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Celestine POV

The chandelier above the Ashford Ballroom held four hundred and twelve crystals.

I had counted them once, at a gala very much like this one, while my mother whispered names in my ear — that’s Senator Pruitt’s wife, don’t stare; that’s the Delacroix heir, smile, Celly, smile — and I had smiled, because that was what I did then. I smiled and I counted chandeliers and I believed, with the whole soft, foolish architecture of my heart, that being good was the same as being safe.

I knew better now.

“Miss Morrow.” The event coordinator materialized at my elbow, her headset slightly askew, her smile the particular shape of someone who had been told I was important and hadn’t quite decided what to do with that information. “We’re so pleased you could join us this evening. Your table is—”

“Third from the left, near the east window.” I smiled at her. “I requested it myself. Thank you, Clara.”

She blinked. I had remembered her name from the invitation correspondence — one line, buried in the footer. She would remember that I remembered. People always did.

I moved into the room.

The Whitmore Children’s Foundation Annual Gala was, by any measure, a beautiful event. White orchids cascaded from towering centerpieces. The string quartet played something mournful and French. Three hundred of the city’s most powerful people circled each other in their finest clothes, performing warmth over canapés and champagne, and not one of them — not a single one — had seen me coming.

That was the point.

I accepted a glass from a passing tray. Sparkling water, not champagne. I hadn’t touched champagne in eighteen months. The smell alone brought it back — that faint, sweet undertone beneath the bubbles, the one that didn’t belong, the one I hadn’t recognized until it was already in my blood and my legs were folding underneath me like paper.

Bitter almonds.

I had read, afterward — in the long, quiet months of my preparation — that cyanide compounds had that quality. A scent most people couldn’t detect at all. I had always had a sensitive nose. Small mercies.

I was wearing blush pink that night.

My engagement party. My mother had chosen the dress — silk chiffon, fitted at the waist, the color of the inside of a shell. I had thought it was too pale for me, but Aldric had seen me in it and gone very still in that way he had, the way that made me feel like the only solid thing in a spinning room.

“You’re extraordinary,” he had said.

I had believed him.

The champagne arrived on a silver tray, and Margaux — my cousin, my closest friend, the woman who had held my hand at my father’s funeral and told me I was never alone — had pressed a glass into my hands herself. “For the toast,” she’d said, kissing my cheek. Her perfume was something floral and expensive. Her eyes were warm.

The first sip tasted like celebration. The second tasted like something I couldn’t name.

The third — I didn’t finish the third.

I remember the floor rising to meet me. I remember the sound of crystal shattering somewhere nearby, and voices climbing over each other in pitch, and above it all, cutting through the chaos, Aldric’s voice saying my name. I turned my head — and I saw his face.

Not horror. Not panic. Something more complicated than either. Something that looked, God help me, like relief.

And Margaux’s hand was on his arm. Holding him back. Her face arranged in perfect, practiced anguish.

That was the last thing I saw in my first life.

I took a sip of water.

The ballroom hummed around me. I recognized Priscilla Vane across the room, deep in conversation with a venture capitalist I didn’t know yet, her new diamond bracelet catching the light. Priscilla, who had been Margaux’s roommate at Harrington and who had signed her name as a witness on the asset transfer documents. She was laughing at something. A real laugh — full-throated and unguarded.

She hadn’t lost anything yet.

Yet was a word I had learned to love.

I made my way through the room with the patience of a woman who had nowhere urgent to be. I stopped to admire a silent auction piece — a watercolor, competent but unremarkable — and in doing so positioned myself within earshot of Thomas Greaves, who sat on the board of the development company Sebastien was currently defrauding. Thomas didn’t know I knew that. He was watching me with the nervous energy of a man who had read my return in the society pages and hadn’t slept well since.

“Celestine.” He came to me, because they always came to me. “It’s — my God, it’s wonderful to see you. We were all so worried, when you were ill—”

“Eighteen months is a long recovery.” I took his hand in both of mine and held it warmly, the way my mother had taught me, the way that made people feel chosen. “But I’m quite well now, Thomas. Fully restored.” I smiled. “How is the Harwick development coming along? I heard there were some complications with the zoning committee.”

The color shifted in his face. Just slightly.

“Everything is — it’s all being handled,” he said.

“I’m sure it is.” I released his hand and touched his arm briefly — a benediction. “Give my love to Patricia.”

I moved on before he could recover.

This was the thing they had never understood about me, in my first life. They had seen the warmth and mistaken it for weakness. They had seen the grace and mistaken it for submission. A woman who smiled must be soft. A woman who never raised her voice must have nothing worth saying.

Eighteen months ago, that woman died in a blush-pink dress on a parquet floor with the taste of poison on her tongue.

The woman who came back had simply stopped explaining herself.

I was halfway to my table when I heard the shift in the room’s energy — that slight, collective intake that happens when someone enters who matters. I turned, not quickly, with the leisured curiosity of a woman who had no reason to hurry.

Aldric Beaumont stood in the entrance of the ballroom.

He was thinner. There were lines at his eyes I didn’t remember. He wore his tuxedo with the same unconscious elegance he always had, and the woman on his arm — his wife, Sable, whom he had married four months after my burial — was beautiful in a brittle, determined way.

He hadn’t seen me yet.

I watched him scan the room with the practiced ease of a man comfortable in these spaces, nodding at someone near the bar, accepting a drink, leaning down to say something to Sable that made her touch his lapel and smile.

Then his gaze continued its arc.

And found me.

The drink stopped halfway to his mouth.

I had imagined this moment many times in the past eighteen months. In some versions I had felt something — grief, rage, the ghost of a love I’d wasted. In others I’d felt nothing at all, clean and cold as a blade.

What I felt, looking at Aldric Beaumont’s face drain of every drop of blood, was something quieter than either.

Satisfaction, measured out in careful spoonfuls.

I held his gaze. I did not look away. And slowly — the way I did everything now, with full deliberate intention — I smiled at him.

Not the warm smile. Not the one he’d loved.

The other one.

He took a single step backward, and his elbow caught his wife’s arm, and the drink tilted, and the champagne went everywhere — down his sleeve, across the front of her gown — and the little circle of people around them turned, and the moment fractured into noise and apology and the sharp summoning of event staff.

I turned back toward my table.

I set my water glass down. I smoothed the front of my gown — white, all white, the color of women at funerals and women at weddings, the color of both endings and beginnings — and I sat.

The gala continued around me, bright and oblivious.

I picked up the menu card and read it with perfect, unhurried attention.

I had all night.
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Margaux POV

The powder room on the second floor of the Ashford was the only place in the building without a single window.

Margaux had discovered this three galas ago and filed it away the way she filed away everything useful — quietly, without drawing attention to the filing. A room without windows meant a room without reflections from outside. No one could see in. No one could lip-read through glass. A woman could fall apart in complete privacy, and then reassemble herself, and walk back downstairs, and no one would ever know the difference.

She gripped the edge of the marble sink and stared at her own face.

Celestine.

Celestine, in white, with that smile. That new smile — the one that had nothing behind it except intention. Celestine, who was supposed to be in the ground in St. Augustin’s private cemetery beneath a headstone Margaux had personally approved, because even in death she had needed to control the narrative, needed the epitaph to read Beloved when what she’d meant was finished.

Celestine, who had looked at her from across the ballroom with eyes like still water over rock and raised her glass.

Margaux’s hands were shaking. She pressed them flat against the marble and breathed.

The door opened. Sebastien slipped inside, checked the stalls with one practiced sweep, and locked the door behind him.

“Not here,” Margaux said.

“You texted me nine times in four minutes.” He crossed his arms. He had their mother’s bone structure and their father’s complete absence of imagination, and right now both qualities were infuriating. “I think here is exactly where we’re doing this.”

“She’s here, Bastien.” Margaux turned from the mirror. “She’s downstairs. She’s at a table near the east window and she is wearing white and she smiled at me like—” Her voice cracked on the last word and she hated herself for it. She pressed two fingers to her lips and steadied. “This is not possible.”

“Clearly it is possible,” Sebastien said, with the measured calm of someone who had not yet understood the size of the problem. “She was sick. The doctor said she was sick. Perhaps the diagnosis was—”

“Bastien.” She said his name the way their mother used to, the warning shape of it. “Dr. Fenwick signed a death certificate. We watched them lower the casket. The will was executed, the assets were transferred, and I personally sat across from Aldric Beaumont while he signed every document.” She stepped closer to her brother and lowered her voice to something just above breath. “There is no version of that story in which Celestine Morrow simply recovered and decided to attend charity galas.”

Sebastien was quiet for a moment. She watched him work through it — saw the exact moment the calm began to erode.

“She has no proof of anything,” he said finally. “Whatever she thinks she knows—”

“She doesn’t think anything.” Margaux turned back to the mirror, more because she needed somewhere to look than because she wanted to see herself. “That’s what you’re not understanding. Celestine never acted on thinking. She acted on knowing. She was like that even as a child — she would sit with information for months, turning it over, until she understood every angle of it, and then she would do something with it, quietly, and you wouldn’t even realize what had happened until it was already done.”

She thought of her cousin at twelve years old, discovering that a classmate had been stealing from her locker. Celestine hadn’t confronted the girl. Hadn’t told a teacher. Had simply, over the course of two weeks, arranged things so that the classmate was caught in front of the entire form by the headmistress herself, with no fingerprints anywhere near the setup.

Celestine had brought the girl a sympathy card afterward.

That was what was standing downstairs in a white gown.

“We need to find out what she has,” Margaux said.

“We need to not panic,” Sebastien said. “We need to behave like two people who have nothing to be concerned about, go back downstairs, and—”

Her phone buzzed.

She ignored it.

It buzzed again. Then again, in rapid succession — the particular pattern of her banking alert system, the one she’d set to notify her only in cases of account activity above a certain threshold.

“Give me a moment,” she said.

Sebastien kept talking. She stopped hearing him.

She opened the app with fingers that had gone very cold.

The account was a private offshore arrangement — Cayman Islands, set up through a shell structure so layered that even she sometimes needed a diagram to trace it. It was the account into which Celestine’s liquidated estate assets had been routed. Eight point four million, moved in tranches over six weeks following the funeral, cleaned and resting and entirely untouchable.

Untouchable.

Three separate login attempts had been made in the last forty-seven minutes. Two had been deflected by the secondary authentication wall.

The third had succeeded.

The current balance stared back at her from the screen.

She read it twice. Then a third time, in case the number changed.

It didn’t.

The account had not been emptied. Nothing had been transferred out. Every cent sat exactly where it had always been, undisturbed, as if whoever had gotten in had simply wanted her to know that they could.

A message flag sat in the account’s internal notes field — a function she hadn’t known existed, had never used, didn’t know was accessible from outside.

She opened it.

One line. No signature.

I’ve been very patient. Have you?

Margaux lowered the phone.

Across from her, Sebastien was still talking — something about lawyers, something about plausible deniability, something about the importance of maintaining appearances.

She thought about Celestine downstairs, at her table near the east window, reading the menu with perfect, unhurried attention.

She thought about the smile.

“Bastien,” she said quietly.

He stopped.

“We are in trouble.” She slid the phone into her clutch and straightened her posture with the muscle memory of twenty years of finishing school. “Real trouble. And I need you to understand that before you say one more word about plausible deniability.”

She checked her reflection. Smoothed the front of her gown. Applied the expression she wore when she needed people to see nothing.

Then she unlocked the powder room door and walked back toward the stairs.

She had to get back to the ballroom. Had to find out who Celestine had been speaking to. Had to read the room, map the alliances, identify whatever quiet infrastructure her cousin had been building for the past eighteen months in the shadow of her own death.

She had to stop her hands from shaking first.

By the time she reached the ballroom landing, they were still.

She was, if nothing else, her mother’s daughter.

But as she descended the stairs and let her gaze drift across the room to Celestine’s table — to the composed figure in white, who was now in quiet conversation with Thomas Greaves and laughing softly at something he’d said — Margaux felt something she hadn’t felt in a very long time.

She felt afraid.
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Celestine POV

There is a question people would ask, if they knew.

I have imagined it many times — the shape of it, the way it would land, the particular human need behind it. If you knew you were going to be poisoned, why did you drink the champagne?

It’s a reasonable question. It deserves a reasonable answer.

The reasonable answer is this: because the only thing more dangerous than a dead woman is a dead woman nobody believes is dead.

I woke up on a Tuesday.

Not gasping. Not confused. Not with the cinematic, shuddering return of someone pulled back from a great distance. I simply — opened my eyes. My bedroom ceiling. The particular water stain near the cornice that I’d been meaning to have repaired for two years. Morning light through curtains I’d chosen myself, pale gold silk, bought on a trip to Lyon with my mother the year before she died.

I lay there for approximately four minutes, breathing, taking inventory.

My body was twenty-two years old. My memories were twenty-four. Every moment of my first life sat inside me with perfect, undamaged clarity — my childhood, my education, my father’s long illness and my mother’s longer grief, every conversation I’d had with Margaux, every evening with Aldric, every document I’d ever signed, every laugh I’d ever given freely to people who were already calculating what I was worth.

And threaded through all of it, with the precision of a needle through silk, the last eighteen hours of my first life. The engagement party. The champagne. The floor.

Aldric’s face.

I sat up. I checked the date on my phone. Tuesday, the fourteenth. My engagement party was Friday, the seventeenth.

Three days.

I had three days.

The gala was thinning. It was past eleven, and the city’s powerful had early mornings and maintained the useful fiction that they kept sensible hours. I remained at my table and watched the room redistribute itself toward exits and coat checks, unhurried, a woman with nowhere she’d rather be.

I thought about those three days. I thought about them often — not with the anguish one might expect, but with the same analytical attention I gave to everything now. They were the most important three days of my life, and I had spent the first of them very still.

Not in shock. I want to be precise about that. Shock implies the mind refusing what it’s been given. My mind had accepted the situation with a speed that should perhaps have concerned me, but didn’t. I think some part of me had always understood that the world was a transactional place and that I had been catastrophically underpriced in it. The rebirth felt less like a miracle and more like a correction.

I spent the first day simply remembering. Cataloguing. Building the full picture from every fragment I’d previously held in isolation — the conversation I’d half-overheard between Margaux and Sebastien at Christmas, the document on her desk I’d pretended not to read, the way Aldric had deflected, twice, when I’d raised the subject of putting my estate assets into a joint account after the wedding.

Small things. Things I’d explained away with the generous, self-erasing logic of a woman who loved people and needed them to be worth it.

In my second life, I allowed myself to see them clearly.

The picture they made was not a surprise. That was the worst part — the picture they made was not a surprise at all.

I spent the second day on logistics. Not revenge, not yet — simply survival. I had an attorney, a family friend named Hartley who was seventy years old and owed my father a debt he’d never been given the chance to repay. I called him from a prepaid phone I bought at a petrol station three miles from the estate, paid for in cash from the emergency envelope my mother had kept in the kitchen drawer. I told Hartley enough to make him believe me. He believed me because he had known Margaux since she was seven years old and had never trusted her with anything smaller than a compliment.

By the end of that call, I had the beginning of a structure.

The third day — Friday, the day of the party — I got dressed. I put on the blush-pink silk. I did my hair and my makeup with steady hands and I went downstairs and I smiled at everyone who would later help kill me.

And when Margaux pressed the champagne into my hands, I looked at her warm eyes and her practiced anguish, already rehearsed, already waiting for its cue, and I thought: I see you. I see all of you. And you have made the worst mistake of your lives.

Then I drank.

Because the will would not be contested by a woman who’d inconveniently survived. The assets would not transfer cleanly if there was a breathing heir. The story only worked if there was a body, and the body needed to be unimpeachable — confirmed by a doctor, witnessed by a room full of people, buried before anyone thought to ask questions.

I needed them to win completely.

Incomplete victories make people cautious. Complete victories make them careless.

I had been counting on the carelessness.

The eighteen months that followed were the most productive of my life, which was saying something, given that I’d lived two of them.

Hartley connected me to a corporate attorney in Geneva named Solange, who specialized in asset recovery under circumstances she described only as irregular, which I appreciated. Solange built me four shell companies across three jurisdictions and a paper trail so clean it was almost art. She asked no questions I didn’t want to answer, charged accordingly, and sent me a bottle of very good wine on the anniversary of our arrangement.

I acquired a flat under a name that connected to nothing. I hired three researchers — discreetly, through channels that Hartley managed — and set them to work on every person who had touched the conspiracy: Margaux, Sebastien, Aldric, the doctor, the lawyers who’d processed the will, the witnesses on the asset transfer.

I learned everything. I learned the offshore account before Margaux knew I knew it existed. I learned about Sebastien’s land deal fraud, which had nothing to do with me and everything to do with character. I learned that Dr. Fenwick had a second family in Porto that his first family knew nothing about, which was not useful leverage but was deeply unsurprising.

And I learned patience.

Not the passive kind — not the patience of waiting. The active kind. The patience of a woman who understands that timing is the difference between justice and merely making noise.

I was not interested in noise.

I set down my water glass and let my gaze travel the room in its final, sparse configuration. The staff were clearing tables. The quartet had packed away their instruments. Priscilla Vane was at the coat check, laughing at something on her phone, her new bracelet catching the cloakroom light one last time before it disappeared into the night.

Yet, I thought again, with some warmth.

I was reaching for my clutch when I felt it.

The particular quality of being watched.

Not the ambient, unfocused attention of a room — I was used to that, had been since childhood, and it registered as nothing more
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