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	First Edition

	
I died.

	Because the boyfriend I'd just saved from drowning swam to shore and handed his lifebuoy to his first love — instead of the woman whose legs had cramped up after getting tangled in lake weeds. Me.

	So I drowned within arm's reach of him.

	A god gave me a second life.

	I used that second life to trade for fourteen more days of my own.

	Whatever karmic debt I owed in this lifetime, I would settle in this lifetime.

	If I dragged it into the next one and wasted another whole life on him, that would just be too bitter to bear.

	


Chapter 1

	The morgue is genuinely cold.

	The freezer drawer had iced me straight through. Even after walking all the way home, I still couldn't shake it.

	But I never expected that when I opened the door, I'd find Scott holding Daphne on the balcony I'd so carefully arranged — kissing her like nothing else in the world existed.

	Under the moonlight, the little roses I'd planted for our engagement swayed softly, like clusters of tiny flames about to flicker out.

	The man I'd loved with my whole life. Holding his first love. On the night I died. In the home I'd bought for us. Kissing her like she was air.

	"Scotty. Scotty. If it hurts, you can cry, you know. After she left, you had five years with me. You have feelings for her. I understand. I'm not jealous."

	Daphne's voice was syrupy with fake hurt.

	Funny. I was the one who died. She was the one playing the victim.

	But I knew Scott. This was exactly the version of her he liked.

	He was quiet for a moment, then stroked the top of her head and said, "Daphne. Let's get married. Okay?"

	I looked up at the clock on the wall. December 25, 2022, 8:45:12 p.m., the doctor had pronounced me dead — resuscitation unsuccessful, biological death confirmed. December 25, 2022, 11:36:41 p.m., Scott was proposing to his ex in the home we were supposed to share.

	"I don't love her. It's just that when you left, I was so destroyed I had to use her to lie to myself. It was the only way I could keep going."

	His voice was hoarse. He was carefully unpacking his own psychology for her benefit.

	He didn't need to spell it out for me. I already understood.

	But hearing him say it out loud — that one still drowned me a second time.

	The cold cut all the way to the bone, into my chest, into my heart.

	I sank slowly down in the foyer and curled into a ball.

	I was definitely not crying because of him.

	I was just too cold.

	This tradition of confiscating everything from the dead — somebody really needs to put a stop to that.

	Because of it, I had no phone. I'd walked home barefoot the whole way. The white burial gown they'd dressed me in was useless against the autumn night air.

	I was about to die a second time, just from the cold.

	But no matter where I looked, I couldn't find my pink almond-colored bunny-ear slippers.

	Daphne must have taken them.

	Wearing a dead woman's shoes — wasn't she creeped out?

	I studied her. And that's when I saw it: Scott pulling a pink diamond ring out of his pocket, sliding it onto her finger.

	That ring had been on my hand this very afternoon.

	Was he just trying to save money? Or had he chosen it from the start to suit Daphne's taste?

	Definitely the latter. After all, the one thing she collected, obsessively, was pink diamonds.

	Dying once had clarified everything for me.

	A vicious surge of unfairness rose up in me, and with it, a mean little impulse.

	While the two of them were still gazing romantically at the ring, I spoke up calmly:

	"Could you two pause for a second? Daphne, would you give me back my slippers?"

	


Chapter 13

	Scott looked like a strutting dog who'd been smacked in the face mid-swagger.

	He tried to climb into the ambulance. Thomas kicked him out.

	He still wouldn't quit. He chased us all the way.

	The waiting room at the hospital was full of people. He just kept shouting:

	"Thomas, let her go!"

	"You don't understand. Quinn only has me in her heart. I made a mistake, I made her upset, that's all."

	"Quinn!"

	Disturbing every other patient.

	A vein pulsed in my temple. I signaled to Thomas to have the bodyguards let Scott through.

	I took a deep breath and put every ounce of strength I had into one slap across his face.

	"Calmed down now?"

	The blood print of my hand showed on his cheek, almost grotesque.

	Scott blinked, wiped his cheek, looked at the blood on his hand, smirked — and then grabbed a vase from the hallway shelf and smashed it on his own head.

	Blood started running down.

	He clearly thought this was a heroic gesture, because he asked me: "Feel better? You can punish me however you want. Just don't do anything that goes against your real feelings out of spite."

	I was so far past words.

	When you're at the absolute end of your rage, an eerie calm sets in. "What makes you think I still love you? Go on. Tell me."

	He hadn't expected that. He hesitated, then started cataloguing all the times I'd "tolerated" him with Daphne.

	Most importantly: although I'd cut ties with him, I hadn't sold the shares to anyone else. I hadn't poached the employees. I'd left him a one-year license on Quinnlight as a cushion.

	Even tonight, I'd shown up to drink for him.

	Even Thomas couldn't stop himself from laughing under his breath.

	Watching Scott still trapped in this fantasy, I couldn't help mocking him: "I used to think your company had a year left to fail. Now I think it'll be a miracle if you last a month."

	"I didn't sell the shares to anyone because I didn't want you to grow stronger. Whoever bought my shares would have been someone wealthy. On the surface, it would weaken your power. In practice, it would reduce your risk of bankruptcy. Forcing you to buy them yourself not only gets me what I'm owed, it chokes your cash flow. Let me guess — why did you move in with Daphne? Was it to scrape together cash to buy out my shares? Did you sell your own property to do it?"

	"With your current finances, how much longer can you make payments on your bank loan? Let me estimate — about two months? In that window, any competitor making a serious move and you're done."

	"I didn't take any people with me because there's no need for me to shoulder the bad reputation along with them."

	There was no shortage of people in the industry who'd sympathize. Those people were people I'd trained. And given how petty Daphne was, how many days would she tolerate them at the company?

	I wanted the entire bad reputation to land squarely on the two of them.

	"Cold-hearted. Jealous of talent. Brain-dead in love. Plenty enough to make you both notorious in the industry. With no senior people willing to join you, how long can you last? And what poor sap is going to throw money at a snake like you?"

	As for the year-long Quinnlight license, that was only because I didn't want to pay a termination fee.

	"I haven't been chasing you down screaming because punishing you doesn't take that kind of effort, and I don't want to waste mine on you. You're not worth it."

	I hadn't expected him to construct such a fantasy from my restraint.

	When Scott finished hearing it, his face went the color of bone. He refused to believe any of it.

	He shouted "no, no" at the top of his lungs and lunged at me.

	Thomas had been ready. He stopped him and handed him over to the police, who had been called by someone reporting a disturbance.

	


Chapter 14

	I'd thought, by the time I'd said all that, Scott would have to give up.

	But he just haunted the area below my hospital room, dragging a suitcase, looking up at me with mournful eyes.

	He texted me: Quinn, please see me. If you'll just see me, you'll believe how real my feelings are.

	I didn't understand. Wasn't he supposed to be busy saving his company right now?

	Why was he still chasing me?

	Or had I not gone hard enough the last time?

	While Thomas was away picking up my test results, I let Scott in.

	He lit up. His earlobes flushed pink, like a boy who'd just gotten his crush to say yes. His eyes were full of tiny lights.

	"Quinn. Look." He opened the suitcase. Jewelry, perfumes, deed papers, silk scarves — they cascaded onto the bedside table. "Everything I gave Daphne. I took it all back."

	Every single one of these things had once been a source of my own hysterical pain.

	The antique perfumes I'd hunted down through dozens of collectors.

	The silk scarves a master craftsman had designed just for me.

	The hairpin a friend online had spent three years sourcing materials for.

	Every single one of them showed signs of having been used by someone else.

	I looked at the pile, disgusted. "You don't think this is going to soften me up, do you, Scott? A pile of someone else's used things — what am I, a garbage collector?"

	"Quinn, no. I know. I'm not asking you to save me. If you want my company to die, I'll let it die."

	He knelt by the bed, taking my hand with desperate tenderness, pressing it to his face: "Quinn. We're still young. The company goes under, I'll build another one. See? It's not too late. So — give me a chance. Please."

	So tender. So pleading. As if I were precious enough to make him give up everything.

	I genuinely could not understand.

	Confused, I picked up the engagement ring sitting on top of the pile.

	I had once treated this thing as the symbol of my ultimate happiness.

	Sunlight caught the diamond, throwing little fires. Which only made the scratches on the band more obvious.

	Scott must have thought my hesitation meant I was still hung up on the ring. His face glowed.

	I watched his flushed face — and threw the ring out the window.

	"There's no future, Scott. We will never have a future."

	He chased the trajectory to the window, caught nothing, and turned on me: "Why? I know I was wrong now!"

	"Because you don't deserve her!" Thomas answered for me, his voice cracking.

	He stood in the doorway, his eyes red-rimmed and wet.

	I saw the crumpled diagnosis in his hand. So. He knew everything now.

	My love for Scott.

	My life.

	All of it was going to end inside that ice-cold Christmas night on the lake.

	Not every wrong has a chance of being made right.

	Scott was set off by
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