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Before

The penthouse smells like lilies.

I notice that first — before I notice Marcus standing by the fireplace, before I see Lydia by the window with her hands clasped in front of her like a woman in prayer, before I register the particular quality of the silence in this room, which is the silence of people who have been talking and stopped the moment they heard the elevator.

Lilies. My florist sends them every Friday. I have never liked them. I chose them because Marcus said once, early in our marriage, that they were elegant. I spent twelve years filling our home with a flower I found vaguely funereal because my husband said it was elegant.

I think about that, standing in the doorway of my own penthouse at eleven o’clock on a Tuesday night, still in my coat, my briefcase in my hand. I think: that is the kind of woman I have been.

Then I look at my husband and my sister and I think: that is the kind of woman I will not be again.

***

I had known for three weeks.

Not suspected. Known. The difference matters. Suspicion is soft — it leaves room for the other person to explain, to soften the edges, to give you the story you want badly enough to believe. Knowledge is harder than that. Knowledge sits in your chest like a stone and it does not move regardless of how many times Marcus kisses you on the cheek before he leaves for work, regardless of how many times Lydia calls to say she loves you, regardless of every performance both of them have been giving with such extraordinary commitment for what turns out to have been years.

I knew because I found the documents.

Forged transfer agreements bearing my signature — a signature that was almost mine, almost, close enough to fool a board of directors who trusted Marcus and had no reason to look carefully. Close enough to transfer controlling interest of Voss Media to a shell company that traced back, through four layers of careful legal architecture, to my husband.

I had spent three weeks verifying it. Not because I doubted what I’d found. Because I am the kind of woman who does not move until she is certain. It is the quality that made me a good CEO and the quality that — I understand now, standing in the doorway — made me a useful target. The patient ones are the easiest to fool. They wait. They give you time to finish building the cage.

I was very patient.

I gave them years.

***

“Celeste.” Marcus says my name the way he always does — warmly, easily, like the word itself is a small gift he’s handing over. He is very good at that. He has always been very good at that. “You’re home early.”

“It’s eleven o’clock.”

“I meant — " He stops. Something shifts in his face, so briefly I would have missed it a month ago. I don’t miss it now. “We were just talking.”

“I know what you were doing.”

Lydia moves then — one small step forward, her hands unclapling, her expression rearranging itself into the particular configuration I have watched her deploy my entire life: soft eyes, slightly parted lips, the face of someone about to say something very reasonable. She is thirty-one years old and she has had that face since she was seven. I used to find it endearing.

“Cece,” she says. Only Lydia calls me that. Only Lydia has ever been allowed to call me that. I feel the word land in my chest like something breaking and I hold perfectly still and I do not let it show.

“Don’t,” I say.

She stops.

I set my briefcase down. I remove my coat. I hang it on the hook by the door — the hook Marcus installed when we moved in because I mentioned once that I hated dropping things on chairs. He installed it the same weekend and pointed it out with such visible pleasure that I had touched his face and thought: I am so lucky.

I hang my coat on the hook my husband installed and I turn around and I say, very calmly: “I found the transfer documents.”

***

What follows is not a scene I will describe in full. Not because I cannot bear it — I find that I can bear almost anything, standing in my own living room with the evidence of twelve years of careful betrayal finally visible in the open air between us. I can bear it the way you bear something you have already processed alone at three in the morning, in a hotel room in Chicago, with the documents spread across the bed and a glass of wine you stopped tasting an hour ago.

What I will say is this:

Marcus does not deny it. He tries, briefly, the way cowards try — with misdirection and counter-accusation, with the suggestion that I was never present enough, never warm enough, that Lydia was there when I wasn’t, that these things happen and I cannot act as though he is entirely to blame for the natural consequences of my own ambition. He says the word ambition the way he has always said it — like it’s a personality defect I should have addressed years ago.

Lydia cries. Her tears are real. That is the thing about Lydia that I have always understood and chosen to forgive: her feelings are entirely genuine, even when her actions are entirely calculated. She loves me and she betrayed me and both of those things are true and she is crying now because she cannot stand what she’s done and she did it anyway, and I look at her and feel a grief so clean and so complete it is almost peaceful.

“I’m going to need you both to leave,” I say.

Marcus looks at me then — really looks at me, for the first time in the conversation — and something in his expression changes. Something I have never seen there before. Something that, even now, I cannot entirely name.

He takes one step toward me.

I take one step back.

My heel catches the edge of the hearthrug. I have always hated that rug — I chose it because Marcus liked the pattern — and in the last coherent moment of my first life I think, with extraordinary clarity: I should have thrown it out years ago.

Then the fireplace.

Then nothing.

***

I die on a Tuesday in November, on the floor of a penthouse that smells like lilies, having spent twelve years arranging my life around the preferences of people who were counting my minutes.

I die knowing.

That is the thing they did not account for. That is the thing that will matter.

I die knowing — and then I open my eyes.
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CHARACTER PROFILES AND BACKSTORIES




CELESTE VOSS — Protagonist

Age at rebirth: 36. Age she wakes up as: 24. Celeste is tall and striking, with dark auburn hair and pale green eyes. She carries herself with the kind of composure that reads as coldness until you understand it is armor.

In her first life, Celeste was the devoted daughter, dutiful wife, and tireless executive. She loved Marcus openly, trusted Lydia completely, and poured every ambition into Voss Media — the entertainment empire her father Franklin built and passed to her. She was known as fair, even soft. She believed in second chances. She believed people were essentially good. That belief killed her.

She wakes up in her second life with the memory of every lie, every manipulation, every small cruelty she was once too in love to see. She is not broken by what she knows. She is clarified. Gone is the softness she wore like a liability. In its place is a razor intelligence she always possessed but never fully unleashed. She is strategic, patient, and capable of a cold charm that unsettles everyone who knew her before. She moves through her old world like a woman who has read the ending and is now rewriting every page before it.

Her complication is that she still feels. She did not expect to. She especially did not expect Dominic Cayne.

Her arc is ultimately not about revenge — it is about reclamation. She came back wanting to destroy. She slowly discovers what she actually wants is to claim what was always hers: her company, her identity, her right to take up space without apologizing for it. The revenge is the byproduct of becoming, not the destination.




DOMINIC CAYNE — Hero

Age: 38. Dominic has black hair, dark eyes, and a broad-shouldered presence that is quietly overwhelming in every room he enters. He does not raise his voice. He does not need to.

Dominic built Cayne Entertainment from nothing over eight years into one of the most powerful forces in modern entertainment — streaming, live events, and artist IP ownership. He is precise rather than cruel. He does not destroy people carelessly. He destroys them completely, when necessary, and only when they moved against him first. He has had lovers. He has not had a person. He long ago decided that intimacy was a vulnerability he could not afford and stopped looking for it.

In Celeste’s past life, they were adversaries. He tried to poach her talent roster and undercut her streaming deals. She blocked him twice, legally and cleverly. He respected her for it, distantly, the way you respect a wall that won’t move. He did not know her. He did not mourn her when she died — he was told it was an accident, like everyone else.

In this life, she walks into a charity gala and crosses the room directly toward him. He knows immediately that something has changed. He cannot name it. He agrees to her proposed alliance because he always wins these arrangements. He does not account for the fact that Celeste Voss, reborn and furious and achingly alive, is the first opponent he has ever met that he genuinely cannot read.

His possessiveness is rooted in recognition. He sees Celeste — really sees her — and that is not something he knows how to walk away from. His arc moves from controlled fascination to the realization that for the first time in his adult life, he is not in control of anything that matters to him. He does not find this as uncomfortable as he expected to.




MARCUS VOSS — Villain

Age: 38. Celeste’s husband. Charming, handsome, and catastrophically weak underneath the performance. Marcus did not marry Celeste for love. He married her for proximity to the Voss empire and spent twelve years performing devotion with enough skill to fool everyone, including himself at times. He is good at telling himself a story in which he is the wronged party — Celeste was too busy, too driven, too much. He resented her competence because it reminded him daily of his own limitations.

His affair with Lydia began two years before Celeste’s death. What started as mutual grievance became something murkier and more destructive. Together they orchestrated a quiet corporate takeover using forged documents and the access that Celeste’s trust had granted them both.

In Celeste’s second life, she watches him perform. She catalogs everything. She moves the pieces so that when he falls, he falls in public, on record, and with nowhere left to stand. He is not purely evil — he is vain, cowardly, and greedy, which is ultimately more dangerous than evil, because men like Marcus never believe they are the villain of the story.




LYDIA HARGROVE-VOSS — Villain

Age: 31. Celeste’s younger half-sister — same father, different mother. Lydia grew up in Celeste’s shadow and learned early that the world rewards women who perform helplessness. She is not helpless. She is exceptionally intelligent and uses that intelligence entirely in service of her grievances.

Lydia seduced Marcus deliberately and systematically. She told herself Celeste never deserved what she had. She has almost convinced herself this is true. What she cannot fully suppress is the twisted love she still carries for her sister — she cannot stand to be less than Celeste, and she cannot stop wanting Celeste’s approval, and those two facts together make her the more dangerous of the two villains.

She is emotionally manipulative, socially fluent, and acutely attuned to other people’s weaknesses. She can perform vulnerability with devastating precision. Her downfall will be personal, public, and will strike at the one thing she values above all else: how she appears to the world.




PETRA OSEI — Supporting / Ally

Celeste’s best friend and Head of Talent at Voss Media. Sharp, warm, and the emotional counterweight to Celeste’s controlled narration. In the past life, Petra suspected something was wrong and was quietly shut out before she could act on it. In this life, Celeste brings her in carefully — not telling her everything, but trusting her more than anyone else. Petra provides the human warmth and occasional dark humor that keeps the story from becoming too cold. She has a developing connection with Nathan Cayne that adds texture to the later acts.




NATHAN CAYNE — Supporting

Dominic’s younger brother. Warmer, more open, a music producer who works across both companies. He is good-natured and functions as an unexpected bridge between the Cayne and Voss worlds. His subplot with Petra provides levity and contrast to the main romance.




FRANKLIN VOSS — Supporting

Celeste’s father. Elderly, proud, and beginning to fade. He always loved Celeste more than Lydia, which Lydia never forgave. Celeste’s relationship with him is complicated — she is quietly furious that he could not see what Marcus was, and fiercely determined to protect him in this life. He is the emotional anchor beneath everything she is fighting for.




WORLD-BUILDING DETAILS

The story is set between New York City and Los Angeles, moving through two power centers: the corporate towers of legacy media and the glittering, ruthless ecosystem of modern entertainment — award galas, private clubs, studio boardrooms, penthouse suites, and the invisible hierarchies that determine who rises and who gets quietly erased.

Voss Media Group is the empire at the center of the story. Founded by Franklin Voss and passed to Celeste as his eldest daughter, Voss Media owns two major cable networks, a talent management arm, a music label called Velvet Sound, and a streaming platform in development. It is old money trying to survive a new world — elegant, slightly creaking, and full of the kind of institutional loyalty that Marcus was able to exploit from the inside.

Cayne Entertainment is Dominic’s company. Newer, leaner, and aggressively modern. Built from nothing into a dominant force in streaming, live events, and artist IP ownership. Cayne and Voss have been in active industry rivalry for years — competing for talent, licensing deals, and acquisition targets. In Celeste’s past life, Dominic was positioned to win that rivalry outright. In this life, she intends to redirect it into something far more useful.

Key Locations:

The Voss Penthouse, Upper East Side — Celeste’s primary residence, the scene of her death in the prologue, and later the seat of her reclaimed power.

Cayne Entertainment HQ, Hudson Yards — Dominic’s domain. All glass and sharp angles, designed to communicate exactly one thing: who is in control here.

The Meridian Club — an invitation-only private club where Manhattan’s entertainment elite conduct the business they cannot do in daylight. Several key alliance and confrontation scenes take place here.

Velvet Sound Studios, Midtown — the Voss music label subsidiary, where the rivalry between the two companies becomes personal and where several plot-critical events unfold.

The Ashford Hotel, Los Angeles — a luxury property used for major industry events. The site of the first intimate scene between Celeste and Dominic.

The Voss Family Estate, Greenwich — where Celeste’s history with Lydia began, and where the emotional roots of the story are buried.

The social world of this story runs on reputation, appearances, and the performance of power. Everyone is watching everyone. Industry gossip travels faster than legal filings. A woman who was once considered warm and approachable returning as someone sharper, colder, and impossibly more effective is the kind of story that gets talked about. Celeste knows this and uses it.
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The first thing I feel is cold.

Not the cold of marble floor, which is what I last remember — the precise, indifferent chill of stone against my cheek, the smell of the hearthrug I always hated, the fading warmth of the room above me as everything narrowed to a point and then stopped. This is a different cold. This is the cold of cotton sheets and an open window and morning air coming in off the Hudson, which means I am in my Tribeca apartment, which is impossible, because I sold that apartment seven years ago when Marcus and I moved to the Upper East Side penthouse.

Seven years ago. Which would make this —

I open my eyes.

The ceiling of my Tribeca apartment looks back at me. Water stain in the northeast corner in the shape of something almost but not quite like Italy. I painted over it twice. It kept coming back. I had almost forgotten about it. I had almost forgotten what this ceiling looked like.

I sit up.

My hands — my hands are my hands at twenty-four. I know them. I know the small scar on my left index finger from a broken glass at my father’s sixty-second birthday dinner, the one I refused to get stitches for because there were guests and I didn’t want to make a scene. I know the way the knuckles look, the particular shape of my thumbnail. I know these hands. But I know them as the hands I had before, the hands from before Marcus, from before Voss Media, from before twelve years of conference rooms and signed documents and a fireplace edge at eleven o’clock on a Tuesday night.

I hold them up in the morning light and I look at them for a very long time.

Then I get up and make coffee.

***

The practical mind is a gift. I have always been grateful for mine, but I am more grateful for it now than I have ever been, because the practical mind is the only thing standing between me and a complete unraveling, and I cannot afford to unravel. Not here. Not yet. Not when there is so much to do.

So. Practical.

I make coffee. I drink it standing at the kitchen counter because the table is covered in papers — I was apparently in the middle of reviewing something before I went to sleep, and my twenty-four-year-old self is evidently as incapable of leaving work at the office as my thirty-six-year-old self was. Some things do not change. I drink the coffee and I look at the papers and I breathe.

The papers are Voss Media quarterly projections. Q3 2012. Which means it is late September or early October of 2012, which means I am twenty-four years old, which means my father is still running the company, which means Marcus and I have been together for approximately eight months, which means the engagement has not happened yet.

Which means I have time.

The relief of that — the staggering, physical relief of those four words — is something I do not allow myself to feel for more than approximately thirty seconds. Thirty seconds is enough. I feel it fully, I let it move through me like a tide, and then it recedes and I am left standing in my kitchen in 2012 with the particular clarity of someone who has already seen how this ends and has absolutely no intention of arriving there again.

I put down the coffee cup.

I go to my desk.

I find a legal pad — yellow, college-ruled, the brand I have always preferred — and I sit down and I begin to write.

***

The first list is: what I know.

I write for forty minutes without stopping. The transfer documents — the specific forgeries, the shell company structure, the names Marcus used, the timeline of how he built it. The affair — when it started, based on the evidence I found in those three weeks of careful, silent investigation before the confrontation. The board members who will be sympathetic to Marcus because he has spent years cultivating them for exactly this purpose. The legal vulnerabilities in Voss Media’s partnership agreements that he will exploit. The outside investors he will approach. The journalists he has relationships with who will frame the story the way he wants it framed when the time comes.

I write all of it. Every detail I spent three weeks excavating and twelve years inadvertently providing the material for. I write until my hand aches and the legal pad has eleven pages filled and I look at what I have produced and I think: this is what it looks like when someone plans to steal your life. This is what it looks like from inside, with the benefit of knowing.

Then I start the second list.

The second list is: what I will do differently.

This list is harder. Not because I don’t know what needs to be done — I know exactly what needs to be done, with a precision that feels almost violent after years of not knowing, years of trusting, years of being the kind of woman who gave people the benefit of the doubt as a policy rather than a choice. The second list is harder because it requires me to think about not just what I will destroy but what I will build. And building, it turns out, requires a vision of something you actually want. Not just the absence of what hurt you. Something you want.

I sit with that for a while.

What I want.

I want Voss Media. Not the version of it that Marcus will hollow out — the real version, my father’s version, the version I have been training my entire adult life to run. I want it healthy and growing and mine, in the way that things are yours when you’ve earned them rather than inherited them, which means I want to earn it this time fully and visibly and without the distraction of a marriage that was never what I believed it was.

I write: protect the company.

I write: protect my father.

I write: do not marry Marcus Voss.

I look at that last line. Something in my chest moves — not grief exactly, or not only grief. Something more complicated. The memory of loving him, which was real even if he wasn’t. You can grieve a real feeling even when the object of it turns out to be a fiction.

I let myself grieve it for approximately twenty seconds.

Then I write the next line.

***

The third list is: resources.

I have advantages that twenty-four-year-old Celeste Voss did not have. I have twelve years of industry knowledge, including the knowledge of which deals will succeed and which will fail, which talent will break through and which will plateau, which partnerships will prove valuable and which will become liabilities. I know where the bodies are buried, metaphorically, across the entertainment landscape of the next twelve years because I was present for the burying of most of them.

I also have Dominic Cayne.

I pause when I write his name. I have been aware of him, peripherally, for the past forty minutes — the way you are aware of a piece of furniture you haven’t decided where to place yet. He exists in the architecture of my plan the way a load-bearing wall exists in a building: essential, requiring care, not something you move without understanding exactly what it’s holding up.

In my first life, Dominic Cayne was my adversary. He built Cayne Entertainment into a direct competitor to Voss Media and he did it with a focus and an efficiency that I could not help but admire even when I was actively working against him. He tried to poach three of my senior talent managers. He undercut my streaming licensing deal with two major studios. He was, in the landscape of that life, the professional antagonist — the one who kept me sharp, kept me honest, kept me from becoming complacent in the way that people with unchallenged power always eventually become.

He also never lied to me.

That is the thing about Dominic Cayne that I have spent the last forty minutes turning over. In twelve years of professional adversity, he never once operated in bad faith. He competed aggressively and transparently, within the rules, and he never pretended to be anything other than what he was: a man who wanted to win and was very good at it. In a landscape populated almost entirely by people who were pretending to be something other than what they were, that quality — that bare, uncomplicating honesty of motive — is extraordinary.

I circle his name on the legal pad.

I am going to need a partner. Someone with resources I don’t yet have, distribution leverage I can’t build quickly enough alone, and the kind of industry standing that makes certain doors open rather than close. Someone who has every reason to ally with me because the alliance benefits him genuinely — not because I’ve manipulated him into thinking it does.

Dominic Cayne, in my first life, nearly won his competition with Voss Media. In this life, I am going to make it so that we both win — and in doing so, make certain that Marcus never gets close enough to the company to touch it.

I add a fourth list: what I know about Dominic Cayne.

It takes twenty more minutes. When I finish, I look at what I have and I think: this is a man worth knowing. I think: this is a man I should have known, in the other life, as something other than an opponent.

I think: I will be careful.

But I also know — sitting in my Tribeca apartment in the early morning light of late September 2012, with four legal pads of notes and a cooling cup of coffee and the absolutely vertiginous awareness that I have been given something no one gets — I know that careful is only half of what this is going to require.

The other half is ruthless.

I pick up my phone. I have seventeen unread messages and four missed calls and one voicemail from a number I recognize as Marcus’s. He called at 9:47 last night, which means we had plans I apparently forgot, which means I am already, eight months in, the woman who forgets plans because she is working.

I look at his name on the screen for a long moment.

I do not delete it.

Not yet. Deleting it would be a reaction, and reactions are for people who don’t know what’s coming. I know what’s coming. I will keep Marcus Voss exactly where I can see him until the moment I no longer need to — and then I will remove him from my life so completely it will be as though he was never in it.

But not yet.

I set the phone face-down on the desk. I pick up the legal pad. I read through everything I’ve written, once, slowly, the way I read contracts — looking for gaps, for weaknesses, for the places where the plan could fail.

I find three. I address them.

Then I shower, dress in the navy blazer I still own in this version of my life, and walk out into the morning to begin.
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Voss Media occupies the top six floors of a building on Sixth Avenue that my grandfather purchased in 1987 for a price that would now seem absurd in the way that all things purchased before New York real estate went genuinely insane seem absurd — a steal, a miracle, the kind of asset that compounds quietly in the background of a family’s story until it becomes simply the way things are.

I have walked through these lobby doors approximately two thousand times. I know the precise weight of them — heavier than they look, which is by design, because my father believed that the entrance to a building should communicate something about what happens inside it. I know the security desk and the marble floors and the way the elevator banks are arranged and the particular quality of the light at nine in the morning when it comes through the east-facing windows and turns the atrium gold.

I know all of it. And walking through it today, on this October morning in 2012 that I have now been inhabiting for less than twenty-four hours, I feel it differently than I have felt anything in longer than I can remember.

Mine, I think. This is mine. Not yet — today I am a junior executive, a vice president of development who is being carefully, lovingly groomed by a father who trusts her more than he trusts anyone but has not yet formally named her his successor. But mine. Eventually, irrevocably, mine — and this time I
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