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Shattered

Elena Moreau had always believed that love was like a diamond—unbreakable, eternal, formed under pressure into something beautiful and lasting.

She discovered how wrong she was on a Tuesday afternoon in March, standing in the doorway of her own bedroom, watching her fiancé tangled in sheets with her best friend.

The image seared itself into her memory: Marcus, the man she had loved for five years, planned to marry in three months, trusted with every vulnerable piece of herself. And Sophia, the woman who had been at her side since college, who knew her secrets and fears and dreams.

Together. In her bed. On her Egyptian cotton sheets that she had saved for months to afford.

"Elena—" Marcus had scrambled to cover himself, his handsome face twisted with something that might have been guilt or might have been annoyance at being caught. "This isn't what it looks like."

It was such a cliché that she almost laughed. Almost. Instead, she had stood frozen, her world cracking around her like ice under too much weight.

Sophia had the decency to look ashamed, pulling the sheets up to her chin, her perfect blonde hair disheveled in ways Elena had never seen. "Elena, please, let us explain—"

"Explain what?" Elena's voice came out calm, almost pleasant. That scared her more than the tears that refused to fall. "How long?"

"Does it matter?" Marcus asked, and the dismissiveness in his tone was what finally broke through her numbness.

"A year," Sophia whispered. "Just over a year."

A year. Twelve months. Three hundred and sixty-five days of lies, of double betrayal, of every kiss and every "I love you" being a performance. A year of planning a wedding, of trusting completely, of believing she had found her forever.

Elena had removed her engagement ring—a two-carat diamond that Marcus had presented with such fanfare—and placed it carefully on the dresser. Then she had walked out of the apartment they shared, taking nothing but her purse and the jagged pieces of her heart.

That was six months ago.

Now she stood in front of her bathroom mirror, adjusting the straps of an evening gown she couldn't really afford, preparing for a charity gala she didn't want to attend. The face looking back at her was thinner than it had been, the dark eyes holding a wariness that hadn't been there before. Her black hair was swept up in an elegant twist, her makeup flawless.

She looked beautiful. She felt hollow.

"You can do this," she told her reflection. "It's just a party. Smile, make small talk, represent the company. You've done it a hundred times."

But she hadn't done it since the betrayal. She had hidden in her work as a jewelry designer for Brilliance & Co., avoiding social events, declining invitations, building walls around the broken pieces of herself.

Tonight, there was no avoiding. The Diamond Ball was the most important event in the industry, and as lead designer, her presence was mandatory. Her boss, the formidable Catherine Chen, had made that abundantly clear.

"You've hidden long enough, Elena," Catherine had said that morning, her tone brooking no argument. "Tonight, you show the world that you're stronger than whatever broke you."

Elena wasn't sure that was true. But she would pretend. She had become very good at pretending.

The car service arrived at eight, and Elena descended from her small apartment with the careful grace of a woman holding herself together through sheer force of will. The driver opened the door for her, and she slid into the leather interior, watching the city lights blur past as they made their way to the Blackwell Hotel.

She didn't know that across town, another person was preparing for the same event with equal reluctance. She didn't know that the night would change everything. She didn't know that some diamonds had to shatter completely before they could be recut into something more beautiful.

All she knew was that she was terrified. And that she had no choice but to walk into the glittering crowd and pretend she wasn't falling apart.
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The Gala

The Blackwell Hotel had been transformed into a palace of light.

Crystal chandeliers scattered rainbows across the marble floors. Diamonds adorned every surface—in the centerpieces, on the guests, even embedded in the champagne flutes that waiters carried on silver trays. It was obscene and beautiful and exactly the kind of excess that made Elena uncomfortable even as she appreciated its artistry.

She paused at the entrance to the ballroom, gathering her courage. The noise washed over her—laughter, clinking glasses, the murmur of a hundred conversations happening simultaneously. Somewhere, an orchestra played something classical and forgettable.

"You look like you're about to face a firing squad," a familiar voice said at her elbow.

Elena turned to find her colleague, David Kim, looking impossibly handsome in his tuxedo. His easy smile was a balm to her nerves.

"That obvious?"

"Only to someone who knows you." He offered his arm. "Come on. We'll do this together. Safety in numbers."

She took his arm gratefully, allowing him to guide her into the glittering chaos. David had been her ally at Brilliance & Co. for three years—a fellow designer who understood the pressure and the politics without needing everything explained.

"Catherine is by the ice sculpture," he murmured as they walked. "She's been asking where you are. I told her you were fashionably late."

"And she believed that?"

"No. But she appreciated the attempt." He snagged two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter, handing one to Elena. "Here. Liquid courage."

She took a sip, the bubbles sharp on her tongue. Around her, the industry's elite swirled in their finest—designers, collectors, retailers, celebrities who wore diamonds like armor. She recognized faces from magazine covers and boardroom tables, people who could make or break a career with a single word.

And then she saw him.

Across the room, a man stood alone by the tall windows, his profile etched against the city lights beyond. He was tall, dark-haired, with the kind of sharp features that photographers loved and rivals envied. His tuxedo fit him perfectly—expensive, understated, the kind of quality that didn't need to shout.

Julian Cross. CEO of Cross Industries. One of the most powerful men in the jewelry world.

Elena's breath caught. She hadn't seen him in eight years—not since a summer that had almost changed everything. Not since she had made choices that still haunted her in the quiet hours before dawn.

"Earth to Elena." David's voice pulled her back. "You okay? You went pale."

"Fine. I'm fine." The lie came automatically. "Just saw someone I used to know."

"Someone you want to avoid? I can create a distraction. I'm excellent at distractions."

"No, I..." She took another sip of champagne, willing her heartbeat to slow. "It was a long time ago. I'm sure he doesn't even remember me."
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