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For Mich and Mez






They fought last year by the upper valley of Son-Kan,

This year by the high ranges of the Leek Mountains,

They are still fighting… fighting!

They wash their swords and armor in the cold waves of

The Tiao-Chih Sea;

Their horses, turning loose over the Tien Mountains,

Seek the meagre grasses in the white snow.

—Li Po, “The Long War”








PROLOGUE

Fate came looking for Jimmy Angel on an August morning on the shore of a little bay a mile above the Arctic Circle. In Canada they call that region the Barrens, a treeless landscape of water and rock and bushes already turning scarlet. In the Barrens in August, winter was in the air. The frost on the tent glistened in the early light. Jimmy stood with his eyes closed and his face tilted up, his lumpy, grizzled features arranged into a grin so broad it could only have been put there by the fusion of two ideas: Jimmy and a large sum of money.

He tossed back the dregs of his coffee and took a bite out of a twelve-inch salami sub with Swiss, olives, peppers, dill pickles, and honey-mustard dressing. Smell-wise, it packed a punch undelivered by any other food likely to be found between Jimmy and the city of Yellowknife, where he’d bought it two days before. A sub has a pretty good shelf life in the Arctic, as long as you leave out things like lettuce and tomato, which Jimmy hated and would have left out anyway. He had twelve subs—a three-day supply. After that it would be freeze-dried meals like chicken à la king and beef stroganoff that he would boil on his camp stove. When cooked, they looked like wads of newsprint, and that was what they tasted like. Anyway, this is academic, because it wasn’t Jimmy who was going to eat the rest of the subs or the freeze-dried chicken à la king.

A breeze ruffled the bay. Jimmy’s floatplane creaked against the lines that tethered it to the stony beach, and wavelets slapped the pontoons. In his head Jimmy was writing the press release that would send his share price skyrocketing. He tossed back the last piece of sub. All that now remained of the sandwich was the swarm of gaseous molecules saturated with its scent that swept up the gravel slope behind the tent and spread downwind. In a single cubic centimeter of air there were twenty-seven trillion trillion molecules to smell. To the right nose, a lot of information.

Jimmy strolled around the site, admiring his handiwork—the grid of squares marked by twine, pegged out in a professional way. The ground had been scraped clean of surface minerals. Mostly clean. Here and there a few grains winked in the sunlight like tiny gems. Jimmy crouched by the grid and fingered them lovingly. Ilmenites as black as coal, and the brilliant emerald green of chrome diopsides. Best of all, the garnets. Some of them bloodred. Others a scarlet that edged toward orange. And most tantalizing, most irresistible—those that throbbed with a deep-purple pulse.



Eight miles downwind, the bear was snuffling among the Saskatoon berries when the first molecules of salami sub arrived. Eight miles is not far for a bear. A bear can pick up a scent twenty miles away. It can smell seven times better than a bloodhound—and a bloodhound can smell three hundred times better than a person. A bear is really a smelling machine that eats. The part of a bear’s brain that manages the sense of smell is five times larger than the same area in a human brain, even though the bear has a much smaller brain. The sensing surfaces inside a bear’s nose are hundreds of times greater in area than those in a human nose. So never mind the Saskatoon berries and never mind the stinking bits of scale and bone that clung to his fur from a dead fish he’d found on the side of a stream. Those salami molecules sailed in loud and clear. They hit the bear’s nose like a freight train. His big shaggy head went up with a jerk, and he made the bear noise that translates as: whoa!

And then that bear went loping out of the bushes on a beeline for Jimmy’s camp. A grizzly bear. Ursus horribilis.



Jimmy sat down on a boulder and began to fill out a series of plastic sampling tags. The tags would be affixed to the sampling bags that were already loaded in the plane. Jimmy took pleasure in the task, checking the GPS coordinates and inking them onto a tag with his Edding field pen. He had beautiful lettering. His mapping instructor at the Colorado School of Mines had been a scrupulous calligrapher, and Jimmy’s charts were works of art. He was neat in everything he did, and his sampling sites were meticulous. Where he did sometimes nudge things out of kilter was in the way he disclosed information to the stock market. He would include this data, but not that. Whether this made him a felon or not, people could argue. Had argued. That’s not to say Jimmy deserved the bear.



They are not pretty things, bears, unless your personal aesthetic relies entirely on regard for function. In that case, sure. Bears are more efficient than they look. They get where they have to get, and you’d be surprised how fast. A loping grizzly bear looks like an animal wearing an animal suit that’s a size too big. They look like they will trip on their own skin. However, they don’t.

The last obstacle between the bear and Jimmy was an esker, a kind of gravel ridge. The bear hit the side of the esker and tried to gallop up. The esker got steeper toward the top. The bear dug in, spewed loose gravel out behind it, and then just slid backward down the slope on its ass. Without even stopping for a second to have a think, it flung itself back at the hill and went pounding up again, except this time madder.



Jimmy tucked the sampling tags into the pocket of his shirt. The wind was starting to gust, so he carefully buttoned the pocket flap. He strolled back to the tent for a last look around, checking inside to make sure everything was in order. It was. He went back outside for a last good look at the site.

It was perfect. No two ways about it. Jimmy put his hands in his pockets and pressed his top teeth against his lower lip, rocking back and forth on his heels with a feeling of deep satisfaction. He walked one way and then the other, studying the shore. The cove where the plane was moored and where Jimmy had his camp was called Clip Bay. Its shoreline formed a perfect arc that looked as if it had been clipped out of the side of a circle. Another thing that attracted Jimmy—the drop. The water didn’t shoal away gradually. It plunged straight down. There was the shore, ringed by a narrow band of shallow turquoise water, then black. An inky impenetrable depth. Jimmy knew what had caused that shape, and that knowledge was going to help make him very rich. Such were Jimmy’s thoughts when a ticking sound—the sound of pebbles and larger stones colliding—made him turn around.

The bear was already halfway off the esker, storming down the steep side in a cloud of dust and gravel. “Fuck,” said Jimmy. “Fuck fuck fuck!” And he ran for the plane. There was a loaded pistol in the cockpit, clipped under his seat. A pistol doesn’t sound like much, but it was a Ruger Redhawk. A .357 slug in the face will take the sparkle out of even a grizzly’s day.

The straightest route from where Jimmy was standing to the plane lay through the pegged-out grid with its mesh of sturdy twine. Understandably, he forgot it was there. He galloped into it, caught his boot on a line, and sprawled headlong onto the hard ground.

He flailed at the tangle of cords that ensnared his arms and legs, finally yanking the whole grid out of the ground. He hobbled to the plane, trailing a line of stakes, and scrambled onto a pontoon. A single metal step like the rung of a ladder was fixed to the fuselage below the door. Jimmy got a foot on the step and yanked the door open. He was reaching in for the pistol when something struck the side of his foot and made a loud metallic bang as it hit the rung. Jimmy’s boot flew from its foothold. He was hanging from the door, trying to hoist himself in, when the bear arrived.

The grizzly hurtled off the beach, smashed into Jimmy, took off the airplane door with a swipe of rage, and cannoned into the water—Jimmy and the bear all mixed up together. The bear thrashed at the water and dislocated Jimmy’s shoulder with a blow that opened a gash down to his elbow. With his good arm, Jimmy flailed at the water and managed to flounder away. The bear swam to shore and hauled himself out. It stood roaring at Jimmy, rocking from side to side. It shook its head wildly and smacked a paw on the end of a pontoon, tearing the metal with his claws. Gasping, Jimmy made it to the far end of the pontoon. He looped his good arm over it and looked at his wound. The bear’s claw had sliced the leather of his jacket as neatly as a sword cut. Blood leaked into the water. A pink cloud curled against the silver metal.

Then the bear recaptured the scent of the salami. It lost interest in Jimmy and went roaring into the tent. The tent collapsed, and the grizzly got tangled in the canvas. In a demented rage it reduced the tent to shreds. Five minutes later the bear was lying on its stomach in the ruined camp with the smashed food locker clasped in its massive paws and bits of olive in its fur. Its big red tongue raked around in the splintered plastic for pieces of salami.

Jimmy was still in the water.

The temperature of lakes in the Barrens is never far above freezing. Jimmy got cold fast. When a human body loses heat faster than it can replace it, hypothermia sets in. As body temperature drops, the nervous system and the heart fail. Unless you get out of the water fast, you lose consciousness. At the temperature in the lake, Jimmy had about fifteen minutes before blacking out. But although the bear roared on the beach for only five minutes before it headed to the tent, Jimmy couldn’t pull himself onto the pontoon. The first thing the cold takes is not consciousness but coordination. In that water, Jimmy had three minutes before he would lose the ability to control his limbs, and those three minutes were almost gone.

A ribbon of blood wound through the shallow water by the shore. Jimmy noticed how beautiful it was. He would have liked to slide into the curling stream of color. Then he thought of his daughter. He fixed her image in his mind and stretched his good arm along the pontoon. With the last of his strength he dragged his body half out of the water. The stones and gravel were warming in the sun. He laid his head against them. He tried to push away the shadows gathering in his mind. To keep his daughter there. Had he told her about the garnets?

The bear roared, followed a split second later by a sharp report. Jimmy tried to turn his head to see. His chin dug into the gravel, and he couldn’t move it. He listened for the bear. Instead he heard the crunch of footsteps.
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A dirty wind came off the river. I turned my back to shelter the flimsy pages. They had the usual heading. Department of the Treasury: Financial Crimes Enforcement Network—FinCEN. A line of red type warned that it was a federal crime to read the document without authorization.

In a few terse paragraphs, the document described Jimmy Angel’s life as the government saw it.

Born 1952, Fort Collins, Colorado. Geology degree, Colorado School of Mines. PhD, University of Utah. Married 1990. One child: a daughter, born 1994. Widowed 2000. Then came what they really cared about.

Jimmy Angel hadn’t led a blameless life. To finance his mineral explorations in the Canadian north, he’d formed companies and issued stock. Sometimes the people who bought that stock came to believe that Jimmy cheated them. Once, a court agreed, and once was enough. He was in our files for good.

“OK,” I said to Tommy, “he cut a few corners. It’s not like he brought down Lehman Brothers. Why do we care about this?”

Tommy put a ball on the tee and placed his tree-trunk legs wide. His lime-colored bowling shirt snapped around him. He brought the clubface to the ball, gave an irritating wiggle of his ass, and drove the ball in a perfect, soaring arc that cleared the netting at the end of the driving range and dropped it into the Hudson River.

At six-two and pushing 240, Tommy was overweight. But fifteen years ago, when he was still a New York Jet, he’d been the fastest cornerback in the NFL. There were men still limping today from hits they got from Tommy when he could cover forty yards in five seconds flat. Pro ball was the route that had taken a lot of Black kids out of the Bronx, but Tommy could pick up any sport. He just had that gift. That’s what I kept telling myself as he teed up another ball and launched it into the river. Tommy was my boss, a circumstance I found even more irritating than the ass wiggle.

He stepped back and held the driver out to me. I ignored it.

“It’s your meeting, Tommy.”

He shrugged and tossed the club aside. “Did you see the breakout?”

I found the page he was referring to and turned my back to the wind again.

The driving range was on the roof of a pier that stuck out into the Hudson from the west side of Manhattan, a reminder to the glittering island that it once had to work for a living. The river sucked at the ancient pilings and slapped against the seawall. Hydrofoil commuter ferries from the New Jersey side flew by on their way to the downtown terminals. The wind groaned in the netting, and the windows in the little pro shop set up a constant tinkle of loose glass. Good luck with the parabolic mike if anyone was trying to listen in.

Tommy had an arrangement with the man on the gate. When we wanted the range to ourselves, we got it. Not that we needed it. For sensitive discussions, we had an acoustical “dead room” two steps from Tommy’s office. It provided total security. What it didn’t provide was the opportunity for Tommy to demonstrate his alpha status.

I studied the breakout. It showed the usual tangle of ownership of a small company that had to raise capital from multiple sources. Angel Minerals was traded on an American stock exchange. That meant Jimmy had to disclose the identity of important owners in public filings. One of them stood out.

“The numbered company,” I said.

We wandered down the range. Tommy limped a little as we made our way toward the river. That was another opportunity not offered by the dead room—demonstrating how to suffer without complaint.

“If you’re going to stumble around like that,” I said, “maybe you should think about a walker.”

When we got to the end, we stood for a minute watching the river traffic.

“We pulled that numbered company apart looking for who owned it,” Tommy said. He flexed his leg and rubbed his right knee. It always gave him trouble in the damp, but it had made him who he was. When his knee blew out, Tommy went to law school. He became an ace crime-busting prosecutor, handled a few top-secret cases for us, and now here he was, running our clandestine agency.

“Jimmy Angel,” he began, but we were interrupted. Minnie Ho came tripping down the range, the sunlight flashing on her silver jeans.

“Hi, boys,” she said, splashing us with her thousand-watt smile. “Don’t let me bust up the powwow.” She gave Tommy a peck on the cheek and plucked a fold of his rippling rayon shirt in her slender fingers. “Just wanted you to know I’m here. Take your time. I’ll be outside.” She glanced at her watch. “The show doesn’t start until three, so we’re good.”

“Outside” meant Minnie would be waiting in the parking lot in her vintage Bentley, a car that looked stately but hummed with enough communications equipment to run a war. Minnie was one of New York’s hottest fashion designers. Her shows drew buyers from London, Paris, Milan, and Hong Kong. She was never out of touch with her global business. I knew because my daughter worked for her. Minnie had taken her on at a bad time in Annie’s life, mostly caused by me.

“Five minutes, Min,” Tommy said.

“Hey,” she said, tilting her head at my blazer. “Is that Etro?”

“Annie,” I said.

She grabbed a lapel and twisted it this way and that to examine the seam, then shook her head. “Man, that girl can sew.”

She blew Tommy a kiss from her fingertips and was taking her first call before she’d gone three feet.

Tommy did his best to conceal how knocked out he was by Minnie, but I could see him struggling to remember what page we’d been on.

“You were going to tell me why we’re suddenly interested in Jimmy Angel,” I prompted.

Tommy looked at the water and frowned as he pulled his thoughts together. Just upriver, a stack of gleaming decks slid away from a pier. The cruise ship’s passengers packed the rails as the liner turned its bow downriver.

“Jimmy’s disappeared.”

I let a little silence seep into the space between us while I mulled this over. “And you know this how, exactly?”

“We were keeping in touch.”

I would have laughed, but I could already see where things were headed, and for sure the joke was going to be on me.

“Let’s see if I’m getting a handle on this,” I said. “Since you’re all up to speed on Jimmy Angel, to the point where you know that he’s gone missing, I’m going to take a wild guess that you were running him as some kind of agent. You were running Jimmy Angel, and now you’ve lost him and you don’t know what to do.”

“Sure I know what to do. I call you. You’re the big-time spook on the payroll. You put on those phony glasses of yours with the mustache and false nose and go find him.”

If you nicked Tommy with a knife, sarcasm was what would dribble out. It didn’t fool me. He was worried, or he wouldn’t have called me in.

“He’s missed a reporting date, hasn’t he?” I’d been here before. Tommy’s predecessor had tried to run an agent too. They get hooked on the undercover side of the business and decide it looks like fun.

Formally part of FinCEN, our small and secret agency had a lot of independence. We investigated the kind of financial crimes that couldn’t be solved by a subpoena for bank records. The people we dealt with were at a level of bad where it was sometimes necessary to put a gun in their ear to promote cooperation. Put into a report and read over coffee by people with too much time on their hands, it looked easy. They’d decide to give it a whirl themselves.

“And that numbered company,” I said. “Tell me how that fits in.”

“It’s registered in British Columbia. FinCEN’s computers flagged it when there was an exchange of wires between the numbered company and a private bank in Singapore that we were watching. The Singapore bank has only one client. That’s what set the alarm bells ringing. The client is a private fund called China Hard Asset.”

“Oh boy,” I said.

We made our way back up the range.

“You know about it, then?”

“What do you think I did for a living before you joined the department? Yes, I know about it. It’s the foreign investment arm for top officers of the People’s Liberation Army. It’s where the Xi twins get their money.”

We reached the tee line.

“Jimmy Angel’s a smart guy,” I said. “In his own field, he’s brilliant. But that’s one of the richest diamond fields on the planet. If the Chinese brass and that pair are targeting it, and they think Jimmy’s in their way, it’s very bad news that you haven’t heard from him.”

Tommy took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. He jammed his hands into his pockets and kicked a ball that was lying beside a tee. It rose in a surprisingly graceful arc and dropped back onto the range twenty-five yards away. We watched it roll to a stop.

“You’ll have to go up there, Alex,” he said.

“What do the Canadians know about this?”

“Beats me,” Tommy said. He glanced at his watch and yanked open the door to the stairs. When we reached the parking lot, Minnie was waiting in the Bentley, windows rolled up against the noise of the traffic on the West Side Highway. She was swiping through pages on a computer mounted on the dash and talking nonstop into the tiny mike attached to her headset.

“China Hard Asset is there to provide a retirement for men who expect a comfortable lifestyle,” I said. “Xi Fan and his sister have built some of the biggest companies in China using their money. Their holdings include iDragon, one of the largest telecommunications companies in the world. I’m assuming you know that, since our government is trying to destroy it. Our latest move was those phony fraud charges we cooked up against Fan’s twin sister, Mei. Then we convinced the Canadians to arrest her on an extradition warrant when she was changing planes in Vancouver. She’s still under arrest, and Fan and his high-ranking friends in the Chinese government are breathing fire.”

“Let me tell you how this works,” Tommy said. “We didn’t convince the Canadians to lock her up.” He scratched in air quotes. “We tipped them off that she was coming through Vancouver and made a formal extradition request. It’s called a treaty obligation.”

“Tell it to the Chinese. They’ve been waging all-out war on Canada since then—locking up Canadian businessmen in China and charging them with spying. They’re in a rage, demanding her release. Fan was dangerous before; now he’s a blood enemy of the United States.”

Tommy stopped with his hand on the door handle. “Is that so? Listen, champ. We’ve got his sister. Let’s see how much fire he breathes when the penny drops and he understands how long we could put her away for.”

He opened the door and got in. “There’s a plane waiting for you at Teterboro. Go tonight. Try not to rely too heavily on your wide network of criminal friends.”

He slammed the door. Minnie shot out through the gate, still talking. I paced around in the lot for a minute, then faced the music and called Lily. She heard me out, and let an icy silence settle in my ear.

“If that’s how it has to be, darling,” she said at last, “I’m coming.” And she hung up.
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I looked out the window of the little jet. Below the wings spread a thick, unbroken layer of cloud, pale white in the moonlight. The flight tracker at the front of the cabin showed our position: north of Saskatchewan, heading west.

I told the steward we were fine on our own, and he went to sit in the cockpit with the pilots.

Government executive jet: not my usual ride. This was the one normally used by the secretary of the treasury. Leather sofa and a pair of easy chairs. Huge desk. Of course I looked through it. Some habits you never shake.

The steward’s log was in the left-hand bottom drawer. My flight was the most recent entry. Mostly it was just a list of hops between Washington and New York, where the secretary’s family lived. Couple of flights to London. An overnight to Montreal caught my eye because I’d been spending time there. Not really thinking much of it, I snapped a picture of the entry with my phone. Other than that, nothing more scandalous than a few winter weekends in the Bahamas. I tossed the log back in the drawer.

The cabin felt more like a stateroom on a ship than an airplane. Lamps with shades. Real china cups. Lead crystal glasses. Not to mention the food. That network of criminal friends Tommy had mentioned: the main one was perched at a table, devouring a platter of sashimi.

“For God’s sake, Alex,” Lily said through a mouthful of raw fish. “Eat something. Do you have any idea what this costs?” She tapped her chopsticks on a deep-red lump of fish. “Bluefin tuna belly. Excellent protein, plus a rare chance to rip off the government.”

With the tip of her chopsticks she spread wasabi paste onto a jewel-like tuna roll, added a thin, coral-colored slice of ginger, deftly plucked up the roll, and popped it in her mouth. She rested the chopsticks on the little china stand and chewed contentedly, leaning forward to examine a parcel of rough diamonds.

Slav Lily had porcelain skin and dark, lustrous hair cut short. It looked as if a typhoon had just blown through and plastered her head with a mass of jet-black curls. She had pointy, elvish ears that poked through the storm of hair. The shape made her look like a Vulcan, except Lily’s eyebrows weren’t pointed. They curved above her gray eyes as if they’d been painted on by Leonardo.

She stirred a finger through the diamonds. “This is lovely rough,” she said. “Very white. Nice sizes. Very cuttable.” Lily was Russian. She spoke English with a mid-Atlantic accent, too polished to be American but too slick with Russian vowels to be British.

“Where are the stones from?”

“Canada,” she said. “It’s rough from the Ekati mine.” She gave me a playful look. “We’re going to the Arctic, darling. Alex gets sudden urgent assignment,” she said, spreading her hands in mock alarm. “Assignment has to do with missing diamond explorer we both know. A delightful man, but a fraud.” She pinched a few diamonds between her thumb and forefinger and let them drop back into the little pile. “I thought I should familiarize myself with the kind of goods people steal up there, because I’ll probably be offered some.”

She was still a little mad. I didn’t blame her. We were supposed to be living a new life. She’d bought a huge apartment in Montreal, the only city in North America she considered European enough to live in. I prefer a place where people insult me in my own language. But it’s a forty-five-minute flight from LaGuardia, so we sawed it down the middle: I kept my apartment in New York. That gave me a place to spend weekends with my daughter on those rare occasions when she felt like it. The rest of the time I lived with Lily.

Then the call from Tommy. Technically I’d been on what the department called temporary long leave—a vague acknowledgment that they’d screwed up my life and put my family at risk in the business of the Russian Pink. What was not so vague about the agreement was that they could snap their fingers and I had to come. That’s the problem with a new life; it’s still attached to the old one.

I got up, rummaged around in the galley, and checked out the fridge. “Ever heard of a vodka called ‘Spirits of the Tsars’?”

“Two hundred and fifty dollars a bottle,” Lily said. “Is it cold?”

“It’s in the freezer.”

“Pour me one too.”

I splashed some into crystal tumblers and put one in front of her. I stretched out on the sofa with the laptop on my chest and scrolled through the background file.

Until the US government cooked up the fraud charge and engineered Xi Mei’s arrest in Vancouver on an extradition warrant, the twins were always pictured in places like Cannes, sharing the steps of the Carlton Hotel with movie stars, or stepping out for the night in London or Macau. They had an exotic cachet that beautiful and famous people liked to bathe in.

Their father was a “princeling,” the term for the privileged son of a Chinese revolutionary hero. He was the fabulously rich governor of a province until he backed the wrong side in a dirty fight at the top of the ruling clique and found himself impoverished and in jail. He’d lived like a monarch, and his downfall filled the world’s papers with lurid stories of orgies and corruption.

Suddenly pictures of the twins were plastered all over the world’s front pages—the cossetted offspring of the fallen titan, members of a “red aristocracy” enrolled in elite universities in the United States. There were photographs of Fan at Harvard, a pair of stoned, topless girls sprawled across him as he sat in his Ferrari snarling at the camera. In another shot, he gaped drunkenly from a sofa, his shirt unbuttoned and his tie askew, as another pair of girls, or maybe the same ones, brushed makeup on his cheeks. His rosebud mouth blazed with scarlet lipstick.

“Remember him?” I said, holding up the laptop so Lily could see the screen.

She stirred a finger in her vodka and tilted her head at the picture. “Should I?”

“Yes. He’s one of the Xi twins, before they got serious. Now they’re trying to bust their way into Canadian diamonds.”

I dragged the photo back into the folder and opened the file on Mei. She was studying business at the Wharton School, a CEO production line that fed a stream of graduates into Wall Street banks and America’s top companies. Unlike her brother, Mei didn’t wear lipstick. She wore blue Converse sneakers and powder-blue chinos and drove a VW Golf. Also blue. She was often pictured with a tiny cat peering from her purse. She wore thick glasses with blue frames. A pair of lapis lazuli clips pulled her hair back from her face.

“Weren’t there rumors she was sleeping with the brother?” Lily said, leaning over my shoulder to gaze at the picture. Her breath smelled of fish and vodka. Suddenly she clamped her teeth on my ear and gave it a tug. “Sinful,” she murmured.

She went to get another drink. I put the pictures away and clicked on the file with the yellow band across it that the FinCEN archivists used when the information inside came partly from outside agencies. Like the FBI and the CIA. Well, not like them. Them.

The twins’ money dried up fast. Two gorillas from the embassy in Washington went up to visit. There were transcripts, so somebody’d got a wire in. The twins sat still for an icy lecture about enemies of the people and the values outlined in the Chinese Constitution. Ferrari back to dealer. Goodbye lipstick. Brother and sister met once a week. For lunch.

Fan hired a tutor and managed to scrape out a C. Mei graduated top of her class. She would have anyway. At the end of the academic year, the twins flew back to Beijing to begin the round of groveling that saved them from following their father into prison.

I clicked back into a bullet-point file of a type that FinCEN called a “scope.” It listed the careful alliances the twins had built with influential people. They bought a small factory that made knockoffs of expensive Western handbags. Then they bought another factory. Then a small gold mine. Then not so small. Soon they had a condo in Chaoyang Park, a leafy central Beijing enclave full of young millionaires. Then they made the move that separated them from mere millionaires and launched them into the stratosphere. Their masterstroke. They went to see the generals.

In China, no one had more power. The FinCEN scope included a list of the companies owned by the military, including the gargantuan state monopolies on railroad construction, shipbuilding, and aircraft manufacture. Salaries and bonuses from these enterprises made the generals rich. Wisely, the twins stayed away from sectors already controlled by the brass. Instead, they pitched them on what amounted to a private hedge fund. The fund would invest not only in China but, more importantly, abroad, gobbling up companies that were both profitable and strategic. Lining the pockets of its investors while at the same time providing them with economic crowbars they could use to influence other countries.

Inside five years, lipstick boy was back in the papers, the master of the rosebud sneer, his hair cut close on the sides and brushed straight back on top. He was the hood ornament of modern China. Mei was always at his side, a pace behind. Sometimes she held her little cat. The file said it was a breed called Singapura. Mei still wore her hair fastened back with the bright blue clips. Sort of dreamy smile. I airdropped a picture onto Lily’s phone, where it landed with a pong. She flicked her eyes from the diamonds.

“He’d better sleep with one eye open,” she said.

“You think?”

She spread her fingers to expand the image. “Pay attention to the cat.”

I looked more closely at the picture. Its ears were flat as it peered at Fan.

I went to the latest pictures. The glittering twins—not so glittering now. Fighting their way through the press that swarmed the Vancouver courthouse where Mei was battling extradition. Fan’s face a mask of fury. One hand was clamped like a vise on Mei’s thin wrist as he dragged her through the crowd. His black eyes burned with hatred.

The Canadian judge had allowed Mei to stay at a house they owned on the ocean while the court decided her fate. She wore an ankle monitor. A court-approved security company kept her under watch 24/7. Paid for by the twins.

I closed the file and opened the one on Canadian diamonds. Canada produced more than twenty million carats of rough diamonds a year, mostly from the Arctic mines. In terms of value, it was the third largest diamond producer in the world. The question seemed to be, were there any mines still left to be discovered? Apparently Jimmy Angel had convinced the twins there were.

“Did you pick up any rumors about what Jimmy was finding?” I said.

Lily had folded the diamond parcel away. She was reclining in the black leather executive chair, her gray suede ankle boots resting on the desk while she blew on her fingernails. I didn’t know who the secretary of the treasury took along when he traveled, but Lily had discovered a pullout compartment full of expensive French cosmetics. She’d been engrossed in her nails for the last ten minutes. Lily could vacuum up data by the terabyte. She’d finished the entire report before I’d made it through a dozen pages. She wiggled her fingers at me.

“This one’s called Carnal Red,” she said in her husky voice. “Don’t tell me you’re not struggling to control yourself.”

“Jimmy Angel,” I prompted.

Lily held out her hand at arm’s length, the fingers splayed, tilting her head as she swiveled her wrist to examine the nails.

“I made some calls before I left Montreal,” she said. “He’s been showing around some fantastic garnets.”

“Pyropes?”

“Yes. G10s. Beautiful colors. Deep red, purple. Dazzling.” She wiggled her fingers again.

Pyrope garnets were what diamond prospectors called “indicators.” If you found them, they indicated that diamonds were nearby.

Lily knew Arctic diamonds. She’d grown up in Mirny, a small city in the Siberian diamond fields. She became a top sorter and diamond grader for the Russian state diamond company, Russgem, before she was twenty. Her career hit a snag when the crooked oligarchs who controlled the diamond business discovered she was siphoning 140,000 carats a month out of their pockets and into hers. It was an ingenious system that took advantage of the way Russgem rounded off decimal places when it weighed the rough, leaving fractional amounts uncaptured. Russia produced forty million carats a year, so the fractions added up fast.

The oligarchs almost killed her. They didn’t, because Lily had something they wanted more than revenge: the secret of how she’d laundered the stolen rough into US dollars. The deal she worked out made her even richer than she’d been before. She gave up the details of her laundry, and they put her in charge of their Antwerp operations.

That’s where she came to my attention. When she started buying African contraband. I laid a trap, and caught her at Brussels airport with a few million dollars’ worth.

I turned Slav Lily on the spot, flipping her against her Russian gangster bosses. It was a triumph for law and order and the forces of good in the world. Except for one thing. It detonated into a love affair. And not the kind where you gaze into each other’s eyes and sigh. The other kind. The kind where you try to outwit, use, and deceive each other until your hearts are black and blue, and shame is the measure of your tenderness. Tell me that’s not love.

“Here’s what I’m wondering,” I said. “Let’s assume Washington really is afraid that Fan and Mei and some Chinese generals might score on a long shot mineral play. They make a diamond strike. Why is that a problem? What could the Chinese be getting that we don’t want them to get?”

I unzipped the bag that operations had packed for me. Military-grade first aid kit, including painkillers; selection of high-tech hiking gear; and at the bottom, under the wick-away socks and thermal gloves, a SIG Sauer MPX Copperhead submachine gun with three extra thirty-round clips. If you were going to pack a submachine gun in your luggage, that’s the one you’d pick. Not much more than four pounds. About fourteen inches long. Still, it’s not like remembering to put in the underwear. Field-grade meds and a SIG with extra mags. Makes you wonder what they know that you don’t.

“The Chinese are diamond crazy,” Lily said, flashing her scarlet fingernails in the light of the desk lamp. “They buy more polished diamonds than any other country in the world. They have no mines, and other countries have managed to keep them out of the rough business. That means they can’t buy directly from mines. They have to pay large markups to those who do. They were always trying to buy direct when I was in Mirny.”

“Did you sell to them?”

Lily put the nail polish back in the case and took out a magnifying mirror. “Once you start with the Chinese, there’s no way out.”

“That’s not an answer, Lily.”

She unfolded a metal stand from the back and stood the mirror on the desk. She uncapped a lipstick and leaned toward the mirror. “Christian Louboutin,” she said, applying a smoldering scarlet to her lips. “Ninety dollars a stick.”

“So a Chinese investment in Jimmy’s company could be part of a larger plan.”

“Mwa.” Lily smacked her lips at the mirror. “Mwa, mwa.”

“The Chinese,” I prompted.

Lily tossed the lipstick on the desk, folded the mirror, and put it away. She swung the big chair around and parked her suede boots in my lap. She splayed her ruby-tipped fingers on either side of her beautiful mouth and gave me a wicked smile.

“Investing in Jimmy,” I plowed on. “Part of a larger plan.”

“Alex, they’re Chinese. Everything is part of a larger plan.”
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Somewhere over the north the sky cleared. The moon slashed a silver stripe across the black sheet of Great Slave Lake. Here and there on the ragged coast, the light of an isolated cabin stabbed a pinhole in the darkness of the forest. The small jet shuddered as it dropped through a layer of turbulence.

We banked for final. Yellowknife appeared in the window, glowing on the shore. From the air it looked like a toy city unpacked from a box and set up in the wilderness—a cluster of office buildings, some traffic lights, suburbs, and a mall. Everywhere else, pressing at the edges of the town, the dark unbroken forest.

The undercarriage unfolded with a thump. A river glittered in the trees. A thread of gravel road wound along the shore of a long bay. A pair of headlights bored a tunnel through the night. We scraped in across the city and landed.

At that hour the airport had a desolate appearance. A single jet with the logo of a diamond-mining company on its tail waited at the passenger terminal. Miners heading out to start a rotation at a distant mine trudged from the departure gate and made their way across the tarmac. The intercom clicked on.

“Directed to the RCMP hangar,” the pilot said.

We turned off the main runway and headed to a far corner of the airport. On the way we passed a floodlit parking ramp where a pair of Canadian F-18s stood with their canopies open. Cockpit ladders hung against the sides. The network of cables that keep a fighter jet ready to scramble coiled across the pad. Just past the jets, in the shadows beyond the lights, a soldier in camo stood beside a military truck and watched us taxi past.

The engines whined down as we turned off the taxiway. A woman wearing ear protectors and a reflective vest stood in front of a white hangar, pointing her orange batons to guide us in. Above the hangar doors, a buffalo wreathed in maple leaves lowered its head at the world. But I didn’t need the official crest of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police to identify the guy waiting for me.

A shock of hair fell across his forehead, almost hiding an ugly scar. He had a satanic smile, dark eyes, and a feral restlessness, like a wild animal pent up in a cage. He paced back and forth on the oil-stained pavement, hands shoved deep into the pockets of a dark blue trench coat. The fury of his movement almost disguised the slight limp. His mouth twisted into a crooked grin as he daggered glances at the plane.

We rolled to a halt. The steward wrenched up the handle and pushed the door open. As the seal broke, the inrush of cold air filled the cabin. Lily pulled on her red leather jacket, pocketed the lipstick, and slipped on her Akris techno-fabric shoulder bag. Thirteen hundred dollars at Bergdorf. Easily big enough to hold the makeup Lily had looted from the stash on the plane, with plenty of room left over for her Glock Slimline subcompact and the two extra clips she always carried. Talk about ready for an evening out.

“Yankee bastard!” the man in the trench coat roared when the stairs deployed and we left the jet. He strode forward and grabbed my hand in a crushing grip. “Where have you been hiding! Trying to sneak in without telling me, eh?”

“This is Inspector Luc Savard,” I said to Lily.

He turned to her with his savage smile. “And the famous Slav Lily too,” he thundered before I could complete the introduction. “This is a bonus!” He stepped in close and dropped his voice to a hoarse whisper. “You’re much better looking than that Belgian mug shot.”

He put his head back and roared with laughter at his own joke, then gave me a thunderclap slap on the back.

“Belgian mug shot,” he repeated, still laughing. When he was through he took me by the arm.

“We have a car for you,” he said to Lily. “I’m going to borrow Alex for an hour and beat him up in the basement.” He flashed his evil grin. “I’ll return him later.”

“Make sure you wipe off the blood first,” Lily said. But she didn’t like the way Luc was deciding who went where any more than I did.

I wasn’t surprised to see him, but not this soon. He was based in Ottawa. The regulation notice Tommy had sent to the Canadian government just before I left was supposed to make my trip seem like a bureaucratic errand. Also, it was as long a flight to Yellowknife from Ottawa as from New York. Yet he’d been there ahead of me. And never mind the laughing and kidding around. When a cop decides where you’re going next, you’re in custody.

“I don’t remember asking for a ride,” I said.

“Hospitality is in our blood, Alex. We’re a warm and welcoming people. It says so in the tourist ads.”

A constable held open the back door. When I was in, he slammed it shut. Something I couldn’t have done myself because there were no handles on the inside. When considering how warm and welcoming Canadians are, remind yourself that they invented hockey.

The constable got into the driver’s seat. Luc climbed in on the other side. A Plexiglas panel separated them from me.

Every cop car smells of vomit. The stench kept me company while I thought about Luc. By referring to Lily as Slav Lily, as she was known in the diamond world, he wanted me to know he’d run her through the files.

Another thing. The Belgians hadn’t taken a mug shot of Lily that night at the airport or at any other time. If the Canadians had a headshot of Lily, they’d taken it themselves.



It was two A.M. We drove to a small building close to the passenger terminal. We parked, got out, and entered a shabby gray room with scales and a baggage-inspection counter. Luc sat behind a metal desk and motioned me to a chair.

“Remind me of the official reason for your visit, Alex?”

“Routine inquiry,” I said. “Didn’t the office send an advisory? Just checking up on an American-listed company. Dot some i’s and cross a few t’s.”

He carved a grin into his hard face, but his eyes weren’t joining in.

“You flew in on a government executive jet. Unless your bosses are treating you better than they used to, I wouldn’t call that routine.”

He made a gesture with his hands. They were large and badly scarred. When Luc played semi-pro hockey in Quebec, his blistering slap shot had earned him the nickname “Boom.” But it wasn’t the slap that gave him the scars, it was his temper on the ice. That’s how he’d picked up the limp too. He’d had an opponent’s top scorer against the boards and was hammering away when one of the guy’s teammates skated up and cut a two-handed slash to Luc’s right knee.

“The notice came from Tommy Cleary,” he said, “so I guess he’s running things now.”

I tried to think of a clever remark about two guys with bum knees but decided maybe not.

“Here’s where I’m having a problem,” Luc said. The chair creaked as he leaned back and laced his thick fingers behind his head. “You work for FinCEN. FinCEN is a bureau of the US Treasury. Its mission,” he said, clearly reciting something he’d just read up on, “is to protect the financial system, combat money laundering, and promote the national security of the United States through the strategic use of financial authorities and the collection of financial intelligence.” He studied the ceiling. “OK so far?”

The constable came into the room carrying my bag. He dropped it on the floor beside the desk. It made a loud clank. The constable gave me a look, but Luc ignored the sound.

“And then there’s you,” he continued. “FinCEN added your department, Special Audits. There’s a short clause somewhere in the legislation that describes your task as ‘enhanced data capture.’ What it comes down to is: you’re spooks. When certain people use the American financial system to further a crime, and they’re not the kind of people bothered by court orders and threatening letters, it’s you who shows up.”
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