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POV: Celeste Voss

I woke up screaming without a sound.

That is the only way I know how to describe it — the kind of scream that lives entirely in your chest, that strips the air from your lungs and leaves you sitting upright in the dark with your hands fisted in sheets that are too soft, too clean, too whole, pressing your palm flat against your sternum like you can physically hold yourself together from the outside.

Four seconds.

I gave myself four seconds to believe I was still in that hospital room. The one with the water-stained ceiling tile in the shape of nothing comforting, and the window that looked out over a parking structure, and the sound of a monitor no one was watching anymore because there was nothing left worth monitoring. The room where Mara had held my hand and said my name over and over like repetition could reverse what had already been done, and where I had understood, with a clarity that felt almost peaceful, that I had lost everything.

Four seconds.

Then I saw the ceiling.

The water stain shaped like a wing.

The east bedroom of the Voss estate. My grandmother’s room before it was mine, with the crown molding she chose in 1987 and the window seat I had read every important book of my childhood in, and the faint smell of the jasmine that grew along the garden wall below and came in through the gap in the frame I had never had repaired because some things you keep broken on purpose.

My hands.

I looked at my hands.

They were not scarred.

The right one — the one that had pressed against a car door that would not open in the rain, three weeks before the end of the first life — was smooth. Unmarked. The knuckles I had split on a courthouse step when my legs finally stopped cooperating were unblemished. The thin silver line that had run along the inside of my left wrist from a glass that shattered at exactly the wrong moment was simply gone, like someone had taken an eraser to everything that had happened and handed me back a version of myself I no longer recognized as mine.

I sat there for a very long time.

The clock on the nightstand read 6:14 AM.

The same clock. The same time. The same date I had lived before — the morning everything had still been intact on the surface and already ruined underneath, the morning Vivienne Blackwell’s voicemail had sat unopened on my phone while I got dressed for a board meeting I had believed, with the particular stupidity of someone who has never once been truly afraid, was routine.

I pressed the heel of my palm against my eye socket. Breathed through my nose. The way Mara had taught me to breathe when panic started, slow and deliberate, four counts in and four counts out, because panic is a liar and you do not negotiate with liars.

The woman in the mirror across the room watched me do it.

I had not moved. She had not moved. She was twenty-six, which meant I was twenty-six again, which meant I had been given something that should not exist and I was going to spend exactly as much time on gratitude as the situation required and then I was going to get to work.

I stood.

The silk of the nightgown — pale cream, not the hospital gown, not the gray sweatshirt I had worn in the last weeks of the first life because nothing else fit the version of me I had become — settled against my legs as I crossed to the mirror, and I stood in front of it and did something I had not done in the final months of before.

I looked.

Not to assess the damage. Not to catalogue what had been stripped away. I looked the way you look at something you are memorizing, the way you look at something you are about to use.

The woman looking back at me was soft in all the places the other version of me had stopped being. The hollows under my cheekbones were not carved. My shoulders were not drawn up around my ears. My eyes — my mother’s eyes, the deep brown that my grandfather had always called serious, that I had always found ordinary until Vivienne’s people told the board I was emotionally unstable and I saw what it looked like to have serious eyes in a room full of people who had decided not to believe them — my eyes were clear.

And they were already thinking.

I walked to my desk.

The laptop was there. Of course it was there. The files I had built in the final months, the documents I had reconstructed from memory and counter-evidence after the fraud was already done, the legal strategy that had come two years and one destroyed life too late — none of it existed yet. I had built it all after the fact, from the ruin, and it had not been enough to undo what had already been sealed.

But I remembered every word.

Every clause. Every counterargument. Every name on every document. Every board member Vivienne had approached in what order, what she had offered them, what they had accepted, and what evidence of acceptance I had found too late to use. I remembered the exact language of the succession clause in my grandfather’s charter — the one his attorneys had buried in subsection four of the founding agreement because he had wanted it there quietly, a protection for the line, something that could only be invoked by blood. I remembered the date it had been filed. The attorney’s signature. The secondary clause that Vivienne had paid someone to overlook.

I was the document.

Everything I needed to burn this down and rebuild it properly lived inside me, and for the first time in what felt like years, that felt like armor instead of a wound I had to keep hidden.

My phone lit up on the nightstand.

I already knew who it was.

I crossed back and picked it up and stood there looking at Vivienne Blackwell’s name on the screen, at the voicemail notification beneath it, and I felt something move through me that was not quite rage and not quite grief and was perhaps the closest I have ever come to what it might feel like to be a house that has burned to the ground and is absolutely certain it will be rebuilt.

I pressed play.

“Celeste, darling.”

The voice of a woman who had spent thirty years perfecting the precise temperature of warmth that was in fact its absolute opposite. Vivienne’s voice was the vocal equivalent of a room with no exits — beautiful, controlled, and faintly, perpetually airless.

“We really must speak. Come by Tuesday. There’s a matter of the estate restructuring you should understand.”

I played it twice.

The second time I listened for what I had missed the first time around, two years ago, when I had heard this voicemail and thought of course, she wants to help with the particular blindness of a woman who had been choosing to trust the people closest to her because the alternative was a loneliness she had not yet learned to survive.

I heard it this time.

The pause before restructuring. The slight emphasis on understand. The implication underneath the warmth that the understanding would be moving in one direction only, and it would not be toward me.

I deleted it.

Set the phone face-down on the desk.

Then I turned to the dresser, and I saw the photograph.

I had forgotten about the photograph, which was the cruelest kind of ambush — the one you set for yourself. It was framed in the simple silver frame I had chosen because Adrian had stood in the shop with me while I chose it and had said, almost absently, that one suits you without explaining what he meant, and I had bought it without asking because in those days I collected his offhand comments like they were evidence of something.

The photograph was from the Meridian Foundation gala, fourteen months ago. My dress had been the pale blue my stylist called the safe choice and that I had chosen because safe was still a category I believed in then. Adrian’s hand was at my lower back — the specific placement that meant nothing to the room and everything to my nervous system, that placed him as with her without committing to what with her meant. And my face.

My face was turned toward him at an angle that would have been invisible to anyone not looking for it, at an angle I had not been aware of when the photograph was taken, at the angle of a woman who has organized her entire gravitational field around someone who has not fully registered that she is a planet rather than a moon.

A sunflower, I thought, that does not know the sun is not actually warm.

I picked the photograph up.

Set it face-down.

Not with anger. With the same deliberateness with which you close a book you have already finished — acknowledgment, not destruction. I would need to feel all of it eventually. The grief for what we had been, or what I had believed we had been, or what I had made of the raw material of his restraint and my wanting. I would need to feel the specific quality of loss that comes not from being abandoned by a stranger but from being failed by the person whose hand at your back made you believe you were chosen.

I would feel all of it.

Later.

Right now I opened my laptop and began to type.

The room filled with the sound of it — the only sound I had control over, the only architecture I could trust, the beginning of the blueprint that was going to give me back everything that had not yet been taken because I had been given the extraordinary, terrible gift of knowing exactly when the taking would begin.

Vivienne’s first move: the legal challenge to the succession clause, quietly filed through a third-party firm with no visible Blackwell connection, designed to create ambiguity that would require thirty days to resolve, days she would use to finish turning the board. It would arrive in six weeks.

I typed.

The board members she had already begun cultivating: Hargreaves, Mendez, and Tolliver. The order of approach, the incentives offered, the language she would use. I had the documentation of all of it because I had found it, eventually, in the ruins, and I had memorized it the way you memorize a wound.

I typed.

The financial restructuring she would push through the Blackwell Group — through Adrian, using Adrian, in the particular way Vivienne had always used what she loved most — designed to withdraw the one financial position in Voss Industries that my succession stake required to remain stable. The position he held. The position he had signed over without understanding, the first time, what he was signing.

I stopped typing.

Sat with that for exactly one breath.

Then typed again.

By the time the light through the east window had gone from gray to gold, I had the structure of it. Not the details — those would take days, weeks, the careful assembly of the counter-strategy I was going to have to build in real time with no one knowing why I already knew where every mine was buried. But the architecture. The order of operations. The names.

I saved the file under a name that meant nothing, in a folder that looked like nothing, behind a password I had not used in either life.

I stood.

I moved to the window.

The Voss estate grounds spread out below me in the early morning light — the south garden where my grandfather had taken his coffee every morning until he couldn’t, the east drive where I had learned to ride a bicycle on a Tuesday in July because he had believed that some things should be learned on ordinary days, the original iron gate with the Voss crest worked into the metalwork that he had told me, when I was nine, was not just decoration.

It’s a promise, he had said. To the people who came before you and the people who will come after. That this land will remember where it came from.

It had not remembered. In the end, with the right documents and the right votes and the right attorney and enough time, it had forgotten me entirely.

Six weeks.

I had six weeks before the forgetting began, and this time I intended to be so present, so documented, so structurally entrenched in the legal and financial architecture of my own inheritance that there would be nothing left to erase.

I pressed my fingertips against the glass. The cold of it traveled up my hand and into my wrist and settled somewhere behind my sternum, clarifying.

Somewhere on the other side of the city, Adrian Blackwell was asleep in the apartment I had never spent a full night in, had never been invited to stay in, had visited only three times in two years of whatever we had been to each other. He did not know what his mother was planning. He had not known the first time either, or he had known in the way that people who benefit from a thing choose not to examine the cost of it too closely, which amounts to the same thing in the end.

He would know this time.

I would make sure of it, and I would do it in a way he could not look away from, could not file and move past, could not smooth over with the precise, controlled competence he brought to every room he walked into that I had once found the most reassuring thing in the world and now understood was the problem.

The sun came over the garden wall and hit the estate grounds and the iron gate and the old stone of the house, and I stood at the window in the morning of the life I had been given back and I spoke to no one and to everyone and to every version of myself that had ever stood in this room and believed she was not enough to hold what was hers.

“Not this time.”

Two words.

The whole book in two words.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


POV: Celeste Voss 

I chose the gray.

Not because it was safe. Because it was a statement, and statements, I had learned in the first life, were the only currency that boardrooms actually respected. The pale lavender I had worn to this exact meeting the first time around was still hanging in my closet, pressed and waiting, and every morning from now until the end of this I would walk past it and remember what it had cost me to be soft in a room full of people who had already decided to take something from me.

The steel-gray Armani was my mother’s silhouette — structured at the shoulders, clean through the waist, the kind of suit that said I did not dress for your approval, I dressed for the occasion, and the occasion is mine. I fastened my mother’s pearls at the back of my neck without looking in the mirror. I already knew what I looked like.

I looked like a woman who was not going to wait.

The Voss Industries building sat at the corner of Hargrove and Fifth like something that had always been there and intended to remain so, twenty-two floors of glass and pale stone that my grandfather had commissioned in 1974 and that I had loved, unreasonably, since childhood, the way you love things that represent more than themselves. The lobby floor was white marble shot through with gray, always cool even in summer, the kind of surface that clicked under heels in a specific register that meant you belong here or you do not, and the floor already knows which.

My heels clicked.

The security desk attendant, Marcus, looked up from his station and his face did the thing it had done the first time I walked in here with authority in my spine rather than apology in my eyes. Not surprise, exactly. Recognition of something he had not expected to see.

“Ms. Voss.” He nodded once.

“Good morning, Marcus.” I signed in without being asked. Handed back the pen. Did not explain myself.

The elevator was empty.

I stood in it and watched the numbers climb and did not rehearse what I was about to do, because I did not need to rehearse it. I had been rehearsing it for two years in a life that no longer existed, replaying every moment I should have moved differently, every room I should have entered earlier, every document I should have filed before the window closed. The rehearsal was finished. This was the performance.

The executive floor smelled like the particular combination of recycled air and expensive coffee and the faint mineral undertone of ambition that all corporate floors at this altitude smelled like, a scent I associated so completely with my grandfather that stepping off the elevator and into it always produced something in my chest that I had never found a precise word for.

Longing, maybe. The particular variety that is also a kind of grief.

The board preparatory meeting was not scheduled to begin for twenty minutes.

That was the point.

The executive assistant outside the main boardroom, a composed woman named Patricia whose loyalty I had always respected and never properly cultivated in the first life, looked up from her desk as I approached and I watched her face perform the rapid calculation of whether to stop me or defer to me, the calculation that every person in a gatekeeping role performs when confronted with someone who moves like they already own the room.

“Ms. Voss, the preparatory meeting is board members and select executives only this morning. I don’t believe you’re —”

I was already opening my portfolio.

The document was on top because I had placed it on top, because I had stood in my study at six this morning and built this portfolio the way a chess player lays out a board. I slid it across her desk without breaking stride, without raising my voice, without the apologetic half-smile I had worn in the first life every time I had needed to assert something I should simply have asserted.

My grandfather’s founding charter. The succession clause, section four, subsection seven. Highlighted in the precise gold that matched the Voss letterhead.

“I am the board,” I said.

Then I walked through the door.

The boardroom was empty of everyone except the catering staff arranging a water service at the credenza, and the emptiness was its own kind of satisfaction, the particular luxury of being first in a room built to confer power on whoever held it. I chose my seat with the same deliberateness with which I had chosen the suit. Not the chair I had occupied the first time, tucked in the middle of the long side of the table where I had been safely present and easily overlooked. I sat at the end nearest the window, where the morning light came through the glass and pooled across the table’s surface, and I opened my portfolio and reviewed nothing because I knew everything and reviewing it would have looked like preparation and preparation looked like uncertainty.

I set my hands flat on the table and waited.

They came in twos and threes over the next twelve minutes, and each arrival was a small data point I catalogued without appearing to catalogue it. Hargreaves arrived with Mendez, which meant their alliance was already further along than I had originally estimated. Tolliver came alone and took the chair farthest from me without making it obvious he was choosing distance, which meant he was uncomfortable but had not yet been given his instructions. The two independent board members came together, sat together, and did not look at me with the particular blankness that would have meant they had been told to.

I was running the room in my head, assigning positions, noting the two empty chairs that belonged to people Vivienne had not yet reached, when the doorway changed.

He stopped in it for less than two seconds.

Nobody else noticed.

I noticed everything.

Adrian Blackwell in a doorway was a particular kind of visual information, the kind your nervous system processes before your brain signs off on it, the kind that had been making me unreasonably stupid for two years of the first life and that I had thought, standing at my window this morning with my two words and my cold glass and my purpose, I had adequately prepared myself for.

I had not adequately prepared myself.

The suit was dark charcoal, Italian, fitted the way his suits were always fitted, which was to say with the precision of a man who understood that the difference between clothing and armor was about half a centimeter of tailoring. His hair was the same, dark and controlled, the same slight wave at the temple that I had, in the first life, once watched him push back with one hand in a gesture so unconscious it had made something in my chest go very still. He had not seen me yet. He was scanning the room the way he always scanned rooms, rapid and thorough and not visibly doing it, and then he saw me.

Two seconds.

Less.

A pause so small that the word pause is almost too large for it, a fraction of a moment in which something moved across his face and was immediately replaced by his default expression, which was composed and unreadable and the most comprehensively unhelpful thing about him.

Then he moved to his seat.

He sat across from me.

Not beside me.

The first time, he had sat beside me. It had been the unconscious habit of someone who has positioned themselves next to a particular person for long enough that proximity becomes automatic, and I had read it, with the specific stupidity of someone who is in love and therefore operating on approximately forty percent of her analytical capacity, as evidence of something it was not.

Sitting across from me, he had to look at me directly.

And I had to let him.

The meeting opened with the general counsel’s overview of the quarterly position, which I had already memorized, and I sat through it with my hands still and my face attentive and the specific quality of patience that is actually just purpose with a longer fuse. I knew every number he was going to present before he presented it. I knew which projections Vivienne’s people had quietly adjusted over the past four months to soften the case for Celeste Voss’s succession and strengthen the argument for an external management review. I knew which line item in the Q3 report would be used, in approximately three weeks, as the foundation of the instability narrative.

I sat with knowing all of it and said nothing and watched the room.

Adrian was watching me.

Not overtly. The way he did everything, with a precision that looked like something else, eyes that appeared to be on the general
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