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The Morning They Buried Me




I have always been good at pretending not to hear things.

It was a skill my father’s house demanded early. Dinner table conversations that stopped when I walked in. Phone calls ended with the soft click of a study door. Silences shaped precisely around the outline of my presence, as though I were a problem to be managed rather than a person to be known. I learned, before I was old enough to name what I was learning, that the safest thing I could do in that house was make myself easy to overlook.

I was very good at it by the end.

So good, apparently, that they forgot I knew how to listen.

* * *

It was the night before my wedding.

I had come downstairs for water — a small, ordinary thing, the kind of errand that reshapes a life — and the study door was open by three inches. Not enough for anyone to notice. Enough for sound to travel.

Three voices. I recognized all of them before I reached the bottom stair.

My father’s voice first. Richard Ashford, chairman of the Ashford Group, beloved philanthropist, the man whose photograph appeared on the cover of three business magazines in the past year alone. His voice in public was measured, warm, precisely weighted for the room. His voice at eleven o’clock at night in his own study was something else entirely. Flat. Businesslike. Stripped of every performance.

“The transfer clears twenty-four hours after the ceremony,” he said. “That gives us the window.”

Diana next. My stepmother. Her voice had the particular smoothness of a woman who had spent two decades perfecting the art of saying dangerous things pleasantly.

“The road condition has been confirmed. The mechanic was well compensated and will not be reachable after tomorrow morning.”

A pause. The sound of a glass being set down.

Then Marcus.

My Marcus. Five years. A thousand ordinary mornings. The man I had chosen to build a life with.

“And the inheritance clause?” he asked. Not with guilt in his voice. Not with hesitation. With the mild, professional interest of a man confirming a transaction.

“Nullified on transfer,” my father said. “She won’t be in a position to contest it.”

I stood at the bottom of the stairs for what felt like a very long time.

I have thought about that moment often, in the life that came after. I have wondered what I should have felt. Shock, perhaps. Terror. The animal instinct to run. What I actually felt, standing there in my own home in the dark, was something closer to recognition. A deep, quiet understanding that some part of me had always known this house was not safe and had simply never allowed myself to look at that knowledge directly.

I looked at it now.

I pushed the study door open.

* * *

They did not scramble. That was the thing I have never been able to forget. There was no guilty flinching, no desperate reaching for an explanation. My father looked at me from behind his desk with the calm expression of a man whose schedule had been interrupted. Diana set her glass down with the precise care of someone who had long since stopped feeling things they did not choose to feel. Marcus, sitting in the chair across from my father, turned his head toward me and said nothing at all.

I looked at each of them in turn.

“How long?” I asked.

“Nadia—” Marcus began.

“How long have you been planning this?”

My father answered. He was, at least, honest in that room, in a way he had never been anywhere else. “Since your twenty-fifth birthday,” he said. “When the inheritance vesting clause activated.”

Two years. They had been planning my death for two years.

I had spent those same two years finishing the Lumis formula. Perfecting it. Believing, in whatever hopeful and foolish corner of myself I had not yet managed to suppress, that the work I was doing meant something to them. That I meant something.

“It’s a business decision,” my father said. He did not apologize. He did not look away. “You understand how these things work.”

I turned to Marcus. I wanted him to say something that would make it make sense. I wanted him to have been coerced, or threatened, or to be wearing the face of a man who hated what he was doing.

He looked at me with a kind of exhausted patience, as though I were being unreasonable.

I turned to the door. Sienna was standing in the hallway, half in shadow. My stepsister. Twenty-two years old and wearing the expression of someone who had known and said nothing and had made her peace with it.

She looked at me.

She turned away.

I walked back upstairs. I did not run. I sat on the edge of my bed in the dark and I thought, very clearly, the only thought that was available to me:

I should have burned this house down years ago.

* * *

The accident happened at seven forty-three the following morning.

The road curved sharply two miles outside the city. The car did not.

I know these details because I was told them afterward — or rather, I remembered them afterward, which is a different thing entirely and one I will explain in time. I know that it was quick. I know that I did not suffer long. I know that my father identified my body that afternoon with the same composed expression he had worn in the study the night before, and that the funeral was held six days later, and that Diana wore black with the practiced grief of a woman who had rehearsed.

I know that Marcus stood at my graveside and wept, and I know those were the most dishonest tears in a long history of dishonesty, and I know that Sienna did not look at my photograph during the service.

I know all of this because I was watching.

I know all of this because, somewhere between the curve in the road and whatever comes after, something decided I was not finished.

* * *

I opened my eyes on a Tuesday morning in October, five years before the crash.

I was twenty-two years old. My room smelled of the lavender diffuser I had stopped using at twenty-four because Marcus said it gave him headaches. My phone on the nightstand showed a date I recognized immediately — the morning after my father’s annual shareholders dinner, the night I had first met Marcus Cole across a room full of expensive suits and careful smiles.

I lay completely still for sixty-three seconds.

Then I sat up.

My hands were steady. My mind was clear. Every memory was intact — five years of dinners and documents and quiet erosions and a study door open by three inches in the dark. The formula I had spent three years perfecting. The patents filed in Diana’s name. The encrypted files I had kept on a drive that no one knew existed. The date my father had set for the end of me.

I knew all of it. I remembered all of it.

And I had five years to use it.

I sat on the edge of my bed in the pale October light and I made myself a promise. Not a dramatic one. Not the kind you make with clenched fists and burning eyes. A quiet one, the way I had always done my best work. Methodical. Patient. Precise.

I was going to take everything from them.

Not quickly. Not loudly. I was going to do it the way they had done it to me — carefully, from the inside, using every resource they had never bothered to see because they had never bothered to look at me properly.

I was going to let them believe, right up until the moment it was too late, that I was exactly who they had always thought I was.

The obedient daughter. The useful girl. The one who could be managed.

I was going to smile at my father over breakfast. I was going to let Marcus take my hand. I was going to watch Diana arrange the centerpieces for a wedding that was never going to happen, and I was going to say thank you, and mean something else entirely.

I was going to be so good at pretending.

I had always been good at it.




The woman who died on that road had been patient and quiet and careful and it had not saved her.

The woman who woke up in her place was all of those things too.

The difference was that this time, she was not trying to survive.

She was going to win.




— Nadia

October. Five years before the end.
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CHARACTER PROFILES AND BACKSTORIES




NADIA ASHFORD (Heroine)

Full name: Nadia Elena Ashford (birth name: Nadia Elena Voss-Hale) Age: Reborn into her 22-year-old body after dying at 27 Role: Protagonist, narrator, the woman they should never have underestimated

Appearance: Slender but quietly commanding. Dark hair she used to wear pinned back to look unassuming. After rebirth she lets it down. Sharp dark eyes that people always mistook for softness. A stillness about her that people now find unsettling.

Personality: Methodical, patient, coldly intelligent. She was once warm and eager to please. That version of her died with her body. The woman who came back is focused, ruthless, and completely unmoved by sentiment. She is not cruel for cruelty’s sake. Every move she makes is calculated for maximum impact. She can be charming when she needs to be and invisible when it serves her.

Background: Nadia was the biological daughter of Richard Ashford and Elena Voss-Hale. Her mother Elena came from the Voss-Hale family, a rival pharmaceutical dynasty that Richard systematically dismantled after marrying Elena for access to her family’s biotech research. Elena died under suspicious circumstances when Nadia was six years old. Richard raised Nadia as a useful asset, not a beloved daughter. He recognized her extraordinary aptitude for chemistry and biology early and quietly channeled all her education toward making her useful to the Ashford Group.

By her mid-twenties, Nadia had single-handedly developed the Lumis Cellular Repair Serum, the most profitable product in Ashford Group history. She received no public credit. The patents were filed under her stepmother Diana’s shell company. Nadia discovered the deception but said nothing, choosing to document everything in encrypted files she stored off-network.

She was engaged to Marcus Cole, a venture capitalist she genuinely loved. She did not know he had been sleeping with her stepsister Sienna for three years, or that her father had paid him to marry her as a mechanism to transfer her remaining personal shares in the Ashford Group to family control before arranging her death.

The night before her wedding, she overheard her father, stepmother, and fiancé in Richard’s study discussing the accident they had already arranged. A car. A curve in the road outside the city. Her death was scheduled for the morning after the ceremony. She walked in. They did not beg for forgiveness. Richard told her it was business. Diana said nothing. Marcus did not even stand up. Sienna was at the door and turned away.

Nadia died the next morning exactly as planned.

She was reborn in her 22-year-old body with five years of memories, all her knowledge, all her documentation, and every detail of what was coming. She plays the dutiful daughter one last time, just long enough to position herself to take everything from them.

Hidden edges: She holds genius-level chemistry and pharmaceutical knowledge that no one in her family ever fully understood. She is the true inventor of the Lumis formula and has the original encrypted research files to prove it. She is the legal heir to the Voss-Hale estate, a dormant biotech firm, and assets the Ashfords assumed were buried forever.

What she wants: Not just her name back. Not just her money back. She wants each of them to watch their world collapse with the full understanding that she is the one who dismantled it.




ETHAN VOSS (Love Interest)

Full name: Ethan James Voss Age: 32 Role: Love interest, eventual ally, enemies-to-lovers hero

Appearance: Tall, controlled, the kind of man who takes up space without trying. Dark eyes with a watchfulness that misses nothing. He dresses expensively but plainly. He is not trying to impress anyone.

Personality: Guarded, strategic, deeply private. He has spent so long being the smartest person in the room that he stopped bothering to pretend otherwise. He respects very few people. He is not warm by nature but is quietly loyal to those who earn it. He has a dry edge to his humor that only comes out rarely. He has never met a woman who made him feel like he needed to catch up. Nadia changes that.

Background: Ethan is the grandson of Harold Voss, the co-founder of the Voss-Hale pharmaceutical empire. When Richard Ashford dismantled the Voss-Hale group decades ago, Ethan’s family lost nearly everything. Harold Voss became Ethan’s mentor before his death and made Ethan promise to reclaim what was stolen. Ethan has spent the last eight years building Voss Capital specifically to accomplish that. He has been quietly buying back patents, subsidiaries, and assets that once belonged to the Voss-Hale legacy.

He knows Richard Ashford is corrupt. He has suspected for years that the Lumis line was built on stolen research. What he does not know, when Nadia first reappears in his orbit, is who she really is.

His first impression of Nadia is that she is Richard’s creature, another Ashford operative sent to obstruct his reclamation efforts. He treats her accordingly, with cold hostility and open suspicion.

The turning point comes when he discovers she is Elena Voss-Hale’s daughter. Harold Voss spoke of Elena often. Ethan grew up hearing her name as a symbol of what was lost. The realization that Nadia is the true heir to everything he has been trying to restore cracks something open in him that he does not entirely know how to handle.

He does not try to take over her revenge. He does not try to soften her. He funds her, backs her legally, and stands beside her. He is the only person she allows to see that underneath the strategy and the cold precision, she is also grieving.

What he wants at the start: To reclaim the Voss-Hale legacy and destroy Richard Ashford. What he wants by the end: Her. All of it, with her.




RICHARD ASHFORD (Villain One)

Full name: Richard Daniel Ashford Age: 58 Role: Corrupt biological father, primary architect of Nadia’s original death

Appearance: Distinguished, silver-haired, the kind of man who photographs well at charity galas. His public image is everything to him.

Personality: Cold, pragmatic, completely transactional in all human relationships. He views people as instruments. He has never felt guilt in his life. He experiences Nadia’s return purely as an inconvenience at first, then as a threat, then as the thing that ends him.

Background: Richard married Elena Voss-Hale not out of love but to gain access to her family’s proprietary biotech research, which his own company lacked the scientific talent to develop independently. After Elena died, he absorbed her family’s assets and buried the Voss-Hale name. He raised Nadia because she inherited her mother’s brilliance and he saw her value. He never saw her as a daughter. When Diana pointed out that Nadia’s personal share holdings posed a long-term threat to their control of the company, eliminating her was a business decision.

He is publicly beloved. That is what makes his downfall so satisfying. Everything he built on fraud and murder will be dismantled in full public view.

Downfall: Patent fraud exposure. Criminal investigation into Elena Voss-Hale’s death. Hostile takeover of the Ashford Group from within using Nadia’s legal heirship to the Voss-Hale stake. Public disgrace at the height of the Ashford Group’s profile.




DIANA ASHFORD (Villain Two)

Full name: Diana Crane-Ashford Age: 54 Role: Greedy stepmother, mastermind of the patent theft and the murder plot

Appearance: Impeccably groomed. She has spent twenty years curating the image of a gracious, cultured woman of influence. She is beautiful in the way that a very expensive trap is beautiful.

Personality: Calculating, vain, and deeply threatened by female competence. She recognized Nadia’s brilliance early and hated her for it. Every kindness she ever showed Nadia was a strategy. She has no genuine warmth. She loves Sienna in the only way she knows how to love, which is possessively and conditionally.

Background: Diana married Richard knowing exactly what kind of man he was, because she is exactly the same kind of person. She was the one who identified the patent theft opportunity. She was the one who built the shell company to file Nadia’s formulas under. She was the one who first raised the idea that Nadia needed to be removed before she became a legal problem. She considers herself an architect, not a criminal. She considers the Lumis empire hers because she had the vision to steal it properly.

Downfall: The corrupted Lumis formula. When Diana’s team began modifying Nadia’s original serum without understanding the chemistry, they introduced compounds that cause adverse skin reactions in users with certain genetic markers. The product scandal breaks publicly. Class action lawsuits follow. Regulatory investigations expose the fraudulent patent filings. Diana’s entire identity is her brand. When the brand collapses, there is nothing left of her.




MARCUS COLE (Villain Three)

Full name: Marcus David Cole Age: 30 Role: Cheating fiancé, financial co-conspirator

Appearance: Handsome in an obvious, well-maintained way. He has always known his face is an asset and has used it accordingly.

Personality: Charming, weak, and entirely motivated by money and status. He does not think of himself as a bad person. He has simply always chosen the easiest and most profitable path without looking too hard at what he was standing on. He genuinely believed, in his own way, that Nadia would never find out. He told himself that meant it was not really a betrayal.

Background: Marcus came from a respectable but not wealthy family. His ambition exceeded his ethics from a young age. Richard approached him through intermediaries three years into his relationship with Nadia with a proposal: marry her, assist in the share transfer, facilitate the accident, receive a significant financial settlement and a guaranteed seat on the board. He agreed. He told himself Nadia would have died not knowing the difference. That delusion is what makes his downfall particularly satisfying.

His affair with Sienna began two years before Nadia’s death in the first timeline and was an arrangement of mutual convenience. Neither of them particularly liked the other.

Downfall: His investment firm is built partly on fraudulent biotech valuations using projections derived from Nadia’s stolen research. When Nadia becomes a major anonymous investor in his primary competitor and engineers the exposure of his fund’s false filings, the result is a mass investor withdrawal, regulatory scrutiny, and criminal fraud charges.




SIENNA ASHFORD (Villain Four)

Full name: Sienna Grace Ashford Age: 25 Role: Treacherous stepsister, social media personality, the face of Diana’s brand

Appearance: Conventionally beautiful, heavily curated online presence, always dressed to be photographed.

Personality: Entitled, envious, and emotionally cowardly. She is not the strategic villain her mother is. She is worse in some ways because her sin was simple cowardice. She stood at the door and watched Nadia learn she was going to be murdered, and she turned away. She told herself it was not her decision to make. She has never stopped telling herself that.

Background: Sienna grew up watching Nadia be brilliant and invisible and thought what she had was easy. She wanted the attention Nadia never seemed to want. She wanted Marcus before she wanted him, more because he was Nadia’s than because she particularly valued him. She is the face of the Lumis brand relaunch, Diana’s calculated choice to keep the fraud inside the family.

Downfall: When the Lumis scandal breaks, Sienna is the public face. Every brand deal, every partnership, every carefully constructed post collapses with the product. Then the story of her affair with Marcus surfaces, and the good girl image she spent years building is publicly destroyed. She is left with nothing of her own because she built everything on what she stole.




WORLD-BUILDING DETAILS




Setting: Present day. A fictional but grounded metropolitan city with a wealthy corporate class, a thriving luxury wellness and beauty industry, and a pharmaceutical sector with significant regulatory oversight.




The Ashford Group: One of the top private pharmaceutical and wellness conglomerates in the country. Publicly traded. Known for the Lumis skincare-pharmaceutical line and a series of mid-tier wellness brands. Richard Ashford is its chairman. The company is admired publicly and rotten underneath.




Lumis Cellular Repair Serum: The flagship product. Developed entirely by Nadia in her first life over three years of private research. Filed fraudulently under Diana’s shell company, Crane Biotech LLC. Generates hundreds of millions annually. In the second timeline, Diana’s team has been modifying the formula to cut costs without understanding the original chemistry, introducing unstable compounds.




Hale Botanica: The brand Nadia quietly resurrects in the second timeline using her Voss-Hale inheritance. Positioned as a clean, science-backed, ethically sourced luxury wellness line. It is the original, correct version of everything Lumis was supposed to be. Its launch is timed precisely to coincide with the first public reports of adverse Lumis reactions.

Voss Capital: Ethan’s investment firm. Specializes in pharmaceutical and biotech acquisitions. Has been systematically reclaiming Voss-Hale assets for eight years. Once Nadia’s identity is confirmed, Voss Capital becomes the financial engine of the entire reclamation.




The Voss-Hale Estate: A dormant trust, legally intact but frozen for two decades. Contains original patents, biotech intellectual property, and equity stakes the Ashfords could not legally absorb. Nadia’s claim as Elena’s biological daughter unlocks it entirely.

Social and Media World: Sienna’s influencer platform is a mid-size but highly visible lifestyle brand tied to Lumis. Her followers are the target market Diana needs to maintain. The collapse of Sienna’s public image is inseparable from the collapse of the brand.
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The first thing I did when I woke up was lie completely still and breathe.

In. Out. Slow and measured, the way a person breathes when they are deciding something. When they are taking stock of a situation with the deliberate calm of someone who has already survived the worst version of it and is simply orienting herself in the earlier one.

The lavender diffuser hummed on the nightstand. I had forgotten how much I once loved that smell.

My phone read 7:14 a.m. The date beneath the time was one I had memorized years ago — or years from now, depending on how you understood time, which I was still working out. October the fifteenth. The morning after my father’s annual shareholders dinner. The morning after I had, in another version of this life, first laid eyes on Marcus Cole across a room that smelled of champagne and careful ambition and thought, foolishly, that he was exactly what I had been looking for.

I sat up.

My room was exactly as I had left it five years ago. The drafting table by the window where I had done most of my early formula work, covered in the organized chaos of someone who thought better when her hands were busy. The stack of biochemistry journals on the floor that Diana had always called an eyesore. The small framed photograph on the dresser — my mother, Elena, caught mid-laugh at a garden party sometime in the early nineties, before she married my father, before everything that followed from that decision.

I looked at her for a long moment.

I had spent the last five years of my first life learning to stop looking at that photograph. It made me feel things I could not afford to feel in a house that treated feeling as a liability. In this life, I let myself look. I catalogued every detail of her face — the particular curve of her smile, the intelligence in her eyes, the way she held herself with an ease that suggested she had never once doubted her right to take up space.

She had been Elena Voss-Hale before she became Elena Ashford.

I was her daughter.

I had an inheritance to reclaim.

* * *

Breakfast in the Ashford house was a performance, as most things were.

My father sat at the head of the table with his newspaper folded to the financial section and his coffee at the precise temperature he required, which was the job of whoever had risen earliest to manage. This morning that person had been Mrs. Osei, our housekeeper of fourteen years, who moved through the kitchen with the quiet efficiency of a woman who had long ago learned to be invisible in other people’s dramas.

I understood her deeply.

“You look rested,” my father said, without looking up from his newspaper. It was not a compliment. It was an observation offered in lieu of actual interest, the verbal equivalent of a checkbox ticked.

“I slept well,” I said
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