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CHAPTER
ONE







Port Elizabeth, New Jersey

Container ship MV
Ho Wong, Taiwan
Registry






The customs inspector stood on the deck of
the MV Ho
Wong. The sun had just risen, and the
horizon was the color of fire. He watched a crane offload the
containers to an assembly area where they would be inspected and
officially pass through customs. He kept his eyes on the Geiger
counter, standard procedure since 9/11, as he randomly sampled
containers. Though it was late summer, a chill rose off the water
and he shivered. The larger radiation detection equipment was
ashore at the immense customs clearing area, but still Inspector
Wilson walked the rusty deck in the early morning haze and spot
checked whenever the spirit moved him.

When he stepped on something that made a
small crunching noise, he stopped and squatted, eyes going wide as
he stared at the black beetle with white spots. While he had
effectively squished the body, there was no mistaking the long
black and white striped antennas of the Asian long-horned beetle,
Anoplophora glabripennis.

“Ohhh, shit,” he exclaimed quietly as he stared at the dead
bug. He stood and waved frantically at the crane operator as he
yelled into his radio. “Attention on deck. All hands. Stop what
you're doing! Nothing leaves this ship!” He switched to channel
nine, the internal channel used by his inspectors, and commanded
everyone to make sure nothing else was removed from the ship and
every container that had already been removed was sealed off and
secured. He reported his beetle find and asked for equipment
immediately.

The Asian long-horned beetle was responsible
for the destruction of tens of thousands of trees across New York
and New Jersey. The beetles had originally arrived in America via
wooden pallets used in shipping, and apparently there were more
hitchhikers aboard today. Posters of the beetles were inside
Wilson's office in the Customs House right next to pictures of
weapons and drug concealment methods. This was serious business.
Entire cityscapes had changed overnight as cities were forced to
cut down thousands of mature shade trees to avoid spreading the
insidious pests. The cost of the pests had already exceeded 100
million dollars in the US since 1996.

Inspector Wilson walked around the deck
until he found a container that had another bug crawling out of a
tiny crack near the door. He grabbed his radio and ordered a crew
member to his location with keys to the container lock. Several
minutes later, a sweaty Taiwanese sailor arrived and opened the
door for him, as several other inspectors arrived on the scene with
a hand-truck of tools and equipment. They opened a large light
fixture and flooded the container with Halogen. Though it was
morning, the containers were dark inside, hidden in shadow. The
light sent several more beetles running for cover.

“Hit it!” said Wilson to one of his men. His
coworker grabbed an insecticide fogger and popped the top, then
tossed it into the container where it rolled alongside and between
several large crates and boxes. It hissed as it filled the
container with poison gas, and the inspector sent a second one in
after it, then closed the doors.

“Nothing moves off this boat until we check
every box. Every wooden pallet is to be checked, and anything that
even hints of infestation is gassed and burned,” barked Wilson to
his crew. The sailor hustled off to find his captain, who would
not be happy.

They moved around the deck, finding two more
containers that were suspect, and subsequently delivered
insecticide bombs. They returned to the first one and Wilson
ordered it opened again and the contents removed right then and
there. The captain of the MV Ho Wong, another Taiwanese
named Li Chin, arrived as the inspectors were assisting a crewman
in removing large crates of furniture from the just-poisoned
container.

In barely discernible English, the captain
barked at the Inspectors. “What you doing? You destroy merchandise!
You no open here!”

Wilson turned to the captain and walked very
close to him so he towered over the small man. “You will stay out
of our way while we inspect this shipment. Your entire vessel is
quarantined for the presence of Anoplophora glabripennis.
This ship and its contents aren't going anywhere until we say so—you got it, Captain?” He practically spit the sentence at
him.

The captain ranted in Chinese and a nearby
sailor's face tightened into a worried expression as he watched his
captain just about have a stroke. Li Chin yelled something about
calling Taiwan and stomped off to the ship's tower.

Gulls bombed the water at their backs and
the shore bustled with activity. The briny scent of seaweed,
coupled with the lingering chemical odor from the fogger, was
almost overwhelming, and a few men coughed.

“Open it!” yelled Wilson as one of his men
appeared with a crowbar. The inspector crudely ripped open the
wooden crate, pulling out straw and packing material that had been
carefully put together in the Philippines some three weeks earlier.
A large wooden China cabinet was revealed as they pulled away the
packing material. Wilson ordered the furniture pulled out to the
main deck, something extreme, but finding these insects was
tantamount to discovering a box of cocaine or weapons.

The inspectors were walking around the
furniture looking for boring holes, when Wilson spotted something
funny in the back of the cabinet. He grabbed a crowbar and
violently shattered the back of a very expensive piece of furniture
that would now never see a showroom.

Instead of finding beetles, a small wooden
crate fell out of the back of the breakfront onto the deck and
broke open, spilling millions of dollars worth of diamonds all over
the feet of a very surprised Inspector Wilson.



CHAPTER
TWO







A quiet pub in Moscow






The young Russian entered the dark bar and
nodded a quiet “hello” to a few locals at the table nearest the
door. He walked slowly into the back, scanning table to table for
the man he was supposed to be meeting. He could hear his heart
pounding in his chest, which seemed to get louder with each step
deeper into the smoky pub. He was way out of his league this time,
and he knew it. It was one thing to hustle black market items and
stolen loot—it was another to try and sell something that might be
worth millions.

A middle-aged man at the last table in the
rear of the pub sat with his back against the bricks, smoking a
cigarette. He gave a chin nod to the nervous young Russian, who saw
him and walked to his table. The young thug sat down without
speaking, the two of them just looking at each other for a moment.
The older man spoke first.

“Did you bring it with you?”

“Yes,” he said quietly, his mouth suddenly
so dry that the “yes” came out sounding like a croak. “It's a
sample. He says he will have more soon. A better one. You bring the
money?”

The older man reached into his coat and took
out what looked like a brick wrapped in brown paper. He placed it
in front of the young Russian, close enough that his body shielded
the package from prying eyes. “You can count it later. It's all
there, I assure you.”

The young hustler looked around nervously
without even realizing he was doing it, and then pulled a small
envelope from his coat. He slid it across the table to the
stranger, the large green “Z” tattoo showing on the back of his
hand.

The stranger slid it into his pocket. “When
will you deliver the finished product?”

“I'm not sure. Getting that out of the lab
wasn't easy. Getting the rest out will be even harder. I'll contact
you when the doc gets it to me.” He shoved the brick of cash into
his coat, scanned the tables nearby, and then quickly got up and
walked out of the bar. The man at the table grinned as he watched
the punk move so fast that he practically knocked over chairs.



CHAPTER
THREE







Moscow






Vasili was beyond rage. He was a wild man,
throwing furniture and anything he could get his hands on around
his office. Once or twice, he slammed the same chair about, picking
it up and hurling it again and again. Because it was made of sturdy
materials, it didn't break. But a framed print on the wall did, the
glass raining down like tiny crystals. It might have been funny had
the situation not been so serious. Two men stood off to the side,
at the very edge of the Persian rug, clearly scared to death of
Vasili's anger.

“How in the hell did they find my container?
Can someone tell me how the hell they picked my container? Thousands of containers go through that
port every week.” He was breathless now, gasping between words.
Abruptly, he stopped tossing his office and slammed himself into
the sturdy chair. He pulled this up to his desk, which was still
intact. “I was assured it was the safest way into the US by
you idiots. Now someone had better tell me
how you lost my container.”

The two men stood perfectly still, barely
breathing and avoided eye contact.

“Don't just stand there, you idiots, start
talking. Explain to me how you lost a shipment that is worth more
money than this country has in its treasury? More importantly, tell
me how they knew where to look? Someone is talking, and there
aren't too many people who know anything, which means my list of
possible leaks is very small. You two are on the top of my list.
You arranged the cargo shipment, so tell me, Victor, what the hell
happened?”

Victor didn't move a muscle.

“Zagorv? Do you want to tell me what the
hell is going on?”

“Vasili, please,”
started Zagorv. “We were very careful. The boxes were in the middle
of a furniture shipment that was coming out of the Philippines
originally. There were five small crates, and each one had been
built inside of large wooden china cabinets. They were completely
hidden. Only the man who sealed the back of the wooden furniture
knew they were in there, and he was dead within a few minutes of
doing the job. No one could have known. Victor and I flew to the
Philippines personally, Vasili. We used a private charter. No one
other than us knew anything. After they were built into the
cabinets, we watched them get loaded into the container with the
other furniture. We watched the containers get sealed and
transported to the ship. It was in the middle of hundreds of
containers. How that one was picked out of all the cargo is just
bad luck.”

“Bad luck?” It was a poor choice of words
and Zagorv immediately wished he hadn't said it. “Bad luck?” Vasili was
screaming now and threw the phone across the office. The phone was
the last thing left on his desk, everything else having already
been destroyed or tossed. There were papers and cards, glass and
splintered pieces of wood spent in all directions. “You idiots
really have no idea, do you? That damn furniture you picked…how did
you pick it?"

“What do you mean, Boss?” asked Victor. “How
did we pick it? We did like you said—we found a manufacturer and
made up a story about being international importers.”

Vasili was practically climbing the walls.
“I told you fine furniture, you buffoons. I gave you lots of cash to
find high quality furniture. So what do you do? You find cheap crap
and what? Keep the change for yourselves?”

“It was nice furniture. We both picked it.
It was the nicest wood I had ever seen,” Zagorv said.

“It was nicer than the shit you have in your
apartment because you live like pigs. The furniture you picked was
loaded with bugs, you idiots. They picked
my container because it was out of the Philippines and because you
fools bought crap! They found some
tree-boring insect in that rot you bought and took my furniture
apart and found my crates. Do you have any idea of what you have
done? Forget the money you stole from me when you bought that load
of crap and kept the change—that was nothing. But those containers,
they were worth more money than you could ever dream of. And now
some very powerful people are very upset. They want blood. They may
want my blood. Let me promise both of you,
before they have mine, they will have yours. The only reason you
are not dead already is so you can explain this in person to
Bulovski.”

At that name, the men looked at each other
and then quickly back at Vasili.

“Vasili, please,” Zagorv said, “we have been
with you for ten years! Don't give us to The Butcher.”






* * *






Dr. Sergei Bulatov was in his flat, chain
smoking when the knock came to his door. Even though he had been
waiting for the man he knew simply as “Z”—an associate of a casual
friend, he still almost had a heart attack when the knock came. In
an instant, he had a million questions—was it The Butcher or his
men coming to kill him? Had this man Z double crossed him? Did he
get the money?

Sergei dropped his cigarette into the
ashtray and walked to the door. His legs weighed a thousand pounds
each. He looked through the peep hole and saw Z in the hallway. He
appeared to be alone, and Sergei opened the door and let him in
quickly, locking the door behind him. The young gangster walked to
Sergei's table and picked up Sergei's cigarette without asking. He
inhaled deeply and turned to Sergei. “You have vodka?”

“Was he there? Did
you get the money?” It was hard to tell who was more shaken up.

“Yes! Do you have
vodka or not?”

Sergei went to a cabinet and pulled out a
bottle and two glasses. He walked back to the small kitchen table
and sat in the remaining chair, putting the bottle and glasses
between them. Z opened the bottle immediately and began pouring. As
soon as he finished pouring, he raised his glass to Sergei and
threw it back. Sergei did the same. Z opened his black leather coat
and pulled out the package of brown paper, the green “Z” tattoo
showing prominently on the back of his hand. He tore it open and
the two of them pulled out the cash. Sergei watched in silence as Z
counted out fifty thousand US dollars.

“How can we be sure they're not
counterfeit?” asked Sergei, his hands shaking as he lit another
cigarette.

Z poured another round of vodka. “These guys
want the big score, not the sample. They'll pay, believe me.”

“And you told them
they can't show this around here in Russia, right?”

“Are you going to keep telling me the same
shit over and over, Doc?”

Sergei leaned closer to the gangster he
hardly knew and sneered at him. “You listen to me—if that thin-film
gets sold here in Russia, we're both dead!
You hear me? Dead!”

“Relax!” Z snapped
back, trying to sound like the cool one, but he was also sweating
and full of adrenaline. “These guys are big time. They understand the deal. This guy wasn't
Russian, anyway.”

“What are they?”

“I don't know. You don't ask questions, you
know?”

Sergei drank his vodka and poured another.
He sat and looked at the money. Z saw him looking and pulled off
one of the hundreds. “Look! It's genuine, okay? Stop worrying.
These guys paid fifty thousand cash for some fucking samples! When
you get them the finished product, we'll both be multimillionaires
living in Kiev with a hundred beautiful women bringing us our
drinks.”

Sergei poured them both another round.

Z drank his vodka and hesitated, then asked
Sergei the question he had been wondering about all night. “So how
long until it's finished? When can I get them the finished
computer?”

“Soon, Z. Soon…”



CHAPTER
FOUR







Alexandria, Virginia






Two well-dressed, middle-aged men walked
into the jewelry store and asked for the owner by name. It was the
middle of the afternoon and there were no customers. The interior
was nice—modern but not too fancy. The well-dressed men appeared to
be in their fifties and were extremely fit looking. One was
Caucasian, with graying temples and a ruddy complexion. He looked
like a retired boxer, with a slightly flattened nose and the type
of scarring over his eyes a man gets after receiving his share of
left jabs over the years. The other, an African American, kept his
head clean shaven and looked hard as a rock. He was extremely dark
skinned, and his hands looked like anvils. When Mike Sparks
introduced himself, the two men flipped FBI badges and credentials,
along with their business cards. Mike's first thought was
armed robbery,
and the badges and credentials were all part of some elaborate
plan. He only half heard them introduce themselves. Instead, he was
eyeing the panic button behind the showcase. He was having one of
those slow-motion moments that he hadn't experienced in many
years.

“Excuse me for just a moment,” Mike said. He
leaned over so he could see past them to his manager, and casually
said, “Phil, that ring you asked me about before was two ten.”

Two ten was the in store code word for
trouble. It meant “keep two eyes on ten fingers” and usually
referred to potential shoplifters. In this case, he obviously meant
the two men in front of him.

Phil said, “Thanks” and headed for a panic
button on the other side of the store.

Mike was sixty-two years old, but fit and
trim in his Italian suit. While his hair was starting to sprinkle
salt into the pepper, he still had thick tresses that were always
perfect. He was the owner of a fine jewelry store, and he looked
the part. Hugs with female customers had been known to end with one
of them saying, “You smell so good!”

While Phil repositioned himself, Mike went
back to speaking to the two men. “I'm sorry,” he said. “How can I
help you?”

The two men, not oblivious to what had just
transpired with the manager, tried to reassure him.

“Mr. Sparks,” said the white agent, “we're
sorry to barge in without calling first. Events occurred recently,
which require professional services that you may be able to
provide. If you have a few minutes, perhaps we could speak to you
in private?”

As the man spoke, Mike's mind raced. He was
only half sure these men were, in fact, FBI agents. Having been in
the jewelry business all his adult life, he was keen to the
security issues of his trade. His jewelry store had, at any given
time, over two million dollars in inventory. Badges or not, he
trusted no one until he knew them. He turned back to Phil, who was
now on the other side of the store behind the two men, his hand
near a small black button under the showcase.

“Phil, I'll be a few minutes with these
gentlemen in the Diamond Room.”

The Diamond Room was an office at the front
of the store that was predominantly glass with a full gemological
laboratory inside. It had doors for the public on one side of the
showcases and access for staff on the other. Mike pointed to the
public access door and began walking in that direction. “Why don't
we have a seat in here where we'll have privacy?” (Privacy, in full
view of his staff, he thought to himself.) While the Diamond Room
offered privacy for conversation, being mostly glass, he felt safe
even though he didn't know the two self-proclaimed agents.

The two agents entered the room and sat on
the customer's side of the desk. Mike sat on the other. The room
was very bright with diamond grading lights overhead, and his desk
was cramped with a microscope, refractometer, polariscope,
spectroscope, and various other pieces of equipment. When they were
all seated, the white agent, who had introduced himself as William
Hollahan, began—Mike noted it was William, not Bill. Hollahan was
about six foot and a little shy of 200 pounds. He had a typical cop
bad haircut, which was one of the reasons Mike half-believed they
were agents.

“Mr. Sparks,” he began, “we appreciate your
taking time with us this morning. Before we can have this
discussion, there is a matter of confidentiality we need to discuss
with you. We are in the midst of a large-scale investigation that
does have some elements that could benefit from your expertise.
However, we cannot discuss anything with you until we take care of
some formalities.” He reached into his jacket and produced a single
sheet of paper with an FBI letterhead. “This is a standard
confidentiality agreement. It simply states that anything we
discuss is strictly confidential. Any breach of this
confidentiality could result in prosecution against you. I hate to
start a conversation like this with anyone, and we do need your help. However, given certain
circumstances that may be clearer to you later, confidentiality is
mission critical. If you feel that you cannot sign this document,
we will simply leave and not bother you again, sir.”

Mike was silent and surprised. A minute ago,
he doubted they were for real, and now he sat wondering what the
hell was going on. He had seen movies and read books about FBI
investigations, but had never heard about them using the public for
work on live investigations.

“I have to tell you, gentlemen,” began Mike,
“ten seconds ago I thought you were here to rob me. Now I believe
you that you're FBI, but I still have no idea how I can help you.
I'm a gemologist, a jeweler and a retailer—not a cop.”

“You used to do a little more than sell
jewelry, Mr. Sparks,” said the black agent. With that, he stood up
and removed his jacket. Sitting back down, he unbuttoned and rolled
up his left shirtsleeve. On his muscular upper forearm was a very
large skull wearing a green beret, a sword going through the top
and out the bottom. Underneath was merely '68-71.'

Sparks slumped back in his chair without
realizing it. His days in Vietnam with the Green Berets were over
thirty years and one hundred lifetimes ago. His mind was racing. He
never spoke about his time in the service, except with other men
from his unit at reunions, and they were few and far between these
days. He squinted and tried to look through the agent's eyeballs
and into his brain.

“Man oh man…” was the only thing Mike could
muster up.

“Mr. Sparks, you're a war hero. Your country
needs you again. Give us a hand here, man,” started William.

“Excuse me?” said Mike, obviously rattled.
He opened his mouth to speak but was cut off by Hollahan.

“A Silver Star, two Bronze Stars, two Purple
Hearts…”

Now it was Mike's turn to cut him off. “What? You got an
FBI file on me? This is bullshit. You said
you needed my help with something and now you start reciting my
service record from thirty years ago? You certainly
aren't winning my heart and mind, mister.”He turned to the black
Fed with the tattoo. “And you should know
better.”

That agent with the tattoo put both hands up
and closed his eyes, quietly asking for a moment to speak. Sparks
folded his arms and sat back again.

“Look man, I apologize,” said the large vet.
“Let's start over for a sec. First off, my name is Robert Still. My
friends call me Bob, which makes me B.
Still, kind of a bad joke, but that's me.
We did not run a full investigation on
you, Mr. Sparks. We merely like to know with whom we are speaking.
We're talking about national security here and this is serious
business. I hope you understand. Furthermore, your record is quite
impressive and frankly, puts us more at ease bringing you in on
this, if in fact, you decide to help. I
figured looking at your record we weren't more than thirty clicks
from each other in April of '70 when we were getting shot at. My
first purple heart was two days after your second, how's that for
coincidence?”

Sparks relaxed only slightly. “Look, I know
you want my help, and if I could do something to help the Feds, I
really would. But I have a business to run. I have kids and
grandkids to take care of, and the idea of getting shot at is not
cool anymore. I was twenty-one and stupid. I outlived being stupid;
let me work on trying to retire alive. If you tell me what the
whole thing is about, I'll consider it, but I need to know what the
deal is before I enlist this time
around.”

Hollahan was still holding the sheet of
paper. “Sir, if you will just sign this, I can explain more, but
you do need to sign this first. It doesn't
mean you're enlisting, merely that we can discuss this
investigation with you. You may still invite us to leave
afterwards, and that would end your involvement.”

Mike looked at Bob, unconsciously at the
tattoo that was still exposed, and then grabbed the piece of paper.
He read the short statement quickly, scribbled his name, and handed
it to Hollahan. Then he sat back and refolded his arms. His body
language said get out, but he was all ears.

Hollahan slowly folded the sheet into thirds
as he chose his words.

“Thank you, Mr. Sparks,” he began. “Just to
be official, do you understand what I've just explained to you and
what you've just signed? That means no conversations about any of
this to anyone, including your wife or best friends. Leaks about
this part of the investigation would be traced to you, and you'd be
prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.”

“Yeah, go on.”

“Very well. We're going to show you some
gems. What we'd like from you is every bit of information you can
give us. And I mean every detail. We understand that we might not
understand every technical piece of information you give us, so
we're counting on you to explain that to us in laymen's terms as
best you can. Of course, you'll be compensated for your time and,
quite frankly, your consulting fees are totally up to you.”

Sparks looked at both agents. Now his
curiosity was piqued. He liked gemological work. He found the
science part intriguing, and he loved looking at interesting
gems.

“Lay it on me, fellas.”

Hollahan reached into his jacket pocket and
pulled out a large parcel paper. It was similar to the parcel
papers Mike used in the diamond industry, except that it was
stamped Evidence in red ink and had red
serial numbers all over it. It was also oversized, the type of
papers used at the larger diamond cutting houses, and not typically
used in a jewelry store where stones were shown one at a time.
Hollahan handed the parcel to Mike.

Mike looked at both agents, then at the
paper. He wasn't trying to be dramatic, but he knew opening the
paper would be similar to being dropped into the jungle by
helicopter. This was not a usual day at the office. He carefully
opened the paper and was aware of his eyebrows trying to reach the
top of his head. It was as if a light bulb was inside the paper. As
he looked at the open parcel, the brilliance was dazzling.

“Russian goods?” was the first thing out of
his mouth.

“Mr. Sparks, I'm afraid we cannot give you
country of origin. Other than telling you that you have two hundred
and twenty carats, I cannot give you any information.”

“Okay, no big deal,” said Mike. “This isn't
a huge secret or anything. In the trade, diamonds that look like
this are commonly referred to as Russian goods.”

“You said that look
like this. What
does that mean?” asked Bob.

“Well, when stones are top color, D-E-F
color—colorless and very high cutting quality, we refer to them as
Russian goods. It doesn't necessarily mean they came from Russia,
but back in the eighties when Siberia began producing some of this
high quality rough, they began machine cutting it in-country. When
it first hit the world market, people were in awe. The goods are
very transparent, very high color like I said. Other parts of the
world also produce high quality goods like this, but usually not as
consistently. Let's see what they look like under the scope.”

Sparks picked up a round stone that weighed
about two carats with a pair of tweezers. He looked at it with his
naked eye first and had a quizzical expression on his face. He
quietly gave a grunt to himself and put it under the scope. The two
agents sat quietly. Their expressions never changed and they hardly
moved. Everyone jumped at once when the intercom phone rang in the
diamond room. Sparks smiled at everyone's tension and put the
diamond down to answer the phone. It was Phil. He quietly asked if
everything was okay, or if he should make a call. Sparks smiled
again. In all the intrigue of the past twenty minutes, he had
forgotten that he had placed Phil on alert.

“No problem, Phil. Thank you for being on
the ball, but we're fine. I'll probably be a while. If I need you,
I'll call; otherwise, hold my calls, okay?”

“Sure, Boss,” was all he had time to say
before the line went quiet..

Mike sat and stared at the diamond he had
put down. He said nothing, just stared at it. He picked up another
stone and put it under the scope, and then a third. He looked
perplexed but didn't speak. Finally, he asked, “Are there more like
this?”

Hollahan leaned over and whispered quietly
to Bob, who then answered. “We're limited as to what we can tell
you, but as it may be pertinent information, yes. There are a
lot more actually.”

“What's a lot?” asked Sparks.

Bob looked at Hollahan. “How about a
shitload?” was his answer. He looked back at Hollahan and added,
“Over five thousand carats. The smallest stones are the ones you
have in that parcel. The biggest are, well, a lot bigger.”

Sparks shook his head and started rubbing
his chin.

He picked up another stone and put it back
under the scope.

“Fellas, I may have to ask you to leave
these with me. I may need additional lab help on this. I'm good at
what I do, but there are some things that are beyond my equipment.
GIA has the most sophisticated lab in the world. I'd like to send
some samples to them to get their opinion on some questions I
have.”

“Out of the question, Mike,” Hollahan said.
It was the first time either agent had used his first name. “We
know all about the Gemological Institute of America and considered
speaking to them prior to staying local. No good. They see
something new, let's say, and the whole world is gonna know about
it. Tell us what you're thinking right now.”

Sparks scratched his head. “I hesitate
saying anything because I need a lot more work on this. What I can
tell you is that anytime I look under a microscope and something
doesn't look quite right to me, it's because something isn't quite right. I've been doing this for a long
time and my hunches are always right. When there's as much money
riding on your decision-making as there is in this industry, you
better trust your instincts. I am not sure what the hell I'm
looking at, but I know these ain't no
Russian goods. Not only weren't these out of the ground in
Russia, I'm not sure these were ever in
the ground anywhere.”

“What are you saying?” asked Bob.

“Look guys, synthetic diamonds are nothing
new. GE and Sumitomo have been making synthetic diamonds for years.
But those stones were typically very yellow. These days, with
high-temperature, high-pressure treatments, what we call HTHP, you
can change a diamond's actual color. It's always been extremely
expensive and very inconsistent. You never really know what kind of
color you're going to get. Also, the cost of the synthetics makes
it impractical for jewelry use. You could almost buy a real one for
the cost of a synthetic that doesn't even look as good. But
these? These are outstanding. They are colorless material, meaning
D-E-F color. That's the best there is. Also, they're extremely
clean. So far, the stones I've seen look flawless. Don't take that
lightly, either. I see a couple of flawless stones a year, and
that's only flawless to ten power magnification. I had these up to
forty-five power and still couldn't find anything. That's almost unheard of. I've certainly
never heard of a parcel this big all
looking like that. If I had seen one stone, I might not have caught
it at all, but when you see a parcel like this, you gotta
wonder.”

Mike rolled a diamond between his thumb and
index finger, admiring its beauty. He looked back up at the agents.
“So, here I am looking at a parcel of the most amazing stones I
have ever seen in my life, and you're telling me you have five
thousand carats of the stuff. You have no
idea what this means to the diamond industry.”

“Actually, I said we had over five thousand carats; what I referred to as a
shitload, I believe. The number is significantly larger.”

“Holy Christ, how much larger?” asked
Sparks.

“I'd rather not say yet. Let's just say
you're looking at a very small sample. There are also some rough
crystals.”

“Do you have any of the rough crystals with
you?” asked Sparks.

Hollahan motioned for Bob to give him
something, so Bob reached into his back pocket and pulled out a
Ziploc bag. He dumped out a perfect octahedron-shaped crystal that
weighed at least twenty carats.

Bob smiled. “It was getting hard to 'B.
Still' with that thing jabbin' my ass,” he said.

Sparks' head was spinning. The rough crystal
was as perfect looking as the polished material. “Fellas, let me
try and keep this simple. I'm not going to explain the whole
cutting process, but let's just say that this is what every diamond
crystal wants to be when it grows up. A cutter always wants a
perfect octahedron when he's cutting round stones like what you
showed me. It saves the most rough—makes the finished goods cost
him less. I have never seen anything like this in my life. The
crystal here is a model out of a textbook—they never actually look
this perfect when they come out of the ground. But like I said, I
don't think they came out of the ground.”

“Well, we don't either,” said Hollahan.

Mike stared at the diamond, and then made a
face and changed gears. “Let me ask you something, I'm not a big
operation. And my ego is not so big to assume you picked me because
I'm the smartest gemologist in the country. So how did you end up
picking me to help you with this?”

For the first time that morning Hollahan
started laughing out loud.

“You appraised some jewelry for my wife a
few years back after her mom passed away. She kept telling me how
smart you were, how nice you were, blah, blah, blah… When this came
up, you were the first person I thought of. When we checked you out
and saw your service record, you were a lock. Bob and I both did
more than one tour; although I was smart enough to stay out of the
jungle, unlike you two crazy sumbitches. Bob here has a record like
you. He thought he was John Wayne, too.”
He was still smiling.

Bob was still stone faced, then looked at
Mike. “Long time ago, amigo.” He half said it to himself, but he
stuck out his fist and Sparks gently pounded his fist on top. Bob
returned the pound and a quick sideways slap front and back. They
both smiled and were twenty-one year olds again for a split
second.

“I didn't exactly volunteer,” said Mike.

Bob's expression went serious, and he leaned
closer to Mike. “Willy-Boy here was serious about the loose-lips
deal. These people ain't choirboys. Pretend you're back in the
A-Shaw while you work on this. This is a lot of money and these people don't screw around. You
don't talk about this to your wife, your preacher, nobody.”

It was interesting how the demeanor in the
little room had changed the minute they were all Vietnam vets.
There was a comfortable familiarity shared by all comrades in arms.
There was trust that they had each other's backs again, faith that
most civilians would never understand. Mike couldn't help feeling
gung-ho again at the thought of having a mission beyond large sales
figures.

"I'm cool,” he said. “Just don't leave me
hanging in the breeze. I don't expect top-secret clearance or
anything, but anything that can help me will help me help
you, understand?”

“Look,” Hollahan said, “we've already laid a
lot on you for one day. I can't leave any of this stuff with you.
If you need a few more minutes to look it over, go ahead—but no
notes. Keep it in your head or give us the notes. Nothing stays
here in this store or anywhere else outside the bureau.”

Mike thought for a second. “I'm not sure
what else I can tell you right now. I have more or less confirmed,
as best I can, what you already apparently suspected, that these
are synthetic. Without a high-tech lab, this is probably as far as
I can go.”

Hollahan stood up. “Okay. That'll be all for
today, Mike. We really appreciate your help on this.” He produced
his business card. He had written his cell phone number in pen. “My
cell is the best place to catch me these days. My phone is secure
but yours isn't, so if you call, you merely say you'd like to meet
and we'll pop in. No information over the phone, okay?”

Bob also stood up and extended his hand.
“Thanks, Mike, we'll be in touch I'm sure. If you think of
anything, give us a ring.”

With that, they were gone. Mike sat a long
time at his desk until finally Phil stuck his head in the
office.

“Everything okay, Boss?” he asked.

Mike was looking a little frazzled, but he
took a deep breath and said, “Yeah” quietly. Phil took the hint and
left him alone.

Thousands of carats of perfect, colorless
and undetectable synthetic diamonds hitting the industry at once? A
multibillion dollar industry could have serious problems. In the
past, every new diamond simulant threatened to destroy the diamond
industry. However, people always wanted the real thing, so the
simulants never affected the market. But what if the synthetics
were introduced into the market secretly? What if even a trained
gemologist couldn't tell the real thing from the synthetic? Who
would spend ten thousand dollars for a diamond if it might be a
cheap imitation? For a man who had spent the last two decades
building a business buying and selling diamonds, this was very
alarming.

Moreover, what would happen to world
economies that counted on revenues from diamond production? Mike
Sparks had been in the trade for a long time and had many friends
who were diamond dealers. He was dying to make some phone calls,
ask some questions; but whom could he call? He was sworn to
secrecy. Yet he also said he would help. How could he help without
research, and how could he research without speaking to people? His
head was starting to ache. He walked quickly out of the diamond
room and spoke to Phil.

“Phil, I'm taking off early today. Something
came up. You lock up and I'll see you in the morning.” Phil was the
manager and a key holder, so it wasn't unusual for him to lock up
when the boss had a day off. It was
unusual for Mike to take off midday without planning it ahead of
time, however, and he was visibly shaken following his meeting with
the two gentlemen who had come in earlier.

“Okay, Mike,” he said. He was going to ask
him what was going on and decided against it.

As Mike pulled away from the curb, Phil
didn't notice the brown Dodge that pulled out behind him.






* * *






Z's contact walked to the central train
station in Moscow and sat on a bench under the large sign that read
“Track 5.” A pretty young woman sat next to him and placed her
purse between them, then put a small valise on the ground near
their feet. She opened an oversized fashion magazine and waited for
her train. The man from the bar slipped the thin-films into her
purse and crossed his legs casually. A few moments later, the train
pulled in front of them, and a crowd began moving in and out of the
packed cars. She picked up her purse and boarded the train for the
airport, and the man picked up the valise she had left near his
feet containing his cash. The transaction had taken less than five
minutes. Within twenty-four hours, the thin-films would be at the
Naval Research Facility in the United States.



CHAPTER
FIVE







The Butcher






The Butcher, as Ivan Bulovski was better
known in the dark circles in which he traveled, was an evil person.
Standing over six feet two inches tall, and weighing over 250
pounds, he was a bear of a man whose size and dark glaring eyes
with bushy black eyebrows matched his intimidating reputation. The
mere mention of the name Bulovski sent chills down the spine of
anyone who knew his reputation. No one, not even in the highest
levels of government, was safe from the reach of The Butcher.
Nothing moved in and out of Moscow without Bulovski getting his
percentage. His percentage ranged from ten percent if it had
nothing at all to do with his business, to as high as seventy
percent if he was directly involved. Direct involvement usually
meant weapons smuggling, aerospace technologies, aircrafts and
parts, chemicals, drugs, automobiles, and stolen merchandise from
all over the former Soviet Union.

In this particular
case, Bulovski's percentage was 100 percent, as this was his
personal project, less some pittance expenses to Vasili and his
crew for arranging the shipment. Vasili had worked with Bulovski
for almost twenty years, back when the Soviet Union was still the
Soviet Union and not the wild west of organized crime. Back in
those days, Russian Mafioso had to be more invisible. If they
needed to bribe an official here or there, it was done carefully,
as officials still had all the power, and a trip to Siberia for the
next fifty years was not unheard of if you stepped on the wrong
minister's toes. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, criminals
like Bulovski had become the real power brokers of the country.

Since they were the only ones with huge
amounts of cash and all types of merchandise, it was easy for them
to fill the power vacuum left by government officials. Within a few
years after the collapse, men like The Butcher had small armies of
goons, as well as small armies of accountants to help keep track of
their billions of dollars. (That's billions with a B.) What
Bulovski also had, more recently, were teams of scientists who had
been out of work for several years. Once proud scholars who had
been nuclear physicists a few years before were happy to be bagging
groceries if they could find a job. With men like Bulovski paying
more than the Kremlin ever paid, it was not hard to put great minds
together. Under Bulovski, most of them were now working in labs
better equipped than the ones they had worked in even under the
best of times in the former Soviet Union.

Most of these men had no desire to produce
weapons of mass destruction for money hungry maniacs; that was not
why they had been hired. Weapons, even nuclear or chemical weapons,
were already available all over the former Soviet Union. There was
simply no need to reinvent the wheel. Those items were available to
the highest bidder. What Bulovski's teams had been working on was
nothing so malevolent. He had hired his teams to figure out a way
to make supercomputers. While the idea of producing a legitimate
business product was against everything Bulovski believed in prior,
it did match his primary objective: to amass the most money the
world had ever seen. In Russia—in all places really—money like that
meant being a king. A man in Russia especially, worth billions of
dollars, could buy anything or anyone he wanted, and, just as
easily make other people disappear. For a man raised in a communist
country, Bulovski was the world's largest capitalist, even if he
was also the world's largest criminal. As long as a profit could be
made, the product being bought or sold was irrelevant.

Bulovski's goal of supercomputers began with
the hijacking of computers back in the late 1980s when personal
computers were unheard of in the Soviet Union. When his goons were
randomly hijacking containers off of cargo ships, they had
accidentally stumbled across a shipment of IBM PCs. This began a
fascination for The Butcher that most of his crew didn't realize.
He never sold the PCs, though they would have been worth big money
at the time. Instead, he modernized his operation and ran a
state-of-the-art accounting and tracking system. At a time when
people stood in line for hours for a chance to buy an orange in
Moscow, Bulovski was electronically tracking his shipments of
oranges in from Europe and the Middle East. Back then, he was
selling them to Kremlin officials who didn't care where they came
from, or from whom, as long as they could get them. The same
applied to American cigarettes, coffee, and just about any other
consumable good.

Some years later, when Bulovski's operation
was larger, he began hiring computer technicians to improve his
system. It became somewhat of a pet project for him, always trying
to keep up with what he was reading about in American computing
magazines. By the year 2000, the World Wide Web was accessible to
him, and he was constantly reading about newer technologies. While
he himself was not a technical person and couldn't understand much
of what he read, he got the gist of what was happening in the
world's computer industry. It was all about speed and memory size.
Everyone was always looking to make larger and faster computers.
The problem seemed to be heat generation and the need for
superconductors. While he couldn't follow the technical aspects of
all he read, he surrounded himself with people who could. Within a
few months, he had a network of computers around Russia and Eastern
Europe that could speak to each other, totally encrypted, and
monitor his activities all over the globe.

The Butcher was a man who demanded power,
thirsted for it, and could never have enough of it. In the computer
industry, changes and improvements happened so fast; it was almost
impossible to keep up. This caused an addiction for The Butcher. He
constantly sought to have the most modern, most powerful, most
expensive, and most impressive machines. Like handguns provide
street punks with phallic power, Bulovski's computers served the
same purpose. He had to be the most powerful man in Russia, and
this simply meant having an army of the most powerful
state-of-the-art computers.

Because he had some of the finest minds in
Russia working for him, he discussed supercomputers with them on a
regular basis. When the concept of synthetic diamonds (specifically
type II-B conductive types) had first been broached, Bulovski
wasted no time in purchasing a multi-million dollar high pressure,
high temperature kiln from Siberia where early experiments had
taken place to create diamond thin-films for the space industry.
For the first time in years, his teams of scientists were thrilled
to be working. It was exciting work for them, even if they couldn't
discuss it with anyone outside their group. The secrecy was nothing
new; years of working for the Kremlin had made keeping their mouths
shut a job requirement. This was something new, however. Besides
the huge cash bonuses they had been promised, it was also
challenging cutting-edge experimentation. Most of the scientists
had felt underutilized for years. For a chance to have a challenge
and get paid well for it, they were willing to work long hours and
never complain. They also had access to whatever they needed in the
way of materials, which was also unheard of in the old Soviet
Union.

Back then, requests for materials took
months, often shutting down research while they waited for
equipment. Under The Butcher, they had whatever they needed,
usually within days. They never asked how or where it came from.
They were merely happy to have it.
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