with sharp cheekbones and dark almond eyes that used to be warm and are now unreadable. She carries herself differently after rebirth — spine straight, chin lifted, gaze that makes powerful men step back.

Backstory — Past Life: Liora was born the only biological daughter of Meng Jiahao, founder of the Meng Empire — a $14 billion luxury conglomerate spanning fashion, real estate, media, and rare gemstone trade. Her mother died when she was six, and her father remarried Vivienne Chow three years later. From childhood, Liora was gentle, trusting, and desperate to be loved by the family that surrounded her. She studied hard, worked inside the company, and believed that goodness would protect her.

It did not.

When her father died of a sudden illness at her age of 21, the will that was read was not the one he wrote. Vivienne had forged a replacement that handed control of the empire to herself as trustee with Yvette — her biological daughter — as figurehead heir. Liora was given a small monthly allowance and quietly pushed out. She fought back through legal channels, but Vivienne had already buried the evidence and turned every ally against her. Her marriage to Kai Shen, arranged before her father’s death as a powerful business alliance, collapsed within a year — Vivienne had fed Kai a careful diet of lies, manufactured scandals, and fake evidence until he filed for divorce without explanation.

By 27, Liora had nothing. No empire. No husband. No allies. No name. She died alone in a hospital after collapsing from exhaustion and a broken spirit, whispering the names of every person who had betrayed her.

Backstory — Second Life: She wakes screaming in her 22-year-old body. It takes her three full days to stop shaking. On the fourth day, she gets up, stands in front of the mirror, and makes herself one promise: no mercy, no exceptions, no tears.

She is seven days from her father’s annual business gala — the event where Vivienne first began making her moves. This time, Liora will move first.

Personality after rebirth: Cold, controlled, and devastatingly patient. She smiles only when she wants someone to lower their guard. She has no interest in being liked. She is interested in winning. Beneath the ice, however, she carries a grief she will never show — for her father, for the girl she used to be, and for a love she once believed in.

Core motivation: Reclaim the Meng Empire. Expose Vivienne and destroy her completely. Protect her grandfather from being manipulated. And never, under any circumstances, need anyone again.

2. KAI SHEN — The Cold Billionaire (Male Lead / Love Interest)

Age: 29 Appearance: Over six feet, lean and imposing, with a face that looks like it was carved to intimidate. Dark eyes that miss nothing. Always immaculately dressed. He has not smiled — genuinely smiled — in years.

Backstory: Kai inherited leadership of the Shen Group at 24 when his father stepped down due to illness. He built it from a $10 billion firm to a $30 billion empire in five years through a combination of ruthless strategy and near-supernatural business instinct. He has no close friends, does not socialise unless it serves a purpose, and is regarded with a mixture of fear and fascination by everyone in Shenghai’s elite circles.

His marriage to Liora was arranged between their fathers — a strategic alliance that would have merged two of the most powerful dynasties in Asia. In her past life, Kai was cold and distant throughout their marriage, but there were moments — small, unguarded ones — that Liora held onto. Vivienne saw this and systematically destroyed those moments. She planted a woman in Kai’s office who claimed an affair. She intercepted Liora’s messages so that every attempt Liora made to reach him went unanswered. She convinced his personal advisor — a man she had compromised — to confirm the lies. Kai, who did not know how to be vulnerable and did not ask for help, believed what was in front of him and filed for divorce.

He regretted it. He will never admit that, but he regretted it from the moment the papers were signed. He spent years after their divorce searching for what had gone wrong, never able to fully believe his own reasons. He never found out she died.

Now: When he sees Liora at the gala — not the soft, uncertain girl he married, but this sharp, luminous, untouchable woman — something in him goes very still. He does not understand what he feels. He only knows he cannot stay away. And that she, unlike every other person in his world, is completely unaffected by him.

This drives him to the edge of obsession.

Character arc: From man who made the worst mistake of his life without knowing it — to a man who will burn down anyone who touches her again.

3. VIVIENNE CHOW-MENG — The Stepmother (Primary Villain)

Age: 52 Appearance: Elegant, poised, always in neutral tones. She looks like someone’s beloved aunt. She has perfected the art of warmth as performance.

Backstory: Vivienne Chow came from a middle-class family with high ambitions and no resources to match them. She was beautiful, strategic, and patient. She spent years positioning herself in the right social circles before engineering her introduction to Meng Jiahao at a charity gala three years after his wife’s death. She made herself indispensable to him — warm, steady, attentive. He married her within eighteen months.

From the moment she entered the Meng household, Vivienne was building. She identified Liora as the only real obstacle between herself and the empire and began carefully, methodically undermining her — first with Liora’s father (planting small doubts, framing Liora as unstable or ungrateful), then with the family’s business circle (spreading whispers), then with Liora’s friendships (turning people away one by one). When Meng Jiahao fell ill, she ensured his medication kept him weak and confused long enough to manipulate the will.

She is not impulsive. She is not cruel for pleasure. She is purely transactional — a woman who decided what she wanted and removed every obstacle without losing a night’s sleep.

Weakness: She believes she has won. She stopped watching for threats the moment Liora died. This arrogance is what will destroy her.

4. YVETTE MENG — The Stepsister (Secondary Villain)

Age: 24 Appearance: Pretty in a soft, conventional way. Always dressed to be noticed. Has her mother’s smile — warm on the surface, calculating underneath.

Backstory: Yvette grew up watching her mother work and learning to mimic her methods. She was never as intelligent as Vivienne, but she was effective at playing the role her mother assigned: the sweet, unfortunate stepdaughter who just wanted to belong. She perfected the art of the public cry. She stole Liora’s friendships with sympathy and oversharing. She became engaged to a man from one of Shenghai’s most respected families — a man who had once shown interest in Liora.

In Liora’s past life, Yvette stood at her funeral and cried. In this life, she has no idea the woman she helped destroy has come back. She is comfortable, celebrated, and completely exposed.

Character arc: Her unravelling is not dramatic — it is surgical. Liora does not hate Yvette with heat. She dismantles her with cold precision, piece by piece, until there is nothing left to take.

5. ZARA LIU — The Best Friend (Ally)

Age: 23 Appearance: Sharp-featured, always in bold colours, the kind of person who fills a room with personality before she speaks.

Backstory: Zara was Liora’s closest friend from university — loud, loyal, and fiercely protective. In Liora’s past life, she refused to abandon her even as everyone else walked away. Vivienne’s network eventually cost Zara her job at a prestigious design firm (anonymous complaints, fabricated misconduct), her professional reputation, and several personal relationships. She never stopped defending Liora. She never knew what that loyalty cost Liora to witness.

In this life, Liora’s first move is to find Zara before Vivienne’s people can reach her. The reunion happens quietly — Liora knocks on her apartment door, Zara opens it, and the look on Liora’s face tells Zara everything she needs to know. No explanation is needed. They get to work.

Role in the story: Comic relief, emotional anchor, and the only person who gets to see who Liora really is beneath the armour.

6. ELDER MENG — The Grandfather (Key Figure)

Age: 78 Appearance: Silver-haired, formal, with the bearing of a man who built an empire and expects the world to remember it.

Backstory: Meng Deyuan founded the Meng Group in his thirties and shaped it into a dynasty over four decades. He adored his son Jiahao and, by extension, Liora — though he expressed it through high expectations rather than warmth. He was kept largely in the dark by Vivienne, who understood that the old man’s blessing was the one thing that could override everything she had built. She fed him a version of events in which Liora was unstable, ungrateful, and had walked away from the family of her own accord.

He believed it. He grieved it. He never stopped wondering.

Arc: When Liora returns — poised, powerful, and carrying documentation he cannot argue with — it takes time for him to let the truth in. But when it lands, it lands hard. His turning is the moment the balance of power in the Meng family shifts permanently.

WORLD-BUILDING DETAILS

The City — Shenghai

Shenghai is a fictional Asian mega-city that serves as the story’s arena. It is built on layers — old money families whose names are carved into the foundations of hospitals and universities, and new money empires that move faster and hit harder. The city has no patience for weakness and no memory for losers. Reputation is currency. Appearance is armour. Every gala, board meeting, and charity event is a battlefield dressed in chandeliers.

The elite of Shenghai operate inside a closed world of about two hundred families who have known each other for generations. Information travels fast. Scandal travels faster. A woman who falls from grace in Shenghai does not climb back. She disappears.

Liora knows this world from every angle — as the beloved daughter, as the disgraced wife, as the invisible woman, and now as the predator. She is the most dangerous person in the city because she knows exactly how it works and has nothing left to lose.

The Meng Empire

Founded seventy years ago by Elder Meng, the Meng Group is a luxury conglomerate with four main divisions: a fashion house with international reach, a real estate portfolio spanning five cities, a media company that controls three major publications and a streaming platform, and a rare gemstone trading arm that operates quietly and generates enormous profit. Total estimated worth: $14 billion.

The empire is held together by relationships as much as revenue. Its name carries weight in rooms where money alone does not open doors. Whoever controls the Meng name controls access to an entire network of generational power.

Vivienne understood this before she ever married into the family. It is why she fought so hard to take it.

The Shen Group

Established forty years ago, the Shen Group started in banking and expanded aggressively into technology infrastructure, private equity, and logistics. Under Kai’s leadership it has grown into a $30 billion entity with reach across twelve countries. It is the kind of company that other companies watch nervously.

The Shens and the Mengs have circled each other for decades — sometimes as rivals, sometimes as allies. The proposed marriage between Kai and Liora was the first formal joining of the two dynasties and would have been, had it survived, the most powerful alliance in Shenghai’s history. Vivienne knew this. It was exactly why she destroyed it.

The Gala Season

Shenghai’s elite calendar revolves around roughly a dozen major events per year — charity galas, corporate anniversaries, family foundation evenings, and private dinners that are never officially listed anywhere but that everyone who matters attends. These events are the story’s primary arena. They are where alliances are formed, where insults are delivered in perfect politeness, where Liora makes her moves in plain sight.

The Meng Annual Gala — held each spring at the family estate — is the most prestigious of these events and the story’s inciting set-piece. In her past life, this was the night Vivienne first moved openly against Liora. This time, Liora arrives first.

Tone and Atmosphere

The world of Reborn in Silk is glamorous, cold, and razor-sharp. Designer clothes are weapons. Dinner table conversation is warfare. The most dangerous things in this story are said with a smile. Readers should feel the weight of old money, the suffocation of reputation, and beneath it all — the thrill of watching a woman who knows exactly how the game is played refuse to play by anyone else’s rules.
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She came back screaming.

Not with sound — her throat produced nothing, her lungs seized on the first breath like a machine restarting after a long power failure — but internally, completely, every cell in her body firing at once in a chorus of absolute terror. Her eyes opened to a ceiling she recognised. White plaster. A hairline crack in the upper left corner shaped like a river delta. She had stared at that crack on mornings when sleep wouldn’t come, in a life that was — that had been —

She sat up so fast the room tilted.

Her hands went to her face first. Then her throat. Then her arms, pressing fingers into the inside of her wrist where a pulse beat with the steady, indifferent confidence of a body that had no idea what it had just survived. She pressed hard enough to bruise. The pulse did not stop. The ceiling did not change. The crack was still there, still shaped like a river, still in the upper left corner of a room she had not slept in for five years.

Her bedroom.

Her bedroom at twenty-two.

The wardrobe against the far wall with the brass handles she had always meant to replace. The vanity table with the oval mirror and the small row of perfume bottles her father had given her one by one over her birthdays, each one chosen with the specific care of a man who paid attention. The window — her window, facing east, the one that caught the early light and turned the whole room amber for approximately eleven minutes every morning before the angle shifted. The curtains were pale grey. She had chosen them herself.

She was shaking.

She recognised that too — not the shaking of cold or illness but the shaking of a body trying to contain something far too large for its capacity. She pressed her hands flat against the mattress, against the familiar weight of a duvet she had slept under a thousand times before, and she breathed. In. Out. In. Out. The way the nurse with the kind eyes had told her to breathe, in those early hospital days when breathing had still felt like something worth instructing.

You’re dead.

The thought arrived with the calm clarity of a medical fact. She had died in Room 4C of Shenghai Central Hospital on what she calculated — counting backward through the fog — had been the fourteenth of April. She had felt herself go. She had been entirely certain of it. The grey had taken everything, and there had been nothing after it, nothing at all, just the absence of the grey, which was different from darkness and different from sleep and was not something she had language for —

And then this ceiling. This crack. This pulse.

She sat with it for a long time. The amber light moved across the floor in its eleven-minute arc and disappeared. Outside, she could hear the city beginning — the low percussion of early traffic, the distant sound of a vendor, the specific quality of Shenghai morning air that even through a closed window carried its own signature, part exhaust and part river and part something green and alive.

She knew this morning.

That was the second thing that arrived, slower than the first and far more devastating in its implications. She knew this morning because she had lived it — had lived it exactly, five years ago, had woken in this bed on this particular morning with a headache from the night before and the vague anxiety of a woman who felt, without yet being able to name why, that something was changing. She had gotten up. She had stood at this window. She had told herself the anxiety was nothing.

She had been wrong.

The Meng annual gala was in seven days.

She closed her eyes.

Behind them, in the archive of a mind that had spent eleven days in a hospital bed with nothing to do but remember, the sequence played out with perfect, terrible clarity. The gala. Vivienne’s first open move — the introduction of a man named Shen Bocai to the Meng Group’s board, presented as an independent financial consultant, accepted without question because Vivienne’s recommendations were never questioned. She hadn’t understood the significance of Shen Bocai then. She had filed him away as one of her stepmother’s many social maneuvers and paid him no further attention.

She would not make that mistake again.

She opened her eyes.

Something had changed in her face. She felt it before she saw it — a settling, a consolidation, as though the grief and fury and cold purpose of five years had found their permanent home in the architecture of her expression. She turned to the vanity mirror slowly, and the woman who looked back at her was twenty-two years old and should have had soft eyes.

Her eyes were not soft.

They were the same dark almond shape, the same face her father had said reminded him of her mother — the good cheekbones, the particular way her mouth sat, the hair that fell straight and dark past her collarbone. All of it exactly as she remembered. But the woman in the mirror was not who had lived in this body before. The woman in the mirror had died and come back and was not, in any meaningful sense, interested in being gentle about it.

She looked at her reflection for a long time.

Then she said, quietly, to no one: “All right.”

She spent the first day in bed.

Not from weakness — she catalogued her body with the thoroughness of a general surveying terrain, and it was twenty-two and functional and, she noted with grim satisfaction, considerably stronger than what she had left behind. She spent the first day in bed because she needed to think before she moved, and she had learned — too late, in another life, but she had learned — that moving before thinking was how you lost.

She had a list.

In her mind, she had always had a list — of names, of events, of the sequence in which things had unfolded. In the hospital she had refined it obsessively, had sorted and resorted it in the long grey hours, had traced the chain of cause and consequence back and forth until she understood it completely. The list existed in three columns. What happened. Who was responsible. What it would take to undo it.

Column one was long.

Column three was longer.

She began with assets. There was a dormant account — account number 7741 at the Shenghai Heritage Bank, opened by her father in her name when she was fourteen and never used, never mentioned, and therefore never found by Vivienne when she had systematically dismantled everything Liora controlled. The account held roughly two point three million yuan — not a fortune by Meng standards, but enough. Enough to begin. Her father had told her about it once, when she was seventeen, and she had forgotten it almost immediately because at seventeen she had not understood why a person might need a hidden account.

She understood now.

Second: the will. Attorney Ren Baoshi had buried the original, but he had not destroyed it — she was certain of this, with the bone-deep certainty of a woman who had spent years thinking about it. Ren Baoshi was a man who kept things. Who documented everything. The original will existed somewhere in the physical record of his office, and he was still alive, and in seven days she had not yet set the legal machinery in motion that would eventually compromise him beyond recovery.

She could reach him first.

Third: Vivienne’s secret partner. This was the gap in her knowledge — Zara had told her, in her past life, two weeks before she died. She had been too far gone by then to act on it. She knew the partner existed. She did not yet know the name. Getting to Zara early — before Vivienne’s network flagged Zara as a liability and began the process of dismantling her career — was therefore not just about loyalty. It was about intelligence.

She turned each piece over in her mind like stones in a river, examining the weight and edges.

By the time the light outside had shifted from morning to afternoon, she had the beginning of a structure. Not a plan — not yet. A structure. The scaffolding on which a plan would be built. She was not going to move impulsively. She was not going to be loud. She was going to be quiet and patient and absolutely immovable, and when the time came, everything Vivienne had built would come down the way the best demolitions always worked: all at once, from the inside.

She got out of bed.

The house felt different.

She moved through it slowly, relearning its rhythms. The Meng family home was a four-storey traditional-style estate in the north of the city — stone and carved wood and internal courtyards, updated with every modern luxury but wearing its age with the deliberate pride of old money. She had grown up in this house. Had climbed these stairs, eaten at that table, sat in that study with her father on Sunday mornings while he read and she did her homework and the whole house smelled of sandalwood and strong tea.

It smelled different now.

She noticed it immediately and filed it without expression. The sandalwood was gone. In its place: something floral and expensive and not her father’s house. Vivienne had been redecorating in increments — it had been happening gradually in the lead-up to the gala in her previous life, and she had barely registered it. Now she clocked every change. The vase in the entry hall that had been her mother’s, replaced with something tall and modern. The family photographs along the corridor, reduced in number, repositioned. The small things that accumulated into erasure.

She kept her face very still.

She was in the main corridor when she heard voices below — Vivienne and someone on the phone, the stepmother’s voice carrying the particular warmth she deployed for people she was managing. Liora moved to the top of the staircase and listened.

“…the gala is handled. I need the other matter resolved before then.” A pause. “No. Not yet. He doesn’t need to know until I’ve spoken to the board.” Another pause, shorter. “Don’t contact me through this channel again.”

The call ended.

Liora stood at the top of the stairs and let the words arrange themselves. He doesn’t need to know. A board matter. A man who was being kept uninformed. She filed it alongside everything else and descended the stairs with the unhurried pace of a woman who had simply been passing through.

Vivienne was standing in the entrance hall when Liora reached the bottom step, phone in hand, dressed in her signature pale grey. She looked up. Something moved across her face — surprise, quickly smoothed — and then the smile arrived, warm and practised.

“Liora. I didn’t hear you come down. Are you feeling well? You looked pale at dinner last night.”

Liora looked at her.

She had thought about this moment. Had imagined a hundred versions of it in the hospital, in the long dark hours — what she would say, what she would do, whether she would be able to look at this woman without showing the full weight of what she carried. She had prepared for it with the same thoroughness she had applied to everything else, and still, standing three feet from the face she associated with the specific shape of her own destruction, she felt the cold move through her like weather.

She let none of it show.

“I’m fine,” she said. Her voice came out even. Unremarkable. “Just a headache. It’s passing.”

Vivienne’s smile held. “You should rest before the gala. You’ll want to look well.” A beat. “Your grandfather called this morning, by the way. He wants to see you before the event. I told him you’d been tired.”

You told him I’d been tired. Translating from Vivienne: she had managed the contact. Had placed herself between Liora and Elder Meng before Liora had a chance to speak to him directly.

“I’ll call him myself,” Liora said pleasantly. “Thank you for letting me know.”

She watched the smallest flicker cross Vivienne’s expression — not alarm, not yet, just the micro-adjustment of a woman recalibrating — and then she walked past her toward the kitchen, and her heart was beating very hard and very steadily, and she did not allow herself to exhale until she was out of sight.

She pressed her back against the kitchen wall.

One exchange. Thirty seconds. And she had already learned three things: Vivienne was moving faster than expected, Elder Meng was being managed, and her stepmother had not yet recognised that the woman she was managing was not the woman she remembered.

That last part was the most important.

Liora closed her eyes for exactly five seconds. Then she pushed off the wall, found her phone, and sent a single text message to a number she had memorised long before she’d had reason to memorise it.

Zara. It’s Liora. I know we haven’t spoken properly in a while. Can we meet tomorrow? It’s important.

She set the phone on the counter and looked out the window at the courtyard, where her father had once kept a small garden that Vivienne had replaced with sculptural stone.

Seven days.

She had seven days, two point three million yuan, one name she needed to confirm, and a list of people who had no idea that the woman they had destroyed had come back with a memory like a blade and absolutely nothing left to lose.

She thought about Vivienne’s voice on that phone call. The confidence in it. The ownership.

Then she thought about the crack in the ceiling of her old bedroom, shaped like a river, and the eleven minutes of amber light, and the fact that she had been given something that no one in the history of every wrong ever committed had been given.

A second chance.

She intended to use every second of it.

She called her grandfather that evening.

Elder Meng picked up on the second ring — she had forgotten how quickly he always answered, as though he spent his days waiting for calls that mattered. His voice on the line was exactly as she remembered it: formal, slightly gruff, carrying beneath the formality a warmth he had never quite learned to express directly.

“Liora.”

“Grandfather.” She sat on the edge of her bed, keeping her voice soft. “I heard you called this morning. I’m sorry I missed it.”

“Vivienne said you were resting.”

“I had a headache. It’s gone now.” She paused, choosing her next words with the precision of someone defusing something. “I’d like to come and see you before the gala, if that suits you. Just the two of us.”

A beat. In her past life, she had not made this call. Had let the gala arrive without preparing him, without positioning herself, without ensuring that there was at least one person in the world who would remember speaking to her before everything changed. She had been naive then in ways that still made her want to press her fingers to her eyes.

“Wednesday,” her grandfather said. “Come for lunch.”

“I’ll be there at noon.”

She heard the particular quality of his silence — assessing, deliberate — and then: “You sound different, Liora.”

She kept her voice very steady. “Do I?”

“Older.”

She looked at the crack in the ceiling.

“I’ve been thinking a lot,” she said. “About the family. About the company. About what I want.”

Another beat. “And what do you want?”

She let the pause breathe. Let it carry exactly the right weight — not defiance, not desperation, just certainty. Quiet, absolute certainty.

“I’ll tell you on Wednesday,” she said. “Good night, Grandfather.”

She ended the call and set the phone on the nightstand and lay back on the bed, staring up at the crack in the ceiling, listening to the city settle into its night sounds.

Seven days.

Six days until she walked into a room full of her enemies for the first time with her eyes open.

She was not the same woman who had lived this day before. That woman was gone — had died in a room that smelled like forgetting, had whispered a promise into the dark, and had meant it with every cell of a body that was somehow, inexplicably, still breathing.

She pressed her hand flat against her chest. The pulse beneath her palm was steady and unhurried. It did not know what she knew. It did not have to.

I’ll come back, she had said.

She was back.

The rest was just work.








  
  
  THE BOARD BEFORE THE GAME

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  






She was up before dawn.

The city outside her window was still in that particular state of pre-morning suspension — not dark, not light, the sky the colour of old pewter — when Liora sat down at her desk with a legal pad, a pen, and the specific, cold focus of a woman who had already died once and was not interested in wasting any of whatever this was.

She drew three columns.

The first column she headed: WHAT THEY HAVE. The second: WHAT THEY OWE. The third: HOW IT ENDS.

She filled them without stopping, without second-guessing, without the flinching that had once been her natural response to looking at her own circumstances directly. She had spent five years learning to look away from things. She would not be doing that anymore.

The Meng Group’s current structure, as she understood it from this point in time — six days before the gala, five years before her death — was as follows: her father was alive, still in the early stages of the illness that would kill him within the year, not yet aware of how serious it was. The board consisted of eleven members, four of whom Vivienne had already positioned as allies over the previous three years of her marriage to Meng Jiahao. The other seven were a mixture of long-serving family loyalists and independent directors whose loyalty had not yet been tested.

One of those seven was Vivienne’s secret partner.

Liora circled the board composition and wrote a single question beside it: which one?

She did not know the name yet. Zara had told her in the last weeks of her life, when the information had arrived too late to matter. She could not remember it clearly — the edges of those final weeks were blurred with illness and exhaustion, and the name had come to her through the fog like something heard in another room. A man’s name. Beginning, she thought, with the letter C. Or perhaps K.

It didn’t matter. She would get it from Zara. She would get it before Vivienne’s people got to Zara. That was the sequence, and the sequence was everything.

She moved on.

The dormant account at Shenghai Heritage Bank — 2.3 million yuan, dormant since she was fourteen, established under her name with her father as secondary holder. Her father was still alive. If she moved quickly, she could have herself confirmed as sole account holder before his health declined to the point where Vivienne began managing his financial decisions. She needed that money liquid, accessible, and invisible. It was not enough to rebuild an empire. It was enough to build the machinery that would rebuild an empire.

The distinction mattered.

She wrote: Heritage Bank — this week. Before the gala.

Then: Ren Baoshi.

Attorney Ren Baoshi was seventy-one years old and had served the Meng family for thirty years. He was also, she now knew, the man who had buried the real will under pressure from Vivienne. She had spent a great deal of time hating him in her previous life — the particular, helpless hatred you felt for a person whose betrayal you could not prove. He was still alive. He was still practising, out of a small office in the old quarter of the city, the kind of practice that coasted on historical reputation and handled very little of real substance anymore.

He had the original will. She was almost certain of it.

The question was whether she could get to him before his fear of Vivienne outweighed his guilt about what he’d done. That calculation would be delicate. She could not approach him as Liora Meng the claimant — he would shut down immediately, close ranks, protect himself. She needed a different angle. She needed something that made it safer for him to tell the truth than to maintain the lie.

She wrote: Ren Baoshi — not yet. Find leverage first.

She continued. Shen Bocai — the man Vivienne would introduce to the board at the gala, presented as a financial consultant, who would spend the next four years serving as her stepmother’s eyes inside the Meng Group’s financial operations. In her past life, Liora had not known about Shen Bocai until year three, when Zara had found a financial trail linking him to a shell company that also appeared in Vivienne’s personal accounts. By then he had been embedded for so long that removing him was nearly impossible.

She needed to prevent his appointment entirely.

That meant understanding why the board would accept him — what gap he purported to fill, what recommendation supported him, who on the board Vivienne had already primed to endorse him. She didn’t have all of those answers yet. But she had six days, and she had access to the house, and Vivienne, she had learned, was not as careful in her own home as she was in the world.

People never were.

By eight o’clock she had covered eleven pages.

She read back through them once, systematically, marking priorities with a double underline and uncertainties with a question mark. Then she folded the pages carefully, placed them inside the cover of a novel on her bookshelf — The Dream of the Red Chamber, which no one in this house would touch — and went to wash her face.

Her phone had a message from Zara.

Liora?? Of course I can meet. What’s going on? Are you okay? Where??

She smiled — the real one, the small one that she kept for things that still managed to land despite everything. Zara. Even in another life, even five years before things had gone wrong, Zara’s messages had always read like she was responding to an emergency. It was simply how she communicated. Everything was slightly urgent. Everything deserved more than one question mark.

She typed back: I’m fine. Tomorrow morning. The tea house on Weilong Street — the old one, not the new one. Nine o’clock. And yes I’m okay. There
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