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  Chapter one
The Twin Revelation





The chandeliers in the Montero Grand Hotel ballroom dripped light like diamond stalactites, spattering brilliance onto five hundred strangers packed too tight and speaking too loudly. The air smelled of perfume and ambition, cigarettes poorly masked by imported lilies, and Susana Lopez was positive the hem of her borrowed black dress would unravel before midnight. She slipped past a battalion of men in sharkskin suits, every step measured so she wouldn’t bump the tray balanced above a silent server’s shoulder, and clutched her design portfolio to her chest like a child might her favorite toy.


She had never seen so many rich people in one room in her life. Each woman gleamed,shoulders lacquered in shimmer, hair glossy, gowns cut for malice,and every man looked born to step over anyone with less money. She counted three magazine editors in the first ten minutes, six investors, four celebrities she recognized only from the glossy covers of tabloid rags displayed near the seamstress shop where she worked days and sometimes nights. And, everywhere, little knots of power: who was in, who was out, who was on the verge of disaster.


Susana’s palms sweated against the fake leather of her portfolio as she calculated her chances. She hadn’t been invited to this event so much as slipped in with a friend of a friend who owed her more favors than he could count. She was there to sell herself,the designs that might rescue her from bankruptcy, the clever hands that stitched masterpieces out of rags, the smile that survived twenty-five years of disappointment and grief. If she didn’t land a contract tonight, she would have to pawn her mother’s wedding ring to cover rent, and after that, she was out of ideas.


She tried to keep her breathing normal as she navigated the crush. Each step toward the glowing center of the room felt like a rebuke,her shoes didn’t match her dress, her makeup was from the pharmacy, her hair refused the ironed straightness of the women all around her. She stopped to adjust a bobby pin, and through the shimmer of the crowd, she spotted him: Federico Argento, textile mogul, notorious philanderer, and current fashion kingmaker. His hands rested on the hips of a woman who looked barely legal, but his eyes were already scanning for the next thing to conquer. Susana swallowed and edged toward him, praying her voice wouldn’t crack when she introduced herself.


But before she could move, a chill slipped down her spine, a sense of being watched so palpable she nearly dropped her portfolio. She turned, and saw her own face staring back at her from across the ballroom.


For a heartbeat, Susana thought she’d hallucinated: the hair, the nose, the stubborn jawline she hated, the eyes so dark they looked painted on. The doppelgänger wore a gown worth more than Susana’s yearly wages, her hair swept up into a deliberate, cruel chignon, her lipstick a calculated slash of red. Their eyes locked, and for a moment the noise of the room muted under a rush of static.


The other woman turned on her heel, heels clicking like gunshots, and disappeared through a side door. Susana, heart pounding, let instinct drag her in pursuit.


She found the woman standing in a narrow hall lined with antique mirrors, her posture so rigid it looked sculpted. Up close, the likeness was even more obscene,every feature a match, but sharper, colder, more expensive.


“Lost?” The woman’s voice was syrup and razorblades.


Susana’s mouth worked, but nothing came out. She could see her own confusion reflected in a dozen fractured panes. “Who are you?” she managed.


A curl of amusement twitched the stranger’s painted lips. “Angela. Angela Montero.” She extended a hand, then let it drop when Susana didn’t move. “I see you’re surprised.”


The name hit Susana like a slap. She’d seen it before, on fashion week rosters, splashed across philanthropic galas, occasionally in the society columns her seamstress friends mocked for their idiocy. Angela Montero: the princess of San Verona, daughter of old money, married to the city’s most powerful man. A woman so far removed from Susana’s world that her existence felt theoretical.


“I don’t understand,” Susana said, shoving her hair behind her ear. “Is this a joke?”


Angela leaned in, her perfume thick as honey. “No joke. I know exactly who you are, Susana Lopez. And why you’re here.”


“How?”


Angela smirked, surveying Susana’s dress with clinical disdain. “You think the Montero family hosts a gala without vetting the guest list? You were quite the surprise.” Her gaze flicked to Susana’s hands, the bitten nails, the way she shielded the portfolio like it was a holy relic. “You want something.”


“I just want a chance,” Susana whispered, then caught herself, anger stiffening her spine. “You don’t know me.”


“Oh, but I do.” Angela’s eyes glittered, and for a second Susana felt a nauseating kinship. “I know desperation when I see it. I know the look of someone who can’t afford to fail.”


Susana’s hands tightened around the portfolio. “What do you want?”


Angela’s lips parted in a smile so practiced it hurt to look at. “Let’s say I have a proposal for you, Susana. You see, despite appearances, I’m not as untouchable as I seem. The Montero name is a prison cell. My husband is a tyrant. I spend every day pretending to care about things that make me want to set the world on fire.”


Susana could only blink, the words so far outside her experience she couldn’t process them. “You’re rich. You could do anything.”


Angela’s laugh was hollow. “Money can buy a lot, but not freedom. Not when you’re bought and sold like a blue-chip stock.” Her voice dropped. “You’re the only one who can help me, Susana.”


The absurdity of it nearly made Susana laugh. “Me?”


Angela nodded, her expression hardening. “You and I,well, let’s say nature had a sense of humor. Twins, separated at birth. You grew up with nothing. I grew up with everything, and it’s all useless. But tonight, we can trade. You get the life you’ve always wanted. I get to disappear.”


Susana recoiled, shaking her head. “No. I can’t,my mother,she’s sick, she needs me. I can’t just walk away from her for,” she gestured at the mirrored hallway, the floating lights of the ballroom beyond, “,this.”


Angela’s face flashed something like real emotion, quickly smothered. “You’d rather watch her die in squalor? You could pay for the best care,she could live like a queen.”


It was a knife twisted expertly. Susana tasted bile. “I don’t believe you. No one would notice? No one would care?”


Angela shrugged. “Daniel barely looks at me. My friends are parasites. The staff is paid to keep their mouths shut. You’d blend in like you were born for it.” She fished a business card from her clutch, sliding it along the marble console between them. “One night. One party. If you hate it, we’ll call the whole thing off.”


Susana stared at the card as if it might bite her. The words “Angela Montero, CEO” glared up in gold leaf. Beneath it, a private number.


“My mother needs me,” Susana repeated, her voice small.


Angela cocked her head. “So help her. You’re out of options.” She looked Susana up and down, something like pity in her eyes. “Do it for her, if not for you.”


The silence stretched, thick and suffocating. Susana forced her eyes away, tucked the business card into her bag without thinking, and turned to go, her pulse pounding so loudly she couldn’t hear anything but blood. She stumbled back into the ballroom, the lights too bright, the laughter too shrill, every face suddenly strange and monstrous.


She found a corner behind a curtain, pressed her forehead against the cool glass of a window, and tried to breathe. Somewhere inside her purse, the card burned like a live coal.


By midnight, she still hadn’t decided whether she was going to use it.







Susana didn’t sleep. She spent most of the night folding and unfolding a single piece of crimson silk, smoothing the same wrinkle in the fabric until her fingers burned, the color bleeding onto her skin as if the cloth were alive and angry. Her mother coughed in the next room, a thin, reedy rasp that never quite stopped,Susana flinched at every sound, knowing it was only a matter of time before the coughing ceased for good.


She was rinsing out her teacup at four a.m. when the knock came. Not a neighbor’s rap, but the heavy, deliberate pounding of someone who expected to be obeyed. Susana wiped her hands on her skirt and tiptoed to the door, breathing in the sour-sweet scent of damp wallpaper and old carpet. She opened it two inches and saw the same face that had haunted her since the gala,Angela Montero, perfectly composed, dressed in a velvet coat with a lining of champagne silk, her hair pulled back so tightly it lifted her eyebrows into a look of perpetual skepticism.


“Let me in,” Angela said, not waiting for an answer.


Susana stepped aside, suddenly aware of every ugly detail of her tiny apartment: the cracked plastic clock above the stove, the stack of threadbare towels on the windowsill, the tangle of fabric scraps on every horizontal surface. Angela surveyed the space as if inspecting a crime scene.


“It’s worse than I imagined,” Angela said, and for a moment her voice almost broke. She slid out of her coat, hung it on the back of the lone dining chair, and perched on its edge like she might contract poverty from the seat. She placed a leather briefcase on the table and opened it with a click.


Susana hovered, hands shaking. “Why are you here?”


Angela ignored her. She pulled out a folder and fanned its contents on the Formica: bank statements, cell phone logs, emails printed on thick paper. She didn’t speak until the evidence covered half the table, every page lined up with the precision of a criminal trial.


“You’ve been stealing from the Montero factories,” Angela said quietly. “At least, that’s what these documents say.”


Susana’s jaw dropped. “That’s a lie. I’d never,”


Angela cut her off with a raised hand. “It doesn’t matter what’s true. The paper trail is perfect. There’s enough here to put you away for a decade.”


The world tilted. Susana grabbed the table edge for support, eyes darting from page to page. Her name,her actual name,was everywhere, scrawled on checks, listed in phony account registrations. “I don’t understand. Who,why?”


Angela stacked the pages, her nails clicking with every motion. “I did it, Susana. I set you up. It wasn’t hard,no one looks twice at the poor girl who hand-stitches ball gowns for the privileged. You’re invisible until someone wants to notice.”


The admission hit Susana harder than any slap. “You,why?” She was crying before she realized, hot tears smudging the ink on the evidence.


Angela’s face was unreadable. “Because it was the fastest way to make you say yes.”


“To what?” Susana’s voice broke on the last word.


Angela’s gaze was ice. “To swapping lives with me. For one month. You go to the mansion, you take my place, you play the wife. I vanish, clean and untraceable, with enough time to plan my escape. If you refuse, I call the police and watch you rot.”


Susana’s knees gave way, and she dropped onto the floor. It was all too much,the lies, the threat, the impossible request, her mother’s worsening cough. “I can’t,my mother needs me,”


Angela didn’t move. “Your mother is dying, Susana. You can’t help her from prison. With the money from the Montero account, she could have the best doctors, the best care. If you take my place for a month, I’ll make sure she has everything. And when I’m gone, I’ll arrange to clear your name. It’s the only way.”


There was a moment of stunned silence. Then, from the bedroom, the cough came again,longer, harsher, followed by a terrible, wet gurgle.


Susana scrambled to her feet, ran to the bedroom, and found her mother curled on top of the covers, eyes wide and unfocused. “Mamá?” she whispered, stroking the brittle hair, but the old woman was already gone, her face peaceful for the first time in weeks.


Angela stood in the doorway, watching. “I’m sorry,” she said, and for once she sounded like she meant it.


Susana pressed her cheek to her mother’s cold hand and wept until she couldn’t breathe, until every muscle in her body cramped with exhaustion. When the tears finally stopped, she wiped her face on her sleeve and turned to Angela, voice raw as sandpaper.


“I’ll do it,” she said. “One month.”


Angela nodded. “That’s all I need.”


Susana looked down at her hands, still stained with crimson silk. She wondered if they would ever come clean.







The Montero ballroom looked different in the gray hush before dawn. The chandeliers glowed dimmer, casting shadows that softened the brutal edges of last night’s spectacle. Waitstaff picked at the remains of candied pears and foie gras, glass slippers of champagne teetered in abandoned clusters, and beneath the gilded cornices, the city’s elite huddled in smaller, more honest groups, faces creased with exhaustion and the aftermath of secrets told too late.


Susana navigated the thinning crowd on autopilot, body sealed inside Angela’s latest couture: a tailored column of gunmetal silk, matching gloves that reached past her elbows and ended in a slash of black lace. The dress fit her like it wanted to suffocate her. Every step reminded her she didn’t belong,didn’t want to belong,but the stakes were carved into her bones now.


She felt eyes on her, everywhere. A white-haired investor with trembling hands reached for her arm as she passed. Instead of recoiling, Susana steadied him, voice gentle: “Careful, señor.” He blinked at her in surprise, then nodded with a gratitude so naked she had to look away.


In the far corner, a ripple of board members whispered behind lacquered fans, the rumor mill already churning. Susana caught fragments,Angela’s mood swings, her vanishing acts, a recent loss of several million dollars in the wrong IPO. They stared at her with a mixture of awe and suspicion, not sure whether to fear her or pity her. She forced herself to ignore them, but the sting lingered.


At the foot of the grand staircase, Daniel Montero presided over a cluster of family and cronies. He wore a tailored suit, sleeves rolled to reveal a watch so thin and black it looked like a scar. His hair was wet at the temples, as if he’d just scrubbed away someone else’s blood. Susana watched as a VP tried to corner him about next quarter’s layoffs; Daniel’s reply was brief, edged with a threat, and the man retreated with a weak laugh.


Their eyes met across the ballroom. Daniel studied her as if she were an unfamiliar equation,one that might explode if misread. Susana couldn’t look away. She waited for him to see through her, to call out the fraud, to drag her into a corner and demand the truth.


Instead, he crossed the floor with deliberate calm, each step a challenge to everyone who thought they mattered. He stopped close enough for Susana to smell the faintest trace of citrus cologne and exhaustion.


“You’re up early,” he said, voice pitched for her alone.


She smiled, too wide, too quick. “I couldn’t sleep.”


Daniel’s eyes flicked down to her gloves, then up to her face. “You’re different tonight. Softer, maybe. Or more dangerous.”


Susana forced a laugh, aware of the tremor in her throat. “People change,” she said. “Maybe I just needed a new rhythm.”


He considered this, then looked past her at the crowd. “It’s good to see you talking to people again,” he said. “They were starting to think you’d lost interest.”


Susana turned it into a joke. “Wasn’t that the goal? To keep them guessing?”


He smiled at that,an actual, real smile,and for a moment she saw the man beneath the tailored armor. “You always surprise me, Angela.” He said it so softly that Susana’s heart knotted in panic.


She changed the subject, desperate. “Will you be at the board meeting later?”


Daniel’s jaw tensed, just enough to betray the stress he wore like a second skin. “Of course. You know how they are. They want a puppet, not a partner.” He looked back at her, green eyes sharp. “But they can’t have you. You’re mine.”


Susana nearly choked on the words. “Yours?”


He shrugged. “In the contract. In the eyes of every idiot who wants to see us fail.” His hand brushed hers as he reached for a champagne flute, the contact electric. She pulled away too quickly, almost dropping the glass.


He caught it, steady as ever. “Nervous?”


“Not at all,” she lied, swallowing the acid in her mouth.


Daniel’s gaze lingered. “You’re trembling.”


Susana lifted her chin, channeling every scrap of Angela she could remember. “Maybe I’m just excited.”


He nodded, but she could tell he didn’t buy it. “Let me know when you want to go home. I’ll have the car ready.”


She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. He left her alone in the crowd, and the hush after his departure felt like being plunged into ice.


Susana drifted through the rest of the party in a dream. She accepted air kisses, fielded veiled barbs about her “eccentric new look,” and posed for a few photos that would haunt her forever. The real Angela had left her a phone, loaded with contacts and passwords and a scroll of instructions. Susana checked it in the bathroom between each social encounter, terrified she’d slip and betray herself, half-hoping she’d be caught and the nightmare would end.


But no one noticed. Or if they did, they didn’t care.


The sun was leaking over the skyline by the time Daniel signaled for the car. He helped Susana into the back seat, the door shutting with a hush that felt absolute. As the city blurred by, Daniel rested his hand on the leather between them, tapping an absent rhythm.


He didn’t look at her when he spoke. “You were perfect tonight. I know you hate these things, but you did it anyway.”


Susana stared at her reflection in the tinted glass, trying to reconcile the woman staring back with the girl who’d buried her mother just hours earlier. “Thank you,” she said, voice brittle.


Daniel closed his eyes and tipped his head against the seat. “I always wonder, after nights like this, how much of you is real and how much is just… performance.”


The question hung in the air. Susana didn’t answer, because she didn’t know.


She watched the city fade behind them and wondered what would be left of her in a month. 
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