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Preface
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Some truths do not set you free.

They destroy everything first.

By the time Diamond’s Reckoning begins, the lies have already been exposed, the masks have already started to crack, and the life Zaria Monet fought so hard to build is standing on the edge of collapse.

She was never meant to survive the first betrayal.

She was never supposed to expose the hidden machinery behind the world she thought she understood. She was never supposed to learn that power does not live in headlines, luxury, or politics—but within the shadows between them. Among whispered names. In silent transactions. In people who decide who rises, who falls, and who disappears without consequence.

But survival has a way of turning people dangerous.

And Zaria has never been ordinary.

Once, she believed reinvention was enough. That if she built something beautiful enough—strong enough—she might outrun the woman she used to be. She became elegance. Control. Precision. She became Monet’s Gold, a name polished in diamonds and ambition.

But the past does not disappear.

It waits.

It watches.

And eventually, it collects.

Now the war is no longer hidden.

The choices are no longer theoretical.

The people she loves are no longer safe.

And the woman once known as Neveah Briggs must decide whether she will spend the rest of her life running from the fire—or become the one who sets it.

Diamond’s Reckoning is a story about the aftermath.

About what happens after the truth is uncovered.

About the cost of loyalty, once trust becomes a weapon.

About love that survives betrayal—and love that becomes betrayal itself.

It is about power, not as something glamorous, but as something corrosive. Something inherited. Something stolen. Something that demands payment.

This is not a story about innocence.

It is a story about consequences.

Because exposing darkness does not end the war.

It only makes you visible to the people who rule it.

Zaria now stands between collapsing empires and rising monsters. Between old ghosts and new enemies. Between the life she built and the life she buried.

And somewhere in the distance, something new is already rising.

Something patient.

Something bold.

Something waiting to inherit the ashes.

The question is no longer whether Zaria will survive.

The question is what she will become when survival is no longer enough.

This novel is for those who understand that truth is rarely clean.

For those who know that revenge and justice often wear the same face.

And for those who have learned that occasionally the greatest act of rebellion... is refusing to disappear.

Welcome back to Zaria’s world.

This time, the stakes are higher.

This time, there are no masks left.

And this time—

The reckoning has arrived.
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CHAPTER 1: The Architect
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The red warning light bloomed across Jax's monitors like a fresh wound.

"Thirty seconds until they pin our location," Jax declared, his voice rigid, fingers skipping across his array of keyboards. The blue glow carved shadows into his face, making him look skeletal behind his glasses. "They're using AI-assisted pattern recognition. Whoever they are, they’re running quantum-accelerated decryption across multiple clusters."

Zaria grabbed the pendant from the table, the gold eye with its ruby center suddenly burning hot within her palm, or maybe that was just her adrenaline presenting as phantom heat. She'd held this piece of her past for less than twenty-four hours, and already it had destroyed everything she'd built. "Can you mirror the signal? Bounce them to the decoy server in Oslo?"

"Already done. But they're burning through shells faster than I can spin them up." Jax's screen fluttered, lines of code cascading in a green avalanche of text. The loft, usually so carefully arranged with its industrial design and neon accents, had descended into chaos—cables everywhere, empty coffee cups, and the sour smell of sweat. "We need to physically move. Now."

Tari was already stuffing hard drives into a Faraday-shielded bag, her movements efficient despite the shake in her hands. In the twelve hours since she'd appeared at Jax's door, begging for sanctuary, she'd transformed from a desperate woman into something harder, more purposeful. However, fear still lived within the corners of her eyes. "The safe house in Decatur. Bianca's cousin—"

"No," Deon said, coming out of the shadows by the window where he'd been watching the street below. He moved like smoke—silent, dangerous, and far too familiar. Five years ago, she’d watched him disappear without goodbye. Some betrayals never stopped arriving. Seeing him again felt like a wound reopening—clean, sharp, and disorienting. Five years hadn’t dulled the memory of his touch or the reverberation of his absence. She hated that her pulse rate still recognized him before her mind did. Hated that even now, with danger closing in, part of her wanted to demand answers he no longer had the right to give. Even when he'd vanished without a word and left her to believe he was dead. "They know about Bianca. They know about everyone." He turned, his face bleak in the half-light. "Liora Vale may be in federal custody, but The Collective has cells everywhere. We need to go off-grid. Completely."

Zaria looked around the loft—the neon-glowing refuge that had been their command center for exactly seventeen hours before they'd been breached. Her eyes locked on her phone, still lit up by a text from her assistant: Z, the Whitney Hotel called about your appointment. Everything okay?

Nothing was okay. A thin tremor shook through her chest—small enough that no one else would have noticed, sharp enough that she felt it as a warning shot under her ribs. For a breath, the polished façade of Zaria Monet wavered, and the girl she used to be—the one who slept with a gun under her pillow—pressed against the inside of her skin. She forced her shoulders back, swallowing the fear like medicine. There was no room for panic. Not anymore. The life Zaria Monet had built—curated, elegant, public—was dissolving like sugar in rain. The trunk show that should have launched her into the international stratosphere had become the background noise to an extinction-level event. Monet’s Gold flashed through her mind—the boutique, the diamonds, the deliberately curated illusion of safety. She thought of the name she'd carved out of nothing, the identity she'd stitched together from determination and silk.

And she thought of Neveah Briggs—the girl who'd run point on the Miami job, who'd slept with a gun under her pillow, who'd learned to spot an undercover cop by the way he held his drink. That girl was supposed to be dead. Zaria had buried her with champagne and business cards, with Vogue features and Instagram followers.

"Jax," she said, her voice composed though the adrenaline hammering through her bloodstream. "Can you wipe the pendant's data remotely? If they capture us—"

"I already cloned it," Jax answered, flinging her a small ceramic drive no bigger than a thumbnail. It landed inside her palm, cool and unbelievably light for something that contained the power to destroy global power structures. "The original version stays with me as bait. You take the copy." He pulled a hammer from his desk drawer; the kind used for emergency hard drive destruction. "Tari, you know the evacuation protocol. Take Zaria to the secondary rendezvous. Deon, you—"

"I'm not leaving you here to play martyr," Deon interrupted, crossing the room in three strides. He gripped Jax's shoulder, his knuckles clenched. "We all go, or none of us go."

The monitor blinked. **TRACE COMPROMISED. LOCATION CONFIRMED.**

"Too late for debate," Jax declared. He swung the hammer down on the primary server, the crash of metal and plastic shattering through the quiet loft like a gun blast. Sparks showered across his keyboard. "Fire escape. Go!"

They moved as a unit, years-old instincts resurfacing like muscle memory. Tari led, her former life as a logistics coordinator for high-end heists making her pathfinding precise—she knew which floorboards creaked, which shadows concealed trip hazards, which windows had been painted shut by neglectful landlords. Deon took the rear, his hand resting on the concealed weapon at his waist, his eyes never stopping their sweep of angles and exits. Zaria held the ceramic drive in her fist, feeling the edges bite into her skin—the only clear evidence that she hadn't imagined the danger.

The fire escape was coated with condensation from Atlanta’s summer humidity, the metal steps groaning under their weight. Below, the city glittered, oblivious to the war being waged in its shadows. Above, the sky loomed, starless and heavy, weighted with the threat of rain that never seemed to fall. The air bore the smell of exhaust and fried food from the Korean barbecue joint on the corner, of wet concrete and distant honeysuckle.

They descended in silence until they reached the alley. A black SUV parked at the corner, its tinted windows reflecting the neon of a nearby ramen shop, its engine purring like a predator.

"That's not ours," Tari whispered, pressing herself against the brick wall.

“Neither is that,” Deon said, motioning toward the opposite end of the alley where a figure in a dark gray suit stood close to a broken streetlamp, smoking a cigarette.

The figure looked up. Even from fifty feet away, Zaria recognized the posture—military precision masked beneath civilian clothes, the shoulders perfectly level, the weight evenly distributed on both feet. The Collective had found them in eight minutes. Eight minutes from breach to boots on ground, and the speed of it chilled her.

"Split up," Zaria said, her voice falling into the register of Neveah Briggs—the woman she'd buried five years ago but who was clawing her way back to the surface with sharpened nails. "Tari, take the MARTA tracks north. Jax, the subway. Deon—"

"With you," he said, his jaw set.

"No." She turned to face him, memorizing the lines of his face in the dim light—the scar above his eyebrow she didn't remember, the new gray at his temples, the same stubborn set to his mouth that had previously made her laugh and now made her want to scream. "They want the pendant. They want me. If we're together, they get everything. If we split, they have to choose." She laid the ceramic drive into his hand—and in the same motion, palmed it back with the sleight of hand she'd learned in her teen years, sliding the decoy—an identical drive she'd had Jax prepare hours ago—into his palm instead. "Keep this safe. If I don't make it to the rendezvous in Prague in seventy-two hours, release the data. Every file. Every name. Burn them all down."

"Zaria—"

"Neveah," she corrected, a dangerous smile skimming her lips. "Neveah Briggs is who they fear. Let them chase her ghost."

She didn't wait for his response. She turned and walked toward the man in the dark suit, her heels clicking a defiant cadence against the pavement. Behind her, she heard the scattering of footsteps—her team dispersing into the night, carrying the truth with them, or so they thought. The real data was now concealed in her bra, pressing cold against her sternum.

The man dropped his cigarette and crushed it under his well-polished shoe. "Miss Monet," he said, his voice conveying a hint of an accent—Eastern European, maybe Czech, with the rounded vowels of someone educated in Prague or Brno. "Or should I say, Miss Briggs?"

"Neither," Zaria said, stopping ten feet from him. Close enough to smell his cologne—something expensive with notes of bergamot and something muskier, like gun oil. "You can call me the woman who's going to destroy your organization."

He smiled, reaching into his jacket. Not for a gun—for an envelope of heavy cream stock that caught the streetlight like bone. "My employer doesn't want you eliminated, Miss Briggs. She wants to offer you a partnership." He extended the envelope. "Consider it... an invitation to join the winning side."

Zaria didn't take it. "Liora Vale is in federal custody. Your organization is exposed."

"Liora was a pawn," the man said, his smile not faltering. It was that kind of smile which didn't reach the eyes—a social reflex, not an emotion. "A useful one, but replaceable. The Collective is older than her, older than Morrow International. It is an institution." He came closer, the smell of tobacco and high-end cologne rising over her. "And institutions require... curators. People with specific talents."

He motioned upward. Zaria followed his gaze to see a drone hovering silently above the alley, its camera lens glinting like a mechanical eye, red recording light blinking in slow, predatory pulses.

"You see," he continued, "the data you transmitted didn't go to the FBI. It went to us. Every copy. Every server. Jax is good, but we are better. We have been better for thirty years." He tapped the envelope against his palm. "Inside this is a flight itinerary. Private jet, departing DeKalb-Peachtree Airport in one hour. Destination: Zurich. There, you will meet the Architect. The true leader of The Collective. She will explain why your pendant is merely a key to something much larger. And she will offer you a choice."

Zaria's blood ran cold, but she kept her face neutral, years of high-stakes poker games in back rooms serving her now. "What choice?"

"The same choice we offer everyone who proves themselves capable," he said. "Join us and live in the architecture of power. Or oppose us and be erased so completely that even your alias will be forgotten." He held out the envelope again. "One hour, Miss Briggs. Come alone, or we will hunt your friends down one by one. Starting with the lovely Bianca at her Midtown apartment. We do know where she lives, don't we?"

Zaria took the envelope. Her fingers brushed his—cold, dry, reptilian.

"One hour," she agreed.

At the moment she turned to walk away, she let an empty drive shell slip from her other hand—one of Jax's blanks, loaded with nothing but noise—watching it vanish into a storm drain with a barely audible clink. Both drives had been engineered to emit identical thermal signatures—Jax’s precaution against exactly this kind of surveillance. Above her, the drone's red light pulsed. Let it record. Let them think she'd just disposed of the evidence in a panic. They would pull it from the drain within the hour and find exactly what she intended them to find: nothing. The real data was already against her skin, and it was going with her to Zurich.

The private jet was a Gulfstream G650, humming with the low, expensive quiet of wealth. Its interior was appointed in cream leather and mahogany, smelling of money and secrets. Zaria sat alone in the cabin, having surrendered her phone and purse to the charcoal-suited man—whose name, he'd said, was Mr. Voss—before boarding. The envelope had contained not just the itinerary but also a photograph: a woman in her sixties, gray hair pulled back in a severe chignon, standing before a wall of monitors displaying stock tickers from Tokyo, London, and New York.

For six hours, Zaria flew in silence, refusing the champagne, the caviar, and the fear. She used the time to think, to plan, to remember who she'd been before Monet’s Gold. Neveah Briggs had survived Miami. She'd survived the streets. She would survive Zurich.

She studied the photograph in the envelope, memorizing every detail. The woman's suit was charcoal gray, impeccably tailored, with a silk blouse the color of fresh cream. Pearls upon her throat—not ostentatious, but real, with the slight irregularities that came from natural formation rather than cultivation. The background suggested an office, but not a corporate one. The monitors were too numerous, too varied. Some showed news feeds, others showed what looked like security camera footage from cities around the world. One appeared to be tracking weather patterns over the North Atlantic. Another displayed scrolling code.

The Collective's nerve center, then. Or one of them.

Zaria thought about the pendant tucked into her bra. She thought about the storm drain in Atlanta. She thought about Deon, who would realize within hours that she'd given him a decoy, and who would then understand exactly what she'd done. He would be furious. He would also be safe, at least for now. The Collective would follow her, not him. Not yet.

The plane jolted through a pocket of turbulence, dipping once, then again. Zaria tightened her grip on the armrests until her knuckles blanched. A smooth male voice came over the intercom, calm and neutral, apologizing for the disturbance. They were crossing the Atlantic now, slipping into European airspace.

She closed her eyes and practiced her breathing. In through the nose, out through the mouth. She remembered the meditation apps she'd used during the early days of Monet’s Gold, when the anxiety of pretending to be someone else had threatened to crack her facade. She'd learned to center herself, to find the still point within the storm.

But there was no still point now. Only the roar of engines and the weight of the ceramic drive pressing against her heart. 

Somewhere over the Atlantic, exhaustion crept in—not the physical kind, but the bone-deep ache that came from running too long without a finish line. She rested her forehead against the cool window, watching clouds smear into white streaks beneath the jet. For a moment, she let herself imagine an alternate life—one where she was flying to Paris for a fashion week interview, not being delivered like contraband to the heart of a global conspiracy. The fantasy lasted three seconds. Reality reclaimed her just as the plane initiated its descent. They landed at a private airfield outside Zurich, the Alps looming on the horizon like age-old watchmen carved from ice. Snow capped their jagged summits, flashing under the pale morning sun. A black Mercedes sat alone on the tarmac, engine humming, exhaust rising in thin, ghostly ribbons. No customs. No passport control. Just silence and clear access. The Collective, she realized, didn’t merely influence nations—they moved through them as if borders were an illusion.

Mr. Voss held the door for her. "After you, Miss Briggs."

She eased into the leather seat, smelling conditioner and old money. The partition was up, separating them from the driver. As the car pulled away from the airfield, Zaria watched the landscape transform from industrial sprawl to manicured countryside to the sleek urban density of Zurich's banking district.

The buildings here were a mixture of centuries-old stone facades and razor-clean modern glass, speaking quietly of centuries of wealth management. She saw the names of private banks that didn't advertise, didn't court retail customers—institutions that existed solely to move money between shadows. This was where The Collective lived. Not in the loud violence of drug cartels or the messy chaos of political revolution, but in the quiet transfer of digits between accounts, in the subtle manipulation of markets, in the rewriting of history before it could be recorded.

The car stopped at a building that looked like a museum—limestone facade, modernist sculptures in the courtyard, a discreet brass plaque reading Aurora Foundation. A philanthropic front, Zaria noted. The best masks were always charitable ones.

Mr. Voss led her through security checkpoints, which made TSA look like amateurs—retinal scanners that required her to stare into a blue light while a machine read the unique patterns of her iris; gait analysis cameras that tracked her walk down a white corridor, comparing it to databases of known operatives; and a chemical sniffing chamber that detected explosives, poisons, and presumably, lies.

At the final checkpoint, a guard instructed Zaria to remove her shoes. She complied, stepping out of them and standing in her stocking feet on the cold marble floor. Another guard moved a scanning wand over her body, and when it passed across her chest, the device emitted a sharp beep, drawing attention to the concealed item underneath her clothing.

"Underwire," she said, her voice dry. "Victoria's Secret. Very dangerous."

The guard didn't smile. But he didn't ask her to remove her bra, either. Either the ceramic drive was small enough to evade detection, or they knew she had it and didn't care. The second possibility worried her more than the first.

They reached a penthouse office with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Lake Zurich. The water was the color of steel, reflecting a sky heavy with impending rain. The city spread out below like a circuit board, orderly and efficient.

The woman from the photograph stood with her back to the room, gazing at the view. She was smaller than she'd appeared in the photo, but her presence occupied the space like a physical weight.

"Neveah Briggs," the woman said, her voice projecting the weight of cultivated authority, the kind that came from decades of being obeyed without question. "Or Zaria Monet. Depending on which life you prefer today.”

"Neither matters to you," Zaria said, stepping further into the room. Her heels sank into carpet so thick it felt like walking on moss. "You already know who I am."

The woman turned. Up close, she was more formidable than her photograph suggested. Her eyes were the pale blue of glacier ice, and her hands—despite her age—were steady and strong, the hands of a surgeon or a pianist. Or a killer. Her skin was lined but taut, suggesting either excellent genetics or excellent doctors. The pearls around her neck caught the light, each one a small moon.

"I am Dr. Helena Voss," she said. "Yes, related to your escort. Nephew. We keep things in the family, The Collective. And you, my dear, are family whether you like it or not."

She gestured to a chair—low, leather, positioned so that the sitter would have to look up at her. Zaria remained standing.

"Suit yourself," Helena said, moving to a bar cart. She poured two glasses of scotch, though Zaria hadn't asked for one. The liquid was amber, catching the light like liquid gold. "Do you know what The Collective actually is, Miss Briggs? Not the rumors. Not the shadow stories Liora Vale traded in. The truth."

"A criminal enterprise disguised as corporate consulting," Zaria said.

Helena laughed, a genuine sound of delight that seemed out of place in the sterile room. "Oh, how pedestrian that would be. No, my dear. We are historians. Curators of the true narrative of human civilization." She handed Zaria the scotch, and this time Zaria took it, if only to have something to do with her hands. The glass was heavy, crystal, with a satisfying weight. "Governments rise and fall. Corporations merge and collapse. But power—the true levers of power—must remain stable. We ensure continuity."

Zaria let her expression remain neutral, but her mind was already mapping exits, guard rotations, and the distance between Helena’s desk and the nearest weapon.

"By killing people? By erasing identities?"

"By managing chaos," Helena corrected, settling into a leather chair. She moved with the grace of someone who had studied movement, who understood that every gesture communicated power or weakness. "The Miami job you participated in five years ago? It wasn't a simple diamond heist. It was a retrieval operation. Those diamonds were synthetic, created in a lab in Belarus, encoded with quantum encryption keys that controlled..." She paused, sipping her drink. "Well. Let's just say that the pendant you so cleverly hid in Atlanta contains half of the code. The other half is here, in Zurich. Together, they unlock a ledger. A record of every transaction, every assassination, every manipulation The Collective has orchestrated since 1989."

Zaria felt the room tilt slightly. She took a sip of the scotch—peaty, smoky, expensive—and let it burn down her throat. "You're telling me this because you intend to kill me."

"I'm telling you this because I intend to recruit you," Helena said sharply. The temperature in the room seemed to drop. "Liora Vale was a blunt instrument. She used force where finesse was required. You, however, built a brand from nothing. You became a cultural force. An icon. And you did it while hiding a criminal past. That is the kind of talent we need. Someone who understands that identity is fluid. That truth is malleable."

She reached into her desk and withdrew a box. Inside, on a bed of black velvet, lay a pendant identical to the one Zaria had dropped into the Atlanta storm drain—gold, eye-shaped, ruby center. But this one was pristine, uncracked, gleaming under the office lights with malevolent perfection.

"The twin," Helena said. "The pendant you carry contains the sins of the past. This one contains the path to the future. Join us, and you don't just survive—you shape the world. Your boutique becomes a global empire. Your designs, worn by queens and presidents. And behind the scenes, you help us write the history that future generations will read."

Zaria looked at the pendant. She thought of Deon, somewhere over the Atlantic by now, thinking he carried the truth. She thought
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