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The Last Morning




The hospital room smelled like antiseptic and resignation.

Celeste had been lying in the same position for so long that the pillow had flattened beneath her head, and she could feel the exact outline of every spring in the mattress through the thin cotton sheet. She had stopped asking for a better pillow two days ago. There was no one left to ask.

The ceiling was white. Not interesting white, not the kind of white that invited imagination. Just white. Flat, institutional, permanent. She had spent a considerable portion of what she now understood to be her final hours studying it, and she could confirm that it offered nothing.

Twenty-eight years old.

She had thought, once, that twenty-eight would feel different. She had thought she would have more by now. More everything — more time, more clarity, more of the particular kind of peace that people in films seemed to arrive at when their lives had gone well. She had pictures of twenty-eight in her head from when she was young: a corner office, the smell of coffee and fresh proposals, a husband who looked at her like she was the most important thing in any room.

She had the coffee, for a while. She had the husband.

The corner office turned out to be someone else’s, in the end.

She exhaled slowly. The sound was thin and unconvincing, the kind of breath that barely qualified. Her body had been doing this for three days — performing the minimum required functions with the energy of someone who had stopped believing in the project. She could not say she blamed it. She had stopped believing in several things lately.

***

The particulars of how she had arrived here were not complicated, if you removed the layer of devastation and looked at the structure underneath. It was really just paperwork. That was the darkest joke — the whole catastrophic unraveling of Celeste Vane’s life came down to paperwork she had not read carefully enough, documents she had not followed up on, signatures she had given freely to people she trusted with the particular recklessness of someone who had never imagined she would need to be suspicious.

Her father had died four years ago. Edmund Vane — architect, patriarch, man of exquisite suits and exacting standards — had built the Vane Group from a single real estate acquisition in his late twenties into a multi-billion dollar empire spanning fashion, property, and media. He had done it methodically, brick by brick, with the kind of patience that Celeste had always admired and never quite inherited. When he died, he left everything to her. That was the will — the real one, the one he had signed in the presence of two witnesses and a lawyer he had worked with for thirty years.

That will no longer existed. Or rather, it existed — Celeste knew it existed, somewhere, buried under layers of legal maneuvering she had been too distracted, too in love, too stubbornly optimistic to excavate. Victor Calloway, her stepfather, had seen to the rest. He was the kind of man who worked slowly and carefully and smiled at you the whole time, and Celeste had thought his patience was a virtue. It was a technique.

Marcus had been Victor’s accomplice, though accomplice implied he had been recruited into someone else’s scheme. The truth was closer to a partnership. They had found each other the way people with complementary appetites always do — at a fundraiser, probably, or a dinner, somewhere with good lighting and better wine, somewhere that made ambition look like charm. Marcus wanted access to the Vane empire. Victor wanted cover and liquidity. Celeste had been the mechanism through which both things became possible.

She had married Marcus Vane — taken his name, which was also her name, which had seemed like a kind of symmetry and turned out to be the first joke she had not understood — three years ago in a ceremony that she could still picture clearly. He had looked at her like she was everything. She had thought: this. This is what I have been waiting for.

He had been sleeping with her sister before the honeymoon was over.

Iris. Who had cried at the wedding. Who had given a toast that made their mother weep. Who had, apparently, been exchanging messages with Marcus since the engagement party and had considered none of this to be an obstacle worth mentioning.

Celeste turned her head slightly on the flattened pillow. The window to her left showed a rectangle of grey sky. No particular weather. Just sky, doing the bare minimum.

Diana had been the one that surprised her most, in the end. Not because Diana’s betrayal was the worst — it wasn’t, it didn’t come close — but because Diana had been her friend first. They had built the lifestyle brand together from nothing, from two women in Celeste’s kitchen with laptops and a shared conviction that they understood what other women wanted. It had worked. The brand had grown into something real, something that belonged to both of them. And Diana had fed every strategy meeting, every financial projection, every quiet conversation about the future, directly to Marcus and Victor, in exchange for a guaranteed buyout that she had eventually received.

In exchange for a guaranteed buyout.

Celeste had thought about that phrase many times in the past three days. The transaction of it. The neat, businesslike quality of her best friend’s betrayal. There was something almost efficient about it that she could not decide whether to find funny or unbearable. She had landed, eventually, somewhere between the two.

The legal case had taken eighteen months. She had lost.

The will Victor produced — forged with the kind of precision that suggested professional involvement — left the Vane Group in a trust administered by Victor himself, with Marcus as primary beneficiary following their marriage. Celeste’s inheritance was reduced to a cash settlement that sounded substantial until lawyers began extracting their fees. She had contested it. She had found a good lawyer and a better argument and she had stood in a courtroom and made her case with everything she had.

The judge had ruled against her.

She had walked out of the courthouse into afternoon light and stood on the steps for a long time, not quite able to identify what she was feeling. It was not grief. It was not rage. It was something quieter and more total — the specific sensation of understanding that everything you thought you knew about your life was architecture built on someone else’s foundation, and the foundation had always been hollow, and you had been the last one to realize it.

She had taken a cab home. She had packed a bag. She had checked herself into a hotel and spent three days not answering her phone, and then she had gotten sick — quietly, efficiently sick, the way her body apparently did everything now — and the hotel had called an ambulance, and here she was.

White ceiling. Flat pillow. The mechanical certainty of a monitor somewhere behind her left shoulder, recording her vitals with the patient indifference of something that did not care about the outcome, only the data.

***

She thought about her father near the end.

Not the version of him from the last years — the version from before, when she was small and he was large in the way that only fathers are large, filling rooms simply by being present in them. He had a laugh that startled people who didn’t know him. He smelled like cedar and ink. He used to bring her to the office on Saturday mornings when she was seven or eight, and she would sit in the big chair behind his desk — his actual chair, which he vacated for her with complete seriousness, as though she were a colleague — and he would explain what he was working on in terms she could understand, and she would ask questions he genuinely considered before answering.

He had believed she would be extraordinary.

She wondered what he would think of this ceiling.

She suspected he would have opinions about the pillow situation.

The grief for him came the way it always did — sideways, in the spaces between other thoughts, catching her off guard the way that grief refuses to be scheduled. She had cried for him properly only once, the morning after his funeral, sitting in the kitchen of the house she had grown up in with a cup of coffee she had not drunk. After that she had been too busy surviving to cry for anything. Now, at the end of surviving, she allowed herself a few minutes.

She had loved him well. She hoped he knew.

She hoped she had been worth the pride he took in her.

She was fairly certain she had not been worth the will.

***

The monitor changed its tone slightly. She noticed without reacting.

Somewhere in the hospital, someone was having an argument in a low voice. Somewhere else, a door opened and closed. The ordinary sounds of a building that did not know or care that one of its inhabitants was in the process of being finished.

Celeste looked at the ceiling.

She thought: I should have known.

Not because she was stupid — she was not stupid, that much she was confident about — but because the signs had been there, all of them, from the beginning, and she had chosen not to read them. She had chosen warmth over accuracy. She had chosen the life she wanted to be living over the life that was actually happening around her.

She had chosen people who did not deserve to be chosen, and she had chosen them generously, completely, with both hands, the way her father had taught her to commit to things she believed in.

She had believed in all of them.

She had been wrong about all of them.

The monitor changed again.

She thought: if I could go back.

It was the kind of thought that had no practical application. She knew this. She was twenty-eight years old and lying in a hospital bed and the ceiling was white and there was nothing left to go back to. It was not a plan. It was just the last coherent want of a woman who had spent her whole life wanting the wrong things from the right people.

If I could go back.

I would know what to do.

The monitor made a sound she did not recognize.

The ceiling went white — not flat-institutional-white, but the white of nothing, of before, of the specific blankness that exists in the space between one thing ending and something else deciding whether to begin.

Celeste Vane closed her eyes.

And then she opened them.

***
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CHARACTER PROFILES AND BACKSTORIES




CELESTE VANE — PROTAGONIST




Celeste Vane is 23 years old at the point of her rebirth and 28 at the time of her death in her first life. She is the sole legitimate heiress to the Vane Group, a multi-billion dollar empire spanning fashion, real estate, and media, built by her late father Edmund Vane over four decades. Celeste grew up privileged but emotionally starved — her father loved her but was always working, and after he remarried, Celeste found herself competing for affection in a house that had already chosen sides. She was brilliant in school, sharp in business, and deeply loyal to the people she loved. That loyalty destroyed her in her first life. She trusted her husband, her sister, her business partner, and her stepfather — and every single one of them used her. She died at 28, broke, legally stripped of her inheritance, and publicly disgraced. She woke up at 23, the morning after her father’s funeral, with five years of memories and a very specific plan. In her second life Celeste is calm, dry, and quietly devastating. She smiles at everyone who wronged her. She means none of it. Her humor is sharp and internal — she finds the performance of her enemies almost entertaining now that she knows how the play ends. Her heartbreak is real but private. She grieves her father, she grieves the version of herself that believed in people, and she occasionally grieves the early version of Marcus before she understood what he was. She does not let any of it slow her down.




MARCUS VANE — THE HUSBAND / PRIMARY ANTAGONIST




Marcus is 30 years old, handsome in the calculated way of men who have practiced it, and completely hollow at his core. He comes from a respected but quietly struggling old family and married Celeste with one goal: access to the Vane Group. He is charming, emotionally intelligent in a predatory way, and genuinely skilled at performing love. He had a three-year affair with Celeste’s half-sister Iris throughout their marriage and conspired with Victor Calloway to have Celeste declared legally unfit to inherit. In his first life he won. In the second life, Celeste watches him perform devotion with the detached appreciation of someone watching a very committed actor in a very bad film. He is the villain who is most dangerous because he is the most convincing. His backstory includes a domineering mother, a failed first business, and a deep terror of being ordinary — all of which Celeste once found sympathetic and now finds irrelevant.




IRIS CALLOWAY — THE SISTER / SECONDARY ANTAGONIST




Iris is Celeste’s half-sister, 25 years old, the daughter of Victor Calloway and Celeste’s mother from her second marriage. Iris grew up in Celeste’s shadow and chose envy over effort as her primary life strategy. She is not a sophisticated villain — she is petty, emotional, reactive, and surprisingly effective because people consistently underestimate how far she will go. She stole Marcus, fed information to Victor, publicly humiliated Celeste at social events, and eventually used forged documents to claim a portion of the Vane estate. Celeste’s feelings about Iris are the most complicated in the book — because Iris was once a little girl who followed Celeste around and called her name. Celeste hasn’t forgotten that. She has simply decided it is no longer her problem.




VICTOR CALLOWAY — THE STEPFATHER / ARCHITECT OF RUIN




Victor is 55, polished, politically connected, and the most dangerous person in the story because he is the most patient. He married Celeste’s mother three years before her death and spent every year after that positioning himself as a devoted stepfather while systematically dismantling Celeste’s legal claim to her inheritance. He forged documents, bribed lawyers, and had Celeste’s mental health questioned in official filings. He is the one Celeste is most coldly furious at — because he was the adult in the room and he chose this deliberately. His backstory includes two failed businesses, a history of marrying wealthy women, and a political ambition that requires Vane Group money to survive.




DIANA LOWE — THE BEST FRIEND TURNED TRAITOR




Diana is 26, creative, warm on the surface, and completely compromised. She and Celeste co-founded a lifestyle brand together in their first life and Diana fed every strategy session, every business plan, and every private conversation to Marcus and Victor in exchange for a guaranteed buyout. She told herself it was just business. Celeste’s most darkly comic observation about Diana is that she was always a terrible liar and there were signs everywhere — she just never looked. In the second life, Celeste re-enters the friendship with open eyes, lets Diana pitch the business idea again, restructures every contract in her own favor, and watches Diana cheerfully walk into a trap she personally designed.




MARGARET VANE — THE MOTHER-IN-LAW




Margaret is 58, old money, sharp tongued, and completely loyal to her own interests disguised as family values. She knew what Marcus was doing and considered it acceptable strategy. She despised Celeste not from personal malice but from the cold calculation that Celeste was a variable she could not fully control. In the second life, Celeste sends her a fruit basket every month with a handwritten note. Margaret cannot explain why this makes her deeply uneasy.




WORLD-BUILDING DETAILS




The story is set in a fictional version of a modern major city — think the financial and social atmosphere of Shanghai or Hong Kong transplanted into a slightly heightened world where old-money families, corporate empires, and high-society politics collide. The Vane Group is one of the oldest and most respected conglomerates in this world, with holdings in luxury fashion, commercial real estate, and a media company that shapes public narrative. This matters because controlling the Vane Group means controlling reputation, which means controlling everything.

The social world of the story is built on appearances. Galas, board meetings, charity luncheons, and press conferences are all battlegrounds. Who sits where, who is photographed with whom, who gets quoted in the financial press — these are the weapons of this world, and Celeste becomes fluent in all of them in her second life. The legal and corporate systems in this world are corruptible but not irreparably so — meaning Victor’s forgeries can be undone if you have the right documents and the right lawyer, which Celeste does.

The fashion and lifestyle industry Celeste and Diana build together is a secondary world within the story — glossy, competitive, image-driven, and full of people performing success. It serves as a microcosm of the larger themes. The media company within the Vane Group becomes one of Celeste’s most powerful tools in the final act because whoever controls the story controls the outcome.
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The first thing she noticed was the smell.

Cedar and old books and the particular quality of morning light that only existed in this house — the way it came through the east-facing windows at an angle that turned everything amber for exactly forty minutes before climbing too high and becoming simply daylight. She had grown up with that light. She had forgotten it completely until this moment, lying on her back in a bed she recognized with her whole body before her mind had fully arrived, staring at a ceiling that was not white and institutional but cream and slightly uneven, with a water stain in the corner above the wardrobe that her father had always meant to fix.

He had never fixed it.

She was in her childhood bedroom.

Celeste sat up slowly, the way you move when you are not certain your body will cooperate, and found that it did — smoothly, without the complaint of the past several months, without the particular heaviness that had settled into her joints somewhere around the time the legal case began to go wrong. She raised her hands in front of her face and looked at them. They were her hands. Younger than she last remembered. The small scar on her right index finger from a cooking accident at twenty-five was not there yet.

She sat with that for a moment.

Twenty-three. She was twenty-three years old, which meant it was the morning after her father’s funeral, which meant she had approximately five years before everything happened the way it had already happened, which meant she had approximately five years to make sure it didn’t.

She pressed both palms flat against the mattress.

The mattress was real. The water stain was real. The amber light was real and it was moving, slowly, the way light moves when time is passing and the Earth is turning and everything is continuing to function regardless of whether you have recently died and returned to a point five years before your death.

She allowed herself sixty seconds of pure, unstructured feeling. This was generous, she thought. Some situations warranted less.

She counted them out. Grief for her father, who was newly dead in this timeline too — who had been buried yesterday, who she would not get to warn or save because the stroke that killed him had been genuine and unhurried and nobody’s fault. Loss, for the version of herself who had died in that hospital room believing she had failed him. Something complicated and fizzing that she could not name precisely but that might, under laboratory conditions, qualify as relief. And underneath all of it, very quiet and very steady, the thing that had apparently survived death and rebirth intact:

Clarity.

She knew what had happened to her. She knew what was going to happen. She knew the names of every person who would betray her, the sequence in which they would do it, and — critically — the points at which intervention was still possible.

Sixty seconds.

She got up.

***

The house was quiet in the way houses are quiet after funerals — not peaceful, but exhausted. The particular silence of rooms that have contained too many people and too much emotion and are now empty of both, settling back into themselves like a held breath slowly released.

Celeste moved through it carefully. The kitchen. The hallway. The study with its wall of books and the desk that still had her father’s coffee mug on it — she stopped in the doorway and looked at the mug for a long time. It was blue, chipped at the handle, and said something about architects in faded lettering that had never been entirely legible. He had used it every morning for fifteen years. Nobody had moved it yet because nobody could quite bring themselves to be the first.

She did not move it either. But she looked at it, and she said, very quietly, to no one: “I know what I’m doing this time.”

It was not entirely true. But it was truer than anything she’d said in her first life at this point, which had consisted mostly of telling people she was fine when she was not and agreeing to things she should have read more carefully.

She made coffee. Real coffee, from the good machine her father had bought the previous Christmas and that she remembered thinking was excessive at the time and now found deeply comforting. She drank it standing at the kitchen counter, looking out at the garden, which needed cutting and wouldn’t get it because there was no one left who knew how her father had liked it done.

She thought about what needed to happen in the next seventy-two hours.

The will. That was first. Everything else — Marcus, Victor, Iris, Diana, the whole elaborate catastrophe of her first life — could wait, because none of it mattered if Victor got to the estate lawyer before she did. In her first life, she had been too deep in grief to think strategically in the weeks after the funeral. She had let people bring her food and make decisions for her and generally manage her life with the well-intentioned efficiency of people who believed she was not capable of managing it herself. By the time she had understood what was happening legally, Victor had been working on it for four months and the advantage was already his.

Not this time.

She pulled her phone from the pocket of the pajamas she had apparently gone to sleep in — twenty-three-year-old Celeste’s phone, with twenty-three-year-old Celeste’s contacts and messages and three unread texts from Marcus that she did not open — and found the number for Phillip Osei.

Phillip was her father’s personal lawyer. Not the firm — Phillip himself, who had worked with Edmund Vane for thirty years and who, Celeste now knew, was one of perhaps four people in her father’s professional life who had been entirely trustworthy. She knew this because in her first life she had not contacted Phillip until far too late, had not understood that he was the correct person to contact, had navigated the legal chaos of her father’s estate through a firm that Victor had already begun working to compromise.

She would not make that mistake again.

She found his number — personal, not the office line — and dialed before she could second-guess the hour. It was seven-fourteen in the morning, the day after Edmund Vane’s funeral. Phillip would be awake. He was always awake early; her father had mentioned this more than once, with the affectionate exasperation of a man who preferred his mornings quiet.

He picked up on the third ring.

“Celeste.” His voice was careful and warm and slightly surprised. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you this morning.”

“I know,” she said. “I’m sorry for calling early. I need to meet with you today. This morning, if possible. It’s about the will.”

A pause. Not long — Phillip was not a man who paused long — but meaningful. “Is everything all right?”

She considered the question from several angles. “Not entirely,” she said. “But it will be. Can you meet me?”

Another pause, shorter. “My office. Nine o’clock.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll be there.”

She hung up and stood for a moment with her phone in both hands, looking at the unread messages from Marcus. Three of them. She knew what they said without opening them — checking in, expressing concern, performing the attentiveness of a man who had already calculated what her father’s death meant for his future and was managing his investment carefully.

She put the phone face-down on the counter and went to get dressed.

***

Phillip Osei’s office was on the fourteenth floor of a building that smelled like leather and considered opinions. He was sixty-two, broad-shouldered, with the kind of face that had been serious for so long it had settled into something that looked almost like serenity. He had attended the funeral yesterday. Celeste had barely spoken to him — in her first life, she had barely spoken to anyone at the funeral; she had stood at the edge of everything and endured it.

He rose when she came in and offered her a chair with the gesture of a man who understood that sitting down helped people say difficult things.

She sat.

“Your father,” Phillip began, “was one of the finest men I have known professionally. I want you to be aware of that before we discuss anything else.”

“I know,” Celeste said. “He spoke highly of you too.” She folded her hands in her lap. “Phillip — I need you to tell me where the original will is. The one he signed with you. Not any version that may have been filed elsewhere, not any document that has been submitted to the estate attorney at Harmon and Blake. The one you have. In your possession.”

Phillip looked at her for a moment with an expression she couldn’t entirely read. Then he said: “What do you know?”

“Enough,” she said. “Enough to know that I need to see the real document before anyone else does. And enough to know that if I don’t move quickly, I’m going to spend the next two years finding out that something has gone very wrong with something that should have been simple.”

He studied her. She met his gaze steadily, which was something twenty-three-year-old Celeste would not have done particularly well — she had always been better in rooms where she was not being assessed. But she had died once. It adjusted your relationship to being looked at.

“He told me,” Phillip said finally, “that if anything ever happened to him, and if you came to me directly — not through the firm, not through Victor — I was to treat that as meaningful.”

She felt something move through her chest. Of course he had. Edmund Vane had been patient and thorough and he had loved his daughter with the particular care of a man who understood that the world would not automatically extend to her the protections he had spent a lifetime building. He had not known specifically what Victor would do. But he had known Victor.

“Where is it?” she asked.

Phillip opened a drawer.

***

She read it twice, there in his office, while he waited with the patient stillness of a man comfortable with silence. It said what she already knew it said — everything to Celeste, the Vane Group in full, a trust structure that protected her interests until thirty and then released them to her outright, nothing to Victor beyond a standard bequest that acknowledged his role as a stepfather without confusing it for a financial one.

It was dated four years ago and signed in Phillip’s presence and the presence of two witnesses whose names she recognized.

It was, unmistakably, the real thing.

“I need certified copies,” she said. “Multiple. And I need them stored separately — not at Harmon and Blake, not anywhere Victor Calloway has any connection to. Can you do that?”

“I can,” Phillip said. He was watching her with something that might have been admiration, or might have been the careful attention of a man recalibrating an assessment. “You’re very composed for someone who buried her father yesterday.”

“I’m not composed,” she said. “I just know what I need to do.”

It was the truest thing she had said all morning.

She left his office at ten-forty-seven with three certified copies of her father’s real will distributed between her bag, a safety deposit box Phillip had helped her open on the spot, and a secure digital filing with a timestamp. Victor Calloway was, as of this moment, four months away from attempting to introduce a forged document into estate proceedings.

By then, everything she had done this morning would be already on record.

She walked out of the building into the
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