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Prologue
The office was on the eighty-second floor of the Vane building. The walls were made of white marble. The floor was dark wood. There were no photos on the desk. There were no personal items on the shelves. It did not look like a place where a person worked. It looked like a museum for power.

I stood in the center of the room. I held my tool kit in my left hand. My fingers were stained with the black ink I used in my workshop. The ink had settled into the small cracks of my skin. It made me look out of place in this clean, white room.

Julian Vane stood by the window. He was looking out at the city. He wore a black suit that fit his shoulders perfectly. He was taller than I expected. He did not turn around when I entered.

"The stone is on the desk," he said.

His voice was quiet. It did not have any inflection.

I walked to the desk. A small velvet pad sat in the center of the mahogany surface. On top of it lay the sapphire. It was the size of a thumbnail. It was not a single stone anymore. It had been split into three large pieces. Tiny blue shards were scattered around the main fragments.

I set my kit down. I opened the latches. I took out a pair of steel tweezers and a magnifying loupe. I did not touch the stone with my hands. I used the tweezers to turn one of the pieces over.

I held the loupe to my eye. I looked at the edge of the fracture. The break was not jagged. The surface of the stone was smooth where it had split.

"This stone was not dropped," I said.

Julian turned away from the window. He walked toward the desk. He stopped three feet away from me. He had dark circles under his eyes. He looked like he had not slept for several days. He reached up and twisted the skin on his ring finger. There was no ring there.

"It is broken," he said. "That is all you need to know."

"No," I said. "A sapphire this size does not split into clean layers when it falls. It shatters. This stone was cleaved. Someone used a precision blade on it."

I picked up the gold shank of the ring. It was a heavy band with 19th-century engravings. I looked at the inside of the band. There were tiny marks in the metal. They were perfectly straight lines.

"You opened the compartment," I said. "The Vane Ring. I heard stories about the mechanical key hidden inside the shank. My father told me it was the most complex piece of jewelry in the world."

Julian's face went very still. He did not move a muscle.

"Your father was Arthur Vance," Julian said.

"He was," I said. "And he spent his last years in a prison because of your family."

Julian stepped closer to the desk. I could see the texture of his white shirt. I could see the way his pulse was beating in his neck.

"Your father was an accountant who stole from his clients," Julian said.

"My father found a hole in your family's books," I said. "He found the fraud from the 1970s. He was going to report it. Then he was arrested. The evidence he had disappeared."

Julian reached into his jacket. He pulled out a blue folder. He set it on the desk next to the broken stone.

"This is the internal file on your father's case," Julian said. "It contains the original ledger entries. The ones that prove he was telling the truth. It has the signatures of the men who framed him."

I looked at the folder. I wanted to grab it. I wanted to run out of the room with it. My chest felt tight. I kept my hands on the desk.

"Why are you showing me this?" I asked.

"Because I need this ring back together," Julian said. "I need the compartment re-sealed. I need the stone replaced with a sapphire that looks identical to this one. And I need it done in four days."

I looked at the broken ring. I looked at the hollow space in the gold. The micro-cylinder was gone.

"You want me to hide the evidence of a theft," I said. "You took something out of that ring. Now you want me to erase the tracks."

"I want to stop a war," Julian said. "In my family, a broken ring is a signal. It means a hostile takeover is starting. If my uncle Silas sees this ring in this condition, he will take control of the entire Vane estate. He will liquidate everything. Thousands of people will lose their jobs."

He pushed the blue folder toward me.

"Fix the ring. Seal the secrets back inside. If you do, I will give you this folder. I will give you the names of the men who sent your father to prison. You can clear his name."

I looked at the ink on my fingers. I thought about the prison cell where my father died. I thought about the shame that had followed me for sixteen years.

"I need a workshop with a laser welder," I said. "I need a clean room and a high-frequency stone cutter."

Julian nodded. "My car is downstairs. You leave for the Switzerland facility in one hour."

He turned and walked toward the door. He did not look back.

I picked up the broken sapphire. It was cold. I put it into a small plastic bag. I took the ring shank and placed it in a padded box.

I knew what I was doing. I was helping the man who had ruined my life. I was going to help him keep his secrets. But I would have that folder. I would have the truth.

I closed my tool kit. The sound of the latches clicking was the only noise in the room.

1. The Weight of Shattered Stones
Julian Vane pushed the velvet box across the polished surface of the desk. The lid was open. Inside, a sapphire the size of a thumbnail lay in pieces. The blue stones were surrounded by twisted shards of platinum. I didn't touch it. I stayed where I was, standing in the center of his private library. The room was large, filled with books that looked as if they had never been read. Julian sat behind the desk. He looked at me. He had dark circles under his eyes. He wasn't wearing a suit jacket. His white shirt was unbuttoned at the collar.

"Fix it," Julian said. His voice was low. It didn't have any emotion in it. I looked at the box again. Then I looked at him. My father died in a prison cell because of the man sitting in front of me. Julian Vane had signed the papers that ended my father's career and his life. I hadn't seen Julian in sixteen years. He looked older, but the shape of his face was the same. He looked tired. He was twisting his thumb and forefinger together on his left hand. There was no ring there, but he moved his fingers as if he were trying to turn one.

"The Vane sapphire is a three-hundred-year-old artifact," I said. I kept my hands at my sides. I could feel the ink stains on my fingertips from the morning's work in my own shop. "You don't just 'fix' something like this. You have to rebuild the entire setting. And these stones aren't just cracked. They're pulverized."

Julian leaned forward. The light from the desk lamp hit the side of his face. "I am aware of the difficulty. That is why you are here. You are the best restoration artist in the country. Your father's reputation was built on his precision. I am told you are even better than he was."

I stepped toward the desk. I didn't want to mention my father. Not to him. "How did this happen?"

"I had a disagreement with the wall," Julian said. He didn't blink. "It was an impulsive act. I regret it. Now, I want it back the way it was. Exactly the way it was."

I reached into my pocket and pulled out my loupe. I didn't ask for permission. I picked up the box and brought it closer to my eyes. I turned the high-intensity lamp on the desk so the light hit the fragments. I focused the lens. The sapphire had been shattered into four large pieces and several smaller ones. The platinum shank of the ring was bent.

I looked closer at the metal. I saw the marks. They weren't from an impact with a wall. There were no scratches that suggested it had hit stone or plaster. Instead, there were thin, precise score lines on the inside of the shank. They were the kind of marks a jeweler’s saw makes. Someone had tried to cut into the ring before it was crushed.

I moved the loupe to the center of the setting. The center of the shank was hollow. In high-end vintage jewelry, that space is usually empty to save on weight or to allow light to hit the stone. But this space was different. There was a residue of adhesive on the interior walls. A very specific type of resin used in electronics.

I set the box down. I felt a cold sensation in the center of my chest. Julian was lying. This ring hadn't been broken in a fit of rage. It had been dismantled. Someone had taken something out of the metal itself.

"This wasn't an accident," I said. I looked directly at him. "You didn't hit a wall. This ring was taken apart with a micro-saw. And then you crushed it to hide the fact that someone opened the shank."

Julian's expression didn't change. He didn't deny it. He just stared at me. He stopped twisting his fingers. The silence in the library was heavy. I could hear the clock on the wall ticking. It was a slow, mechanical sound.

"You see too much, Elara," Julian said. He stood up. He was taller than I remembered. He walked around the desk. He stopped a few feet away from me. "That was always your father’s problem, too. He saw things he wasn't supposed to see."

"My father was an honest man," I said. My voice was tight. "He didn't steal that money. You and your family put him in that cell to cover up your own mess."

Julian didn't look angry. He looked almost bored. "Is that what you believe? That we spent years orchestrating a fraud just to frame an accountant?"

"He was more than an accountant. He knew where the money went. And he died before he could tell anyone."

Julian reached into his pocket. He pulled out a small piece of paper. It was a folded legal document. He didn't hand it to me. He held it so I could see the header. It was from the New York State Appellate Division. It was a notice of a hearing for an appeal. My father's appeal. The one I had been trying to fund for the last three years.

"Your father's case is being reviewed," Julian said. "New evidence has been discovered. Evidence that points to a systemic error in the original trial. A flaw in the digital ledger. If this goes through, his name will be cleared. He will be exonerated posthumously."

I tried to breathe, but my lungs felt small. "Why are you showing me this?"

"Because I am the one who found the evidence," Julian said. "And I am the one who can make sure it stays found. Or I can make sure it disappears again. It is very easy to lose a file in the Vane system. You know that better than anyone."

He was threatening me with my father's memory. He was using the only thing I had left of him.

"What do you want?" I asked.

Julian pointed at the broken ring. "I want you to fix that. But I don't just want the stones put back. I need you to find out what was taken from it. There was a micro-cylinder inside that shank. It contained a set of encryption keys. I need to know where they went. And I need you to help me get them back."

"I'm a jeweler, Julian. I work with gold and gems. I don't hunt for stolen data."

"The keys are tied to the physical structure of the ring," Julian said. "The way the ring was broken reveals who took them. Only a few people in the world have the tools to open a Vane ring without destroying the data. You are going to look at the marks. You are going to tell me who did this. And then you are going to stay with me until we find them."

I looked at the sapphire fragments. They looked like shards of ice under the lamp. If I did this, I was working for the man I hated. I was helping the family that destroyed my life. But if I didn't, my father would remain a thief in the eyes of the world forever.

"You're asking me to be a part of whatever illegal game you're playing," I said.

"I'm asking you to do your job," Julian replied. "And in return, I will give you your father's legacy back. It’s a fair trade, Elara. One life for one ring."

He walked back to his desk and sat down. He didn't wait for my answer. He knew what I would choose. He opened a drawer and pulled out a contract. It was thick.

"This is a non-disclosure agreement," Julian said. "If you sign it, you belong to the Vane estate for the duration of the restoration. You will live here. You will work in the lab downstairs. You will not contact anyone from your old life."

I walked to the desk. I picked up the pen. It was heavy and made of silver. I looked at the signature line.

"If you lie to me about the evidence," I said, "I will finish what someone else started. I will break the rest of your empire."

Julian didn't smile. He just watched me. "I expect nothing less."

I signed my name. The ink was black. It looked like a stain on the white paper. As soon as I finished the last letter, Julian stood up and took the paper away.

"Mia will show you to your room," he said.

He pressed a button on his desk. A moment later, the door to the library opened. A young woman walked in. She was wearing large, over-the-ear headphones around her neck. Her hair was blonde and messy. She didn't look at me. She looked at the floor.

"Mia, this is Elara Vance," Julian said. "She's going to be staying with us for a while. Take her to the north suite."

Mia nodded. She didn't say anything. She turned and walked back out the door. I followed her. I didn't look back at Julian. I could feel his eyes on me.

The hallway was long and lined with dark wood. Mia walked quickly. She didn't try to make conversation. She looked like she wanted to be anywhere else. We passed several doors before she stopped at one and opened it.

"This is it," she said. Her voice was soft. She looked at me for the first time. Her eyes were wide and looked worried. "You shouldn't have signed that."

Before I could ask her what she meant, she turned and walked away, putting her headphones back over her ears. I stood in the doorway of the suite. It was luxury, but it felt like a cell. I went to the window. Below, the grounds of the estate were dark. I could see the silhouette of the gates in the distance. I was trapped.

I looked down at my hands. They were shaking. I forced them into a grip. I had to be objective. I had to be a jeweler. I went to the small bag I had brought with me and took out my travel kit. I wasn't going to sleep. I was going to think about those saw marks on the platinum.

There was a knock on the door. It was a single, hard rap. I opened it. Julian was standing there. He held a small, black device in his hand.

"I forgot to tell you," he said. "My uncle Silas will be arriving tomorrow. He doesn't know you're here yet. When he arrives, you are not Elara Vance. You are a consultant from Zurich. If he finds out who you really are, I won't be able to protect the appeal."

"You’re afraid of your own uncle?" I asked.

Julian’s face went flat. "I am protecting my assets. You are currently an asset. Don't make me regret the investment."

He turned and walked down the hall. I closed the door and locked it. I realized then that the broken ring wasn't just a repair job. It was a map. And I was the only one who knew how to read it. I sat on the edge of the bed and waited for the morning. My father’s name was on the line, and I was sitting in the house of the men who had erased it. I would fix the ring, but I would make sure the truth was the one thing they couldn't hide.
2. A Contract Signed in Lead
I stood up from the bed and walked to the mahogany desk. My fingers found the latch on my travel kit, the metal cold against my skin. I clicked it open and began to arrange my tools in a precise row. The tweezers. The jeweler’s loupe. The micro-picks. I didn't need them yet, but the ritual of order kept my hands from trembling.

I didn't sleep. I spent the night staring at the blueprints Julian had provided, comparing them to the memory of the pulverized sapphire ring. The saw marks I’d seen earlier weren't an accident. Someone had used a 0/2 jeweler’s saw to weaken the shank before the ring was crushed. It was a calculated extraction disguised as a crime of passion.

A light tap on the door came at six in the morning. I didn't ask who it was. I opened it to find Julian standing there, already dressed in a charcoal suit that looked like it had been molded to his frame. He held a leather portfolio in one hand and a thick garment bag in the other.

"Put these on," he said. He didn't wait for an invitation. He stepped into the room and hung the bag on the wardrobe hook. "The estate staff has been briefed. To them, you are a consultant from Zurich. Your credentials are in the portfolio. Memorize them."

I looked at the bag. "And if I refuse to play dress-up?"

Julian turned, his eyes tracking the movement of my
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