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Prologue: The Pink Gown
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A pop, a searing white light, and for a fraction of a second, the world outside the Grand Palais was nothing but a brilliant, bleached-out void. Then another. And another. The clicks and whirs of camera shutters sounded like a swarm of metallic insects, a frantic, percussive symphony heralding her arrival. In the center of their frenzy was Abby Choi. Her name was a chorus of shouts from the paparazzi lining the rue Winston-Churchill, a mix of French and English accents all demanding the same thing: a glance, a smile, a moment of her time.

This was Paris in the last gasp of winter, a city transformed by the magnificent ritual of Fashion Week. The air was sharp and cold, carrying the faint scent of rain-washed cobblestones and expensive perfume. Abby moved through the chaos with a practiced grace, an island of serene blush tones amidst the drab grays and blacks of the Parisian streetscape. The gown was a masterpiece of gossamer tulle, a Georges Hobeika creation that seemed spun from rose quartz and early morning mist. With every step, its countless layers shifted and floated around her, catching the city lights and glowing with an ethereal softness. It was a gown made for dreams, and here, under the watchful gaze of the world’s fashion press, Abby was living hers.

She turned her head just so, a gesture she had perfected, allowing her profile to be captured. Her smile was genuine, a radiant expression that the cameras adored, yet it held a flicker of something private, a quiet amusement at the beautiful absurdity of it all. This was the pinnacle. Just weeks before, her face had graced the digital cover of L’Officiel Monaco, a coveted milestone that solidified her ascent from a well-known Hong Kong socialite to a recognized name on the global fashion stage. She was no longer just attending the party; she was becoming one of its main attractions.

A uniformed attendant, his face impassive, pulled open the heavy glass door. As Abby slipped inside, the cacophony of the street was abruptly silenced, replaced by the sophisticated hum of the event within. The air here was warm, buzzing with champagne bubbles, hushed conversations in a dozen languages, and the ambient thrum of a curated soundtrack. It was a different universe, a hermetically sealed bubble of impossible glamour. For a moment, she paused, taking it all in. This world of fleeting beauty and carefully constructed perfection was a universe away from her life as a mother back home—a life she cherished with a fierce, protective love, but one that felt a world apart from this dazzling stratosphere.

She navigated the crowded atrium, exchanging air kisses with designers and nodding to fellow influencers. Her name, “Abby,” was spoken with the familiar lilt of recognition. Here, she was an entity, a brand, a moving portrait of elegance. But as she found her seat in the coveted front row, the soft silk of the chair a stark contrast to the hard plastic of the booster seats in her car back in Hong Kong, her thoughts drifted.

Behind the public smile, her mind was a constant, whirring ledger of obligations. It was a complex web she had woven herself, spun from threads of love, duty, and a perhaps naive generosity. She thought of her four children. Two sets of two, from two different lives, two different loves. There were the older ones, her firstborns, whose laughter echoed with the memory of a younger, more uncertain version of herself. Then came the little ones, toddlers whose sticky fingers and unabashed affection grounded her in the beautiful, messy reality of the present. Juggling their schedules, their needs, their distinct emotional worlds, was a logistical and emotional feat far more complex than navigating the social labyrinth of Paris Fashion Week.

Her phone, tucked away in a small, jewel-encrusted clutch, was a tether to that other reality. She resisted the urge to check it. She knew what she would find: messages from their nannies, a funny photo from her mother, perhaps a question from her business manager. And, inevitably, a message from the other family—the one she had left but had never truly untangled herself from. The financial ties remained, thick and intricate, a legacy of a youthful promise she still felt compelled to honor. It was she who paid for the luxury apartment they lived in, who covered expenses, who ensured that the father of her first children remained afloat, even as he drifted further from any semblance of responsibility. It was a quiet burden, one she rarely spoke of, carried with the same poise she now displayed to the room. People saw the gown, the success, the effortless charm. They did not see the weight.

The lights in the vast hall dimmed, drawing a collective, hushed breath from the audience. A single, powerful beam illuminated the top of the runway. The music swelled, a pulsing, hypnotic beat that vibrated through the floor. The show began.

One by one, the models emerged from the darkness, their expressions serene and detached, their bodies nothing more than elegant vessels for the art they wore. They moved with a spectral glide, draped in silks, velvets, and futuristic fabrics that shimmered under the theatrical lighting. It was a procession of ephemeral beauty, a dreamscape of texture and form. Abby watched with a professional’s eye. She was not just a spectator; she was a student, an entrepreneur. She noted the cut of a lapel, the drape of a skirt, the innovative use of a particular fabric. Her mind was already making connections, calculating how these trends might translate to the Asian market, what pieces her own followers would respond to, what business opportunities might arise.

This was her work. The glamour was real, but it was also a currency. Every photo taken, every handshake, every front-row seat was an investment in the brand she was meticulously building. She was the architect of her own fortune, a sharp businesswoman operating in a world that often prized appearance over substance. She knew how to play the game, but she played it on her own terms, fueled by a desire to provide not just for herself, but for the sprawling, complicated family that depended on her.

A dress of deep crimson silk flowed past, and for a moment, its color seemed to bleed into the edges of her vision. It was rich and dark, the color of a heart, the color of a secret. A fleeting image flashed in her mind: a pot of simmering broth on a stove, the steam rising like a ghostly apparition. A memory from her childhood kitchen, perhaps? She couldn't place it. The thought was strange, intrusive, and she pushed it away, refocusing on the runway. The models continued their silent march, their faces perfect, unknowable masks. The illusion of perfection was absolute.

Later that evening, the grand gown was gone, carefully hung in a protective bag in her hotel suite. The whirlwind of the main event had subsided, replaced by the curated intimacy of a private dinner in a dimly lit restaurant in Le Marais. Here, surrounded by a smaller circle of designers and trusted friends, the performance could soften. Laughter was easier, conversation deeper. Abby, now in a simple but exquisitely tailored black dress, looked more like herself.

She sat by a window overlooking the cobbled street, a glass of untouched champagne sweating beside her. The city outside was a watercolor painting of golden light and deep blue shadows. She listened to the conversation around her, a lively debate about the future of haute couture, but her mind was elsewhere again. The strange, unsettling feeling from the show lingered at the edges of her consciousness. It was a sense of dissonance, the feeling of a single, discordant note in a flawless symphony.

She thought of a conversation she’d had a few weeks prior, a heated discussion over the phone about property, about assets, about promises made and promises that needed to be broken. It had been about the Kadoorie Hill apartment, the magnificent, sun-drenched property she had bought as an investment but had allowed them to live in. Her decision to sell it, to liquidate the asset and move her capital elsewhere, had been met with a chilling silence, followed by a torrent of thinly veiled threats. "You wouldn't dare," her ex-father-in-law had hissed, his voice stripped of its usual feigned deference. "Some things are not yours to take back."

At the time, she had dismissed it as bluster, the desperate anger of a man seeing his comfortable arrangement slipping away. She was the one with the power, the one with the money. What could they possibly do? She had always been the one to fix things, to smooth over conflicts with a generous check or a patient ear. She believed, fundamentally, in the transactional nature of peace.

A friend touched her arm, pulling her back to the present. "Abby? You're a thousand miles away."

She blinked, forcing a smile. "Sorry. Just thinking about the flight home. So much to do."

"Always," the friend replied, raising her glass in a toast. "To success. You’ve earned it all."

Abby raised her own glass, the crystal cool against her fingertips. She looked at her reflection in the dark windowpane, her face superimposed over the romantic, rain-slicked street. She saw a woman who looked poised, happy, in control. A woman at the zenith of her life. The feeling of being "on top of the world" was intoxicating, but it was also precarious. It was a long way to fall. For a terrifying, nonsensical second, the reflection seemed to waver, her smile dissolving into an expression of profound fear. She shook her head, attributing the strange sensation to exhaustion and champagne.

Back in the quiet solitude of her suite at the Plaza Athénée, she finally allowed herself to unwind. She stepped onto the small balcony, the cold iron a shock against her bare feet. Paris sprawled before her, a glittering tapestry of light and history. The Eiffel Tower, a diamond needle against the velvet sky, pierced the darkness. Everything felt possible here. She pulled out her phone and looked at her calendar for the coming weeks. It was a mosaic of mundane and glamorous obligations: parent-teacher meetings, a fitting for a new campaign, a birthday dinner for her mother, dental appointments for the children, another business trip to Shanghai. A life, full and meticulously planned.

She scrolled through her camera roll, stopping at a picture of the pink gown. She looked so happy in that photo, so radiant, so utterly alive. She posted it to her Instagram, adding a caption filled with gratitude and forward-looking optimism. The "likes" began to pour in instantly. She was connecting with her followers, sharing a piece of her perfect Parisian dream.

She felt a deep, abiding sense of peace settle over her. The financial disputes, the family tensions—they were just knots in a thread that she could, with time and patience, untangle. She was strong enough. She had built this life for herself, and no one could take it from her.

She slept soundly that night, dreaming of bright lights and beautiful clothes. She did not dream of the unfurnished village house already rented in Tai Po, its walls bare and waiting. She did not dream of the meat grinder and the electric saw, purchased and stored, their cold, metallic purpose yet to be revealed. She did not dream of the simmering pot, not filled with nourishing broth, but with something else entirely.

She had just twenty-one days left. Twenty-one days to be a mother, a daughter, a lover, a businesswoman. Twenty-one days of school runs, bedtime stories, and business negotiations. Twenty-one days before the world would learn her name not for her style or her success, but for the almost medieval brutality of her end. The pink gown, a symbol of her triumphant arrival on the world stage, would be frozen in time by the final flash of a camera. It would become the last thing she ever wore in the light.
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Part I: The World of Abby Choi

Chapter 1: The Making of a Socialite
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The floor-to-ceiling windows of the Kadoorie Hill apartment drank in the Hong Kong skyline, transforming the sprawling, frenetic metropolis into a silent, glittering panorama. From this serene vantage point, seventy floors above the ceaseless thrum of Kowloon, the city’s relentless energy seemed tamed, almost poetic. This was Abby Choi’s world, a landscape she had not just come to inhabit, but had actively conquered, one impeccably curated photograph and shrewd business deal at a time. On a quiet morning, before the city had fully woken, one could imagine her here, dressed not in the couture that defined her public image, but in comfortable cashmere loungewear, a cup of green tea warming her hands. Here, she was not the icon, but the architect, orchestrating her day with the calm focus of a CEO—a series of calls with brand managers in Paris, a planning session for her next charity auction, a final, meticulous check on her four children’s complex schedules. This quiet, domestic power was the engine behind the glamorous persona the world saw. The view was a daily reminder of how far she had come, and how much further she intended to go.

Abby’s journey to this panoramic view began not in Hong Kong’s elite circles, but with the grit and industry of mainland China. Her family, through foresight and relentless work, had built a considerable fortune in the demanding world of engineering and construction, a realm of steel, concrete, and long-term investment that was a world away from the ephemeral trends of high fashion. This background provided her with something more valuable than a trust fund or a collection of designer handbags: it gave her a launchpad. While many in her position might have settled into a life of comfortable, anonymous leisure, for Abby, financial security was never a destination; it was a starting point. It instilled in her a foundational confidence, freeing her from the fear of failure that cripples so many creative ambitions. It allowed her to take risks, to invest in herself, and to methodically build a career on her own terms, entirely separate from the family business. She was not the heiress who dabbled; she was the scion who built her own empire.

Her entry into Hong Kong's notoriously exclusive social scene was less a dramatic explosion and more a gradual, steady ascent. In a city where lineage and old money often dictate the social hierarchy, Abby represented a new archetype: globally-minded, digitally savvy, and possessed of an innate style that could not be simply bought. Her initial appearances were at the obligatory functions that form the backbone of Hong Kong high society: the annual charity galas at the Grand Hyatt, the ribbon-cutting ceremonies for new luxury boutiques in Central, and the exclusive art openings at the Pedder Building. At first, she was just another beautiful face in a sea of them. But she quickly distinguished herself. It wasn't merely the labels she wore—Dior, Chanel, Fendi—but how she wore
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