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CHAPTER ONE: THE HEIST
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The rain hammered against the skyscraper's glass facade like a drummer with something to prove. Fifty-two stories above downtown Los Angeles, Detective Marcus Cole pressed his back against the cold concrete of the service stairwell, his breath fogging in the artificially cooled air.

His target: the Penthouse Gallery, home of the Meridian Diamond—a $47 million rare blue gemstone that three separate intelligence agencies had unsuccessfully tried to steal over the past decade.

Marcus checked his watch: 11:47 PM. Thirteen minutes until the security shift changed.

"You know," whispered a voice inches from his ear, "staring at your watch won't make time move faster."

Marcus didn't flinch. He recognized that playful tone anywhere.

"Ever considered that your talking might get us killed, Raven?" he murmured without turning around.

Alexandra "Raven Blackwood\*\* emerged from the shadows like smoke taking human form. Her midnight-black hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, and her eyes—ice blue in the emergency lighting—glittered with barely contained excitement. At five-foot-nine with a build that spoke of years of martial arts training, she looked more like a ballerina than one of the most wanted thieves in the Western Hemisphere.

"Sweetheart," Raven said, flashing a grin that had graced the covers of three fashion magazines under three different aliases, "if we get killed, it won't be because I talked. It'll be because you forgot how to handle a lock."

Marcus finally turned to face her. His dark skin was nearly invisible against the stairwell's gloom, but his eyes—burning amber under heavy brows—seemed to emit their own light. Six-foot-four and built like a defensive lineman, he had left the LAPD three years ago under circumstances no one in the department would discuss.

"The lock's bio-scanner," he said. "I need fifteen seconds of access to the keypad."

"And I need a miracle," Raven replied. "Lucky for both of us, I brought one."

She produced a small device from her jacket—a rectangle of dark metal that hummed with contained energy.

"EM pulse generator," she explained. "Knocks out electronics in a ten-foot radius for exactly twelve seconds. Enough time for your magic fingers to work their charm."

Marcus raised an eyebrow. "You realize that will trigger every silent alarm in the building?"

Raven's smile widened. "That's the plan, detective. The harder they come, the harder they fall. Besides—" she tapped her temple, "—I've got a contingency for the contingency."

A crackle of static erupted from the tiny earpiece hidden in Marcus's ear.

"This is Zero," a crisp voice announced. "I have control of the building's internal systems. You have exactly four minutes before security realizes I've been spoofing their feeds. I suggest you move."

Marcus and Raven exchanged a look.

"Showtime," they said in unison.
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CHAPTER TWO: GROUND ZERO
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Thirty floors below, in a cramped van parked between a dumpster and a dry cleaner's back entrance, Yusuf "Zero" Hassan watched fourteen different security screens with the calm focus of a man who'd once defused three bombs simultaneously in a Moscow metro station.

At thirty-one, Zero was the brains of their unlikely crew. Lean, with salt-and-pepper stubble and wire-rimmed glasses that gave him the appearance of an accounting professor, he was the only person alive who'd successfully hacked the Federal Reserve's mainframes—and lived to tell about it.

"Camera feeds looped," he muttered to himself, fingers dancing across a keyboard that seemed to respond to his thoughts. "HVAC system rerouted. Fire suppresservisors set to delayed activation. Gentlemen and lady, I do believe we're about to make history."

The van's third occupant shifted in the shadows—a mountain of muscle and silence named Viktor Kozlov.

The Russian giant stood six-foot-eight and weighed nearly three hundred pounds, all of it muscle earned through fifteen years of Spetsnaz training and subsequent employment as a private military contractor. His face was a roadmap of violence: a scar running from his left eyebrow to his jawline, a nose that had been broken too many times to count, and eyes the color of frozen tundra.

Viktor had killed thirty-seven men in his career. He'd stopped counting after ten.

"Security detail," Viktor rumbled, his accent thick but his English perfect. "Six men. Armed with assault rifles. Elevators are their method of approach."

Zero nodded, already tracking the information. "Give me ninety seconds to trap them between floors."

"You have sixty."

Viktor moved toward the van's rear door, his massive hands checking the customized FN P90 submachine gun slung across his chest. He was the hammer. When diplomacy failed—and it always failed—Viktor ended conversations permanently.

"Viktor," Zero called. "Remember: we're here for the diamond. Not to start a war."

Viktor paused at the door, rain already beginning to soak through his tactical jacket.

"Little man," he said, his voice a sound like grinding stone, "I have started many wars. I have never finished one that I did not intend to."

The door closed behind him, and Zero shook his head.

"We're going to regret this," he said to no one.
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CHAPTER THREE: ASCENT
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The EM pulse hit the Penthouse Gallery's security system at 11:59 PM precisely.

Every camera flickered and died. Every electronic lock clunked open. Every silent alarm shrieked uselessly into voided circuits. For exactly twelve seconds, the building was blind, deaf, and vulnerable.

Marcus made those seconds count.

His fingers moved with the precision of a surgeon, bypassing the backup analog locks that the bio-scanner couldn't touch. The door hissed open, and Raven slipped through like water through a sieve.

The Penthouse Gallery was a cathedral of modern security: polished marble floors, climate-controlled display cases, and motion sensors hidden in every architectural flourish. The Meridian Diamond rested in the center of the room, suspended in a block of clear acrylic, rotating slowly on a motorized pedestal.

"Beautiful," Raven breathed, approaching the display with the reverence of a pilgrim at a shrine.

"Don't touch it," Marcus warned. "The acrylic is reinforced with fiber-optic sensors. Even a fingerprint will trigger the lockdown."

Raven circled the display, her mind racing through possibilities. "We need at least three minutes to extract the stone. Viktor can give us two, maybe three if he's lucky."

"Then we work faster."

Marcus produced a small cutting tool from his kit—a diamond-tipped saw designed specifically for high-security glass and acrylic. It would take ninety seconds to cut through the outer casing without triggering the internal sensors.

He was forty-five seconds into the cut when the lights came back on.

"Raven," Marcus said quietly. "We have a problem."

The thief turned
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