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Nadia POV

The first breath was the worst.

It tore through me like something broken being forced back into place — ribs expanding, lungs filling, heart lurching into rhythm like it had forgotten the steps and was improvising. I sat up so fast the room tilted. My hands flew to my throat, my chest, my face. Alive. Breathing. Here.

Where is here?

I knew before I opened my eyes. I knew from the weight of the sheets — Italian cotton, eight hundred thread count, the ones I’d had dry-cleaned every two weeks because I was that person, once. I knew from the faint hum of the city twenty-three floors below. I knew from the smell of it — my perfume on the pillows, gardenias and something darker underneath, amber maybe, the scent I’d chosen at twenty-four and worn every day until the day I stopped having days.

I opened my eyes.

The ceiling of my Upper East Side penthouse stared back at me, cream and immaculate, the crown molding catching the early gray light of a New York morning. The Basquiat print on the far wall. The floor-to-ceiling windows. The city beyond them, blurred with pre-dawn mist and indifferent as ever.

My bedroom. My penthouse. My life.

Before.

I didn’t move for sixty-three seconds. I counted them. It was either count or scream, and I had made a decision, somewhere between dying and waking, that I was done screaming.

When I finally reached for my phone on the nightstand, my hand was steady. That surprised me. I had expected shaking — the kind that starts in your fingers and works its way up until your whole body is involved. But my hand moved with a calm that felt borrowed from someone older and colder than the woman who had gone to sleep in a hospital bed in another version of this life.

The screen lit up.

The date sat there in clean white digits against a gray background, simple and devastating.

Five years. I was back five years before the night my uncle stood over my hospital bed and told me to sign the documents while I still had the strength. Five years before my cousin’s face appeared in the tabloids, photographed outside my engagement party venue the week after I was buried. Five years before everything I had built, everything my father had built, was parceled out among people who had smiled at me at Christmas.

I set the phone face-down on the nightstand.

Then I sat with it — with the impossible, enormous, absurd fact of it — for exactly as long as I allowed myself, which was not long at all. Grief was a luxury. So was shock. I had used up both allocations already, in another life, and I had not found them useful.

I got up.

The mirror above my vanity showed me what I expected — my face, my body, my dark hair loose around my shoulders, slightly wild from sleep. Twenty-six years old. The face the tabloids had once called “Manhattan’s most enviable heiress”and later “Laurent Group’s greatest liability.” High cheekbones. Full mouth. Skin my mother had always said was my father’s best gift to me.

I leaned closer.

My eyes were the same shape, the same color — deep brown, almost black in low light. But something behind them had shifted. Some softness that belonged to the twenty-six-year-old who had lived this morning the first time was simply gone. In its place was something quieter and far more dangerous.

I looked like a woman who already knew the ending.

I straightened up, pulled my silk robe from the back of the vanity chair, and sat down.

The notepad in the top left drawer was where it always was — cream paper, no lines, the kind I used for ideas I didn’t want typed anywhere. I uncapped a pen. The weight of it in my hand felt ceremonial, though I hadn’t planned it that way.

I started writing.

Not frantically. Not with shaking hands or tears blurring the page. I wrote the way you write a grocery list when you have been cooking the same meal for years and you know exactly what you need. Each name came without hesitation. Each one landed on the page like something that had always lived there, waiting.

Twelve names.

Beside each one, a single word. Not an accusation — just an accounting. What they took. What the debt consisted of. A ledger, not a manifesto.

Boyd Cassell — loyalty.

Ray Fontaine — silence.

Dennis Pratt — access.

Vincent Lau — capital.

Stephen Ardell — capital.

Marcus Webb — credibility.

Gerald Laurent — everything.

Harlow Steele — safety.

Cole Merritt — time.

Dorian Cross — truth.

Everett Shaw — truth.

I paused at the twelfth line.

The pen rested against the paper and I sat very still, listening to the city below begin its slow morning exhale — a siren somewhere distant, the low percussion of a garbage truck on Fifth, the indifferent machinery of a place that had watched empires rise and fall and had never once interrupted its own rhythm to acknowledge either.

I wrote the twelfth name.

Then I folded the paper twice, cleanly, along precise lines, and slid it into the silk lining at the bottom of my jewelry box — beneath the pearls my father gave me for my eighteenth birthday, beneath the diamond bracelet Cole had chosen with his assistant’s help and presented like he’d searched for it himself. Beneath all the pretty, expensive artifacts of a life that had been taken apart piece by piece while I was too busy being grateful just to be included.

The list was safe. The list was patient.

I tore a second sheet from the notepad.

This one was different. Smaller. No names from the list, no debts, no accounting. I wrote only one name at the top of the page, and it was my own.

Nadia Laurent.

Below it, one sentence.

I owe myself everything they stole.

I read it once. Then I read it again, slower, the way you read something you want to keep — not on paper, but somewhere deeper, in the part of you that survives even the things that should have ended you.

Then I held the corner of the paper to the flame of the candle on my vanity — bergamot and cedarwood, half-burned, left over from a night I now remembered as belonging to a more innocent version of this morning — and I watched it catch.

The paper curled. Blackened. Turned to nothing in the shallow tray I used for melted wax.

I didn’t watch it the way someone watches something precious burn. I watched it the way you watch a receipt after you’ve already memorized the total. The paper was never the point. The words were already inside me, written somewhere the twelve names on that list would never be able to reach, no matter what they tried.

I set the pen down.

Outside, New York was waking up. The mist was beginning to lift off the park. Somewhere in this city, Gerald Laurent was sleeping soundly in his Tribeca townhouse, confident in the architecture of his plans, unaware that the foundation had just shifted. Somewhere, Cole Merritt was probably already in the gym, building the body he used like a credential. Somewhere, my cousin Simone was sleeping with the particular peace of a woman who believed her life was about to improve significantly.

None of them knew what I knew.

None of them had done what I had done — died, and decided it wasn’t finished.

I stood, retied my robe, and walked to the window. Twenty-three floors below, a yellow cab cut across an intersection against the light. A woman in a camel coat walked a pair of identical white dogs. A man in a delivery uniform unloaded boxes from a van with the mechanical patience of someone who had done it ten thousand times.

The city didn’t know either.

It didn’t matter. I wasn’t here for witnesses. I wasn’t here for anyone to understand what was happening or why or how. I was here because twelve people had decided, between them, that my life was worth less than what they could extract from it — and I had spent thirty-one years being the kind of woman who made that easy for people to believe.

I was not that woman this morning.

I was not in a hurry.

The best revenge, I had learned in a hospital room at the end of my first life, with a pen in my hand and my uncle’s expectant face above me, is the kind the other person never sees coming.

I had time. I had names. I had a list folded neatly beneath my father’s pearls.

Let them sleep.
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Cole POV

I noticed it the moment I walked through the door.

Not because anything was visibly wrong — the penthouse looked exactly as it always did, clean lines and quiet money, the kind of space that announced its own value without trying. The lamps were on. The kitchen smelled faintly of whatever Nadia had ordered up from the restaurant two floors below, the one she had on speed dial when she didn’t feel like dealing with delivery apps. Everything was exactly where everything always was.

Except Nadia.

She was at her desk in the study alcove off the main living room, which wasn’t unusual in itself. She worked late often — calls with overseas contacts, documents that needed reviewing, the particular brand of focused silence she wore when she was thinking through something complicated. I had learned early in our relationship not to interrupt that silence. It had an edge to it.

But she wasn’t working. She was reorganizing.

Every drawer was open. She was going through files — physical ones, the kind she kept in the locked cabinet she’d told me once held personal documents, family things, nothing I needed to worry about. She was moving them with quiet, deliberate hands, not frantic, not searching. More like someone who already knew what was in each folder and was simply deciding where it belonged now.

She looked up when I came in.

“Hey.” Her voice was easy. Warm, even. She smiled — that particular smile she had, the one that could make a room feel like it had narrowed to just the two of you.

But her eyes.

I couldn’t name what was different about them exactly. I stood in the doorway in my coat, keys still in my hand, and looked at her for half a second longer than was natural, trying to locate the thing that was off. Her eyes were the same color. The same shape. They were looking at me with what was technically warmth.

It felt like being read.

Like she was looking at me the way you look at a document before you sign it — finding the clauses, checking the fine print, deciding whether the terms were acceptable.

“Long day?” she asked, already turning back to the files.

“The usual.” I hung my coat, set my keys in the bowl by the door. “What are you doing?”

“Reorganizing.” She said it lightly, like it was obvious, like it required no further explanation. “I realized I hadn’t gone through the physical files in over a year. It was bothering me.”

It hadn’t been bothering her yesterday. Or the day before. Or any day in the three years we had been together, as far as I could recall. But I didn’t say that.

“Dinner?” I asked instead.

She smiled again. “Already ordered.”

We ate at the dining table the way we always did when it was just the two of us — her at the end, me to her left, the city visible through the wide windows behind her. She had ordered well. She always ordered well. Nadia had the particular skill of knowing exactly what other people wanted before they said it, which I had always found attractive and was finding, tonight, mildly unsettling.

The conversation was normal for the first twenty minutes. Her mother had called. A charity board she sat on was organizing their spring event. She asked about my flight back from the West Coast — routine, pleasant, exactly the kind of dinner conversation that had always made our relationship feel easy.

Then, somewhere between the main course and the wine she refilled without asking if I wanted more, she said: “How are things looking with the Chicago development? The Lakeshore parcels specifically.”

I looked up.

“Fine,” I said. Carefully. “Moving along.”

“Marcus mentioned there were some zoning complications.” She said it lightly, turning her wine glass slowly by the stem. “Something about the Delaware holding structure not mapping cleanly onto the municipal approval process.”

The fork in my hand was very still.

“Where did you hear that?” I asked. I kept my voice easy, the way she kept hers easy, and I was aware, distantly, that we were both performing a kind of casualness at each other.

She looked up. Those eyes again. Reading.

“I don’t remember exactly,” she said. “Someone mentioned it at the Laurent board lunch last week, I think. You know how those things go — everyone’s in everyone else’s business.” She smiled. “Is it a problem?”

“No,” I said. “Just logistics.”

“Good.” She picked up her fork. “Marcus always worries too much.”

And that was it. She moved on — back to the charity event, to something funny her mother had said, to whether we should spend a weekend in the Hamptons before the summer season made it unbearable. I followed her lead. I laughed in the right places. I refilled my own wine.

But the Delaware holding structure was not something that had come up at any Laurent board lunch. I knew that with certainty because I had been careful — fastidiously, deliberately careful — about keeping the Chicago development separate from anything connected to Nadia’s world. Marcus knew. Two attorneys knew. A very small circle of people whose discretion I had paid for.

Nadia Laurent was not in that circle.

She shouldn’t have known to ask the question.

She shouldn’t have known it the way she asked it — not as a question, exactly. More like a confirmation. Like someone checking that the answer they already had was correct.

She fell asleep easily. She always did — head on the pillow, breathing slowed within minutes, that particular stillness she had in sleep that made her look younger, softer, more like the woman I had met at a rooftop fundraiser three years ago who had laughed at something I said and looked surprised by her own laughter.

I lay beside her and looked at the ceiling.

The Delaware question moved through my mind at different angles, the way you turn an object under a light trying to find where it came from. She said someone mentioned it at the board lunch. The board lunch was attended by twelve people, none of whom had any connection to the Chicago development. I had checked those connections — not because I suspected anything, but because I was careful. I was always careful.

I turned my head and looked at her profile in the dark.

She looked peaceful. She looked like Nadia.

I thought about the study, and the files she had been reorganizing with such quiet, deliberate hands. I thought about the way she had looked up when I walked in — not startled, not guilty. Just calm. Just that look, the one I was still trying to name.

I got up at some point, unable to stay horizontal with the thoughts moving the way they were. I stood at the bedroom window in the dark and looked at the city below — the same view Nadia looked at, twenty-three floors down, every morning. Cabs and streetlights and the particular orange glow Manhattan threw against its own sky.

I replayed dinner. Her voice, easy and warm. The wine she refilled. The smile. The question delivered like it cost her nothing, like it was just conversation, like she hadn’t watched my face very carefully in the half second after she asked it.

She had watched my face. I was sure of it now.

She had been watching me the way I watched potential partners at the negotiating table — not with hostility, not with suspicion. Just with the patient, complete attention of someone who is collecting information they intend to use.

I pressed two fingers to the cold glass of the window.

I had been with Nadia Laurent for three years. I knew her. I knew the way she thought, the way she moved, the way she managed a room and a conversation and the particular social architecture of the world she’d been born into. I knew her well enough to know that the woman at that dinner table tonight was using all of Nadia’s tools with a precision that was just slightly different from Nadia’s usual hand.

Sharper. More deliberate.

Like she had been practicing.

I stood at the window until the city outside began its almost imperceptible shift from deep night to early morning gray. I thought about calling Marcus. I thought about the Chicago files. I thought about the way she had said Marcus always worries too much — fond, easy, dismissive — and how it had sounded less like affection and more like someone indicating they had already accounted for a variable.

I didn’t call Marcus.

I went back to bed.

Nadia didn’t stir. She lay perfectly still, breathing slowly, her dark hair spread across the pillow, her expression unreadable in the dark.

I lay beside her and looked at the ceiling and did not sleep.

What are you looking for?

The question sat in my chest like something I already knew the answer to and wasn’t ready to say out loud.
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Nadia POV

The Laurent Group held its monthly board lunches on the forty-first floor of a Midtown tower that my father had chosen in 1987 because, he said, you should always conduct business from a height. Not for the view. For the perspective. When you can see everything below you, he had told me once, you remember that the ground is always an option. You just have to choose not to take it.

I had been twelve when he said that. I hadn’t understood it then.

I understood it now.

The private dining room was everything it had always been — long mahogany table, twelve chairs, the kind of floral arrangement that cost more than most people’s monthly rent and was replaced every Monday without anyone ever commenting on it. The city spread itself beyond the floor-to-ceiling glass like a tapestry that knew it was being admired. A sommelier I recognized but whose name I had never learned moved quietly between chairs, pouring water, pouring wine, disappearing.

I arrived exactly on time. Not early — early signals eagerness. Not late — late signals either arrogance or disorganization, and I could afford to project neither today.

I smiled at the room as I entered.

Gerald was already seated at the head of the table, which was technically my father’s seat and had become Gerald’s so gradually after the funeral that no one had remarked on the transition. He was sixty-one, thick through the shoulders, with the kind of silver hair that photographed well and a handshake that lasted exactly one second longer than necessary. He had my father’s jawline and none of my father’s character, which was a fact I had spent years making excuses for and would spend no more time on.

He stood when I came in. Kissed my cheek. Called me sweetheart the way he always did — fond, slightly diminishing, the verbal equivalent of a pat on the head.

“You look well,” he said, studying my face the way he always did, searching for whatever instability he had convinced himself I was managing.

“I feel well,” I said. Warm. Easy. I touched his arm briefly. Let him look. Let him find nothing.

I took my seat — third from the head, the position I had occupied since my father died and Gerald had reorganized the table without holding a meeting about it.

I did not look at the list. I didn’t need to. Every name in that room was already mapped inside me with the clarity of something memorized under extreme duress, which was exactly what it was.

Dennis Pratt sat to Gerald’s immediate right, which told you everything about their relationship. He was fifty-four, lean in the way that suggested controlled anxiety rather than discipline, with wire-rimmed glasses he touched when he was uncomfortable and a habit of echoing Gerald’s opinions thirty seconds after Gerald expressed them, as if the ideas needed a second voice to become real. He had been Gerald’s CFO for nine years. He had signed off on the financial restructuring that had quietly repositioned three of my father’s original trust assets into Gerald’s holding company’s orbit. He had done it with the particular cowardice of a man who tells himself he is following instructions, not making choices.

Access, I had written beside his name.

He was accessing things that did not belong to him. That would stop.

Boyd Cassell sat four seats down on the left — broad, florid-faced, the kind of man who laughed loudly at his own observations and expected others to follow. He had been on the Laurent Group board for eleven years, originally appointed by my father as a favor to a mutual friend, which was the kind of decision my father occasionally made that Gerald had later exploited with surgical precision. Boyd’s loyalty had been purchased somewhere along the way — I didn’t know the exact price, but I knew the currency. Gerald had helped him out of a real estate problem in 2019. A quiet favor, the kind that comes with a quiet bill attached. Boyd had been paying it ever since, in votes and silence.

Loyalty, I had written. What he owed me, what he had redirected toward the wrong person.

Ray Fontaine was directly across from me, which meant I had to be particularly careful with my face when I looked at him. He was sixty, distinguished in the silver-haired Manhattan way, the kind of man who sat on three boards and two museum committees and donated just enough to keep his name on buildings he would never enter again. He knew about the suppressed codicil in my father’s trust. Elliot had told me — carefully, in the language of a man who had been frightened into silence for years — that Ray had been in the room when the decision was made. That he had said nothing. That he had taken Gerald’s call the following morning and accepted a board appointment that had not previously existed.

Silence. The most expensive commodity in this room.

I smiled at Ray when he glanced up. He smiled back, slightly uncertain, and looked away first.

It was the people on the periphery of the room that interested me most today.

Warren Hale sat near the far end of the table — sixties, quiet, with the careful posture of a man who had learned to take up less space than he was entitled to. He had been one of my father’s original appointments, one of the few who had survived Gerald’s quiet purge of the board’s old guard. He survived because he was useful and unobtrusive and because Gerald had not yet identified him as a threat. Gerald tended to overlook people who didn’t push back loudly. It was one of his more exploitable blind spots.

Warren had been moved, over the past three years, from two key committees to one — oversight, which had been stripped of most of its actual oversight function. He sat through these lunches with the expression of a man who had opinions he had decided not to share and I had always, in my first life, read that as defeat.

I read it differently now.

That was patience. Compressed, disciplined patience. Warren Hale was waiting for something. I intended to give him a reason to stop waiting.

Patricia Ives was the only other woman at the table besides me, which was a fact the room had long since normalized and I had always found quietly infuriating. She was fifty-seven, a corporate attorney by background, appointed to the board four years ago when the Laurent Group had needed to demonstrate a commitment to governance reform for a regulatory review. Gerald had expected her to be decorative. She had turned out to be formidably competent, which he had addressed by moving her to the audit committee, where her competence was useful to him and her opinions were technically outside the scope of board strategy.

She caught my eye across the table and gave me a brief, precise nod — the kind that meant nothing in particular and could mean everything, depending on context. I nodded back with equal precision.

Useful, I thought. Both of them. Very useful.

I reached into my bag under the guise of checking my phone and opened the notes app. I typed two initials — W.H. and P.I. — under a heading I had labeled personal reminders. If anyone looked, it was nothing
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