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Prologue
I held the three-carat diamond under the microscope. It sat on a black velvet pad. The overhead lights hummed. I looked through the lens. I saw a tiny carbon spot near the base of the stone. It was a natural flaw.

I adjusted the focus. The basement of Sterling & Co. stayed at sixty-eight degrees. I wore a heavy gray sweater. My fingers were stained with ink from the ledger. I did not use a computer for the first check. I used my eyes.

My father taught me how to see stones. He was a gemologist. He died four years ago. I saw the police carry his body out of our house. They put a white sheet over him. I stayed in the hallway and watched. They took the furniture a week later.

Now I work for the men who said he was a thief. I sit in this room for ten hours a day. I grade diamonds. I record the clarity. I record the color. I do not talk to the other employees. They do not come down here.

I heard the door open at the top of the stairs. Heavy shoes hit the metal steps. Each sound was loud. I did not look up from the microscope. I knew the rhythm of the footsteps. It was Silas Sterling.

He walked over to my desk. He smelled of tobacco. He stood close to me. I could see his polished shoes in my peripheral vision. He put a small plastic bag on the table.

"Look at this," Silas said.

I picked up the bag. I opened it. A single stone fell onto the pad. It was large. It looked like a ten-carat emerald cut. I picked it up with my tweezers. I put it under the light. I did not need the microscope to know what it was.

"It is a synthetic," I said.

"It is a natural stone for the Royal Gala shipment," Silas said. His voice was low. He did not move.

I looked at him. His hair was white. He wore a suit that cost five thousand dollars. He was the head of the company. He was also a member of the Antwerp Standard. They controlled the supply of diamonds. They kept the prices high by keeping the stones in vaults.

"The crystal structure is too uniform," I said. "It was grown in a lab. If I sign this certificate, I am lying. My father was accused of doing this. I will not do it."

Silas leaned over my desk. He put his hands on the wood. He looked at the ink on my fingers. He looked at my oversized sweater.

"Your father was a thief, Elara," he said. "You are here because I feel sorry for you. You live in a small apartment. You have no money. If you do not sign the paper, you will have no job."

I stayed still. I did not blink. I looked at the stone on the pad. It was a piece of manufactured carbon. It had no history. It had no soul. It was exactly like the men in this building.

"The shipment leaves in two hours," Silas said. "Sign the manifest."

He turned around and walked back to the stairs. He did not wait for my answer. He knew I needed the paycheck. I had sixteen dollars in my bank account. I had a box of crackers in my bag for lunch.

I picked up the pen. I looked at the line on the manifest. I thought about the day the bank took the house. I thought about the dirt on my father’s grave. I put the pen down.

A second set of footsteps sounded on the stairs. These were different. They were faster. They were firm. I looked at the door.

A man stood there. He was thirty-four years old. He wore a charcoal suit. His shirt was white and stiff. He did not look like a gemologist. He looked like someone who bought and sold companies.

He walked into the room. He did not ask for permission. He looked at the walls. He looked at the safe. Then he looked at me. His eyes were the color of stagnant water. They did not show any emotion.

"You are Elara Vance," he said.

I did not answer. I gripped the tweezers in my hand.

"I am Julian Thorne," he said. He walked to the desk. He saw the synthetic diamond on the pad. He saw the manifest. He saw my name on the employee badge pinned to my sweater.

He reached out and picked up the synthetic stone. He did not use tweezers. He held it between his thumb and forefinger. I saw a scar on his thumb. It was a jagged line of white skin.

"Silas wants you to lie about this stone," Julian said. It was not a question.

"Who are you?" I asked.

"I am the man who is buying this company," he said. "I am also the man who knows Silas Sterling is a fraud. He is hiding four billion dollars in fake inventory. I need someone to find every single one of them."

He put the stone back on the pad. He looked at me again. He looked at my face for a long time. I felt the cold air from the vent on my neck.

"You have your father's eyes," he said. "But you have a different look in them. You look like you want to burn this place down."

I stood up. I was much shorter than him. I had to tilt my head back. "I want the truth to come out. That is all."

Julian shook his head. He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket. He laid it on the desk. It was a contract. It did not have the Sterling & Co. logo on it. It had his firm's name at the top.

"I do not want the truth," Julian said. "I want results. I am going to take everything Silas owns. I am going to strip the Antwerp Standard of their power. To do that, I need a weapon. I need a woman who can stand in a room full of billionaires and tell them their diamonds are glass."

I looked at the contract. The numbers were high. It was more money than I had ever seen.

"I am a gemologist," I said. "I am not a weapon."

"You are whatever I tell you to be," Julian said. He leaned in. I could smell his expensive soap. "I will give you the clothes. I will give you the name. I will give you the access. In return, you will give me the evidence to destroy Silas Sterling."

I looked at the synthetic diamond. Then I looked at the man with the scarred thumb. He was not a good man. I could see the hardness in his face. He wanted to use me.

But I wanted to see Silas Sterling lose everything. I wanted to see the look on his face when his empire fell apart. I wanted to hear him say my father's name while he went to prison.

"What happens when it is over?" I asked.

"When it is over, you will be the most famous jeweler in the world," Julian said. "And I will be the richest man in London. We both get what we want."

I looked at my ink-stained fingers. I looked at the gray sweater. I reached for the pen. I did not look at the manifest for Silas. I looked at the contract from Julian Thorne.

"I have one condition," I said.

Julian raised an eyebrow. He did not move.

"I want to be the one who tells the press," I said.

Julian did not smile. He simply nodded. "Sign the paper, Elara. The transformation starts tonight. I have a car waiting outside."

I signed my name. I used a thick, black line. I felt the paper under the pen. It was the first time I felt warm in the basement. I stood up and took off the gray sweater. I left it on the chair. I walked toward the stairs. I did not look back at the diamonds.

1. The Dust of the Basement
The loupe stayed pressed against my right eye. I didn’t look up when the industrial elevator groaned three floors above me. The vibration traveled through the concrete floor and rattled the tray of sorting sieves on my workbench.

The stone in my tweezers was a two-carat marquise. On the internal manifest, Silas Sterling had labeled it a VVS1. In reality, there was a microscopic feather near the girdle that the initial grader had either missed or been paid to ignore. My photographic memory didn't just store faces; it stored every flaw I had ever seen in a carbon lattice. This stone was the same one I’d seen in my father’s ledger ten years ago. It had been a grade lower then.

I marked the flaw on the digital map. My fingers were stained with black ink from the plotter. My nails were cut short, jagged at the edges where I’d chewed them during the midnight shift. I didn't care about the ink or the nails. In this basement, I was a ghost. Ghosts didn't need to be pretty.

Footsteps sounded on the metal stairs that led down from the main vault. These weren't the heavy, rubber-soled thuds of the security guards. These were leather soles. They hit the stairs with a rhythmic, intentional weight. I stayed hunched over my microscope. My oversized grey knit sweater felt like a lead weight on my shoulders.

"Elara Vance."

The voice was low. It didn't have the shaky uncertainty of the junior brokers who occasionally wandered down here to find a lost invoice. It was a voice used to giving orders that were never questioned.

I set the tweezers down. I stood up and pushed my glasses back up the bridge of my nose. The bridge was held together by a small piece of clear tape. I turned around and squinted against the harsh light of the halogen lamps.

Julian Thorne stood near the industrial shelving units. He wore a charcoal suit that looked like it had been molded to his frame. He didn't belong in a room that smelled of machine oil and ozone. He looked at a tray of raw industrial diamonds near the door. He didn't touch them. He looked at them like they were a waste of space.

"The sorting floor is two levels up," I said. I kept my voice flat. "You're in the dead-file basement."

"I know exactly where I am," Julian said. He stepped into the circle of light at my desk. "And I know exactly who you are."

He had a scar on his right thumb. It was a thin, white line that broke the symmetry of his hand. He placed that hand on my workbench, right next to the marquise diamond. He didn't look at the stone. He looked at me.

"You're the girl who can see the heart of a stone from across the room," he said. "You're also the girl whose father tried to sell glass to the Queen."

I felt the familiar heat rise in my neck. It was a physical reaction I couldn't stop, no matter how much I practiced. "My father didn't sell glass. He was framed. Now, if you aren't here to file a report on the 2014 inventory, please leave."

Julian didn't move. He picked up my loupe. He held it between his thumb and forefinger, examining the tool instead of using it. "Silas Sterling keeps you down here to save money on his grading fees. He pays you a clerk’s salary to do the work of a master gemologist. It’s a smart move. You’re a trapped asset."

"I have a job," I said. "Which is more than most people with my last name can say in this city."

"You don't have a job, Elara. You have a prison sentence."

He set the loupe down. The metal clicked against the glass of the workbench. He reached into his inner jacket pocket and pulled out a black leather folder. He didn't hand it to me. He held it just out of reach.

"I’m currently in the process of acquiring Sterling & Co.," Julian said. "I’ve spent the last six months looking at their books. The math doesn't add up. There are five billion dollars in assets that only exist on paper. Someone is swapping the high-grade stock for high-grade fakes. I need someone who can spot the difference. Someone who isn't already on the Standard's payroll."

I looked at the folder. "Go to the authorities. Hire a firm."

"The authorities are the ones who signed off on the audits," he said. "And every firm in Antwerp is owned by the families you want to destroy. I don't want a consultant, Elara. I want someone with a grudge. I want you."

I looked down at my ink-stained fingers. I thought about the house we used to have. I thought about the sound of the rain hitting the window of the police cruiser as they drove me away from the estate while the movers carried out our furniture. I thought about my father’s body, covered by a white sheet, being wheeled out of the library.

"I'm a technician," I said. "I don't go to meetings. I don't talk to people like you. Look at me. I'm a basement rat."

Julian stepped closer. He was tall enough that I had to tilt my head back to keep his eyes in view. They were the color of stagnant water—dark, still, and impossible to read.

"That’s the point," he said. "Nobody expects anything from a mouse. But you won't be a mouse. You're going to be my fiancée."

I let out a short, dry sound that wasn't a laugh. "Your fiancée. I haven't been to a party in seven years. I don't own a dress that doesn't have a hole in it. I don't even like you."

"Liking me isn't in the contract," Julian said. He opened the folder. Inside was a single sheet of paper. The numbers at the bottom had too many zeros to be real. "The Antwerp Standard is meeting in three weeks for the Centennial Gala. Silas Sterling will be there. Marcus Sterling will be there. All five families. They’ll be wearing the very stones they stole from your family’s legacy."

He leaned down, his face inches from mine. "I will give you the resources to burn their world down. I will give you the clothes, the face, and the access. You will give me the technical proof I need to liquidate their holdings. When we’re done, you’ll be the richest woman in this industry, and Silas Sterling will be in a cell."

I looked at the paper. The ink on my fingers smudged the margin as I reached for it. The smell of his expensive soap was the only thing I could focus on. It was clean and sharp, a direct contrast to the dust and oil of the basement.

"It’s a three-week transformation," Julian said. "Physical. Social. Psychological. You will be a weapon I point at my enemies. Do you want to stay in this basement and count Silas’s stolen diamonds for the rest of your life?"

I looked at the marquise diamond on the tray. It was a beautiful lie. My whole life was a beautiful lie that had turned into an ugly truth.

"What happens if I fail?" I asked.

"You won't fail," Julian said. He took a pen from his pocket and laid it on the desk. "I don't invest in things that fail."

I picked up the pen. My hand was steady, which surprised me. I signed my name at the bottom of the page. The ink was wet and dark against the white paper.

Julian took the folder back. He didn't smile. He didn't offer a handshake. He just checked his watch.

"A car will be at your apartment at six a.m. tomorrow," he said. "Throw away everything you own. You won't be needing any of it where we’re going."

He turned and walked toward the stairs. He didn't look back. I stood there, alone in the basement, listening to the sound of his leather soles hitting the metal steps. The hum of the sorting machines felt louder than it had five minutes ago.

I looked at my workbench. I looked at the tray of stones. For the first time in a decade, I didn't feel like a ghost. I felt like a spark.

I reached up and pulled the piece of tape off the bridge of my glasses. They fell apart in my hands. I dropped the broken plastic into the trash bin.

I didn't need to see the basement anymore. I needed to see the world that had destroyed my father. And then I was going to break it.
2. The Liquidation King
The metal door of the Sterling & Co. service entrance clicked shut behind me, the sound echoing off the damp brick of the alley. I stood there for a moment, the broken frames of my glasses still gripped in my right hand. The plastic edges dug into my palm. Without them, the world was a collection of soft-edged shadows and hazy streetlights, but I didn't turn back. I couldn't.

I walked toward the tube station. My feet moved on autopilot, navigating the familiar cracks in the pavement I had memorized over five years of failure. Every person who passed me was a blur of coats and footsteps. They didn't see me. I was the girl in the oversized knitwear, the one who smelled of industrial stone cleaner and old paper. I was a ghost, just like Julian Thorne said.

My apartment was a fourth-floor walk-up in a building that always smelled of boiled cabbage and damp wood. I unlocked the three deadbolts on my door and stepped inside. The space was small—twelve feet by fifteen—filled with the things I had used to build a fortress against the world. There were stacks of mineralogy journals, a rusted microscope I’d salvaged from a university auction, and the narrow cot where I slept fitfully between shifts.

I didn't turn on the lights. I didn't need them to see the mess of my life. I went to the closet and pulled out a stack of black industrial trash bags I kept for heavy cleaning.

Throw away everything you own.

I started with the bookshelf. These were my father’s books first. Texts on crystalline structures, historical ledgers of the De Beers era, and hand-drawn maps of mines in Sierra Leone that had been closed for decades. I picked up a leather-bound volume on diamond inclusions. The spine was cracked, held together by the same tape I had used on my glasses. I felt the weight of it, the history of my father’s hands on these pages, and for a second, my throat tightened.

I dropped it into the bag. The sound was a heavy, final thud.

I moved to the desk next. I swept the tweezers, the sorting trays, and the brass loupe into the plastic. I didn't look at them. I didn't think about the hours I’d spent under a flickering lamp, trying to find the one flaw that would prove a stone was synthetic. I emptied the drawers of my clothes. The grey sweaters that hid my shape. The thick wool socks. The three pairs of identical trousers.

I stripped out of the clothes I was wearing, standing in the center of the room in my underwear. The air was cold, making the skin on my arms prickle. I shoved the last of my wardrobe into the fourth bag.

I looked at the small wooden box on the nightstand. Inside was a photograph of my father standing in front of the Hatton Garden office, his arm around a much younger, smiling version of me. It was the only thing I had left of him that wasn't a debt or a disgrace.

I picked it up. My thumb traced the edge of the frame. Julian’s voice came back to me, flat and certain. You won't be needing any of it where we’re going.

I put the photo in the bag. I tied the plastic knot tight, the sound of the crinkling material loud in the empty room.

I spent the next four hours cleaning. I wiped down the counters. I emptied the fridge. I took the bags down to the alleyway dumpster one by one. Each trip felt like I was shedding a layer of skin. By the time the last bag hit the bottom of the bin, my arms were shaking and the sky was beginning to turn a bruised, pre-dawn grey.

I went back upstairs and showered in cold water. I didn't have a towel left, so I stood in the middle of the room and let the air dry me. I put on the only things I hadn't thrown away: a plain black slip and a thin trench coat.

I sat on the floor and waited.

At 5:58 AM, a black Maybach pulled up to the curb four floors below. The engine was a low, rhythmic hum that I could feel in the floorboards. I stood up, walked out of the apartment, and left the door unlocked. There was nothing left inside for anyone to steal.

When I reached the street, the driver was already standing by the rear door. He was a thick-set man in a black suit, his face expressionless. He didn't ask for my name. He didn't look at my bare legs or my tangled hair. He simply opened the door.

Julian Thorne was sitting in the back. He was reading a physical newspaper, his charcoal suit jacket unbuttoned. He didn't look up as I slid into the leather seat. The interior of the car smelled of nothing—no perfume, no air freshener, just the sterile scent of new upholstery.

I sat as far from him as the seat allowed. My damp hair dripped onto the collar of my coat.

"You're late," Julian said. He didn't check his watch. He didn't have to.

"It's exactly six o'clock," I said. My voice sounded thin and raspy.

"I said the car would be here at six. You should have been on the curb at five-fifty-five." He turned a page of the newspaper. The sound was like a small explosion in the quiet cabin. "Efficiency is the only thing that separates a professional from an amateur, Elara."

He finally looked at me. His eyes moved from my face down to my bare feet and back up again. There was no judgment in his gaze, only the clinical assessment of a man looking at a raw material he intended to process.

"You threw it all away?" he asked.

"Yes."

"The books? The tools? The photographs?"

I hesitated for a fraction of a second. "Everything."

Julian folded the newspaper and placed it on the seat between us. He reached into his inner pocket and pulled out a small, velvet-lined box. He tossed it into my lap.

"Open it."

I flipped the latch. Inside was a pair of contact lenses.

"Put them in," he commanded. "Your vision is a liability. I can't have you squinting at the people I'm trying to destroy."

I took the small plastic case out. "I don't have a mirror."

"Use the window," he said, gesturing to the tinted glass beside me.

I struggled with the lenses. My hands were still shaking from the cold and the lack of sleep. I poked my eye twice, the sting making my vision blur even further. Julian watched me the entire time. He didn't offer to help. He didn't look away to give me privacy. He watched the struggle with the same detached interest he might show a bug hitting a windshield.

Finally, the lenses clicked into place. The world snapped into a terrifying, high-definition clarity. I could see the individual pores on Julian’s skin. I could see the white scar on his right thumb, a jagged line that disrupted the perfect smoothness of his hand. I could see the way the light caught the grey hairs at his temples, more than I had noticed in the basement.

"Better?" he asked.

"It hurts," I said, blinking back the moisture.

"Good. It means you’re paying attention."
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