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for Ellen






LOU

Someone dies in New York City every 9.1 minutes, so the dog walker was the thirty-ninth that day. It was just before 6:00 A.M. when she finished checking her makeup in the window of the Prada store on Madison Avenue. She dropped the lipstick in her purse and snapped it shut, turned her head this way and that. She adjusted her fedora. It looked cuter now, especially with the Wayfarers. She hoped the girl with the beautiful lips would be in the park again today. The dog walker smiled to herself as she went along Sixty-Eighth Street and collected a pair of sheepdogs, a King Charles spaniel, and three corgis. That made it six on the dot when she stepped into Central Park through the gate at Sixty-Ninth, turned into the greenery, and got a bullet in the ear. The girl with the beautiful lips dragged the body behind the Japanese maples, put on the dead girl’s fedora and Wayfarers, and collected the dogs.

A few blocks away, Lou Fine stared at the diamond while his coffee went cold. The stone throbbed with light. It paced around inside the diamond like a caged animal. A top white. Absolutely colorless. Its grade, a D: the most perfect white color. A sixty-carat D, cut into a heap of facets. No living person had ever seen anything like it. The light slithered and dashed around inside the cage that Lou had made. Sixty million easy. He felt a surge of elation, then caught himself.

“Bullshit,” he said out loud.

He leaned back and ran his hands through his thick black curls just as Angus, Coco’s West Highland terrier, dashed through the dining room and skidded to a halt at the French doors, wagging his tail and looking back at Lou. Lou shoved the diamond in his jeans, got up, and opened the doors. Angus shot outside, and Lou stepped out after him.

A high brick wall covered in ivy enclosed the garden. Most mornings this was the moment he took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of the flowers and reminding himself how good things were. Not this morning. This morning he wasn’t thinking that. Because things weren’t good. Things were bad.

He stepped down onto the patio. The tiles were cool under his bare feet. They were travertine, a color called Persian red that had swept through the townhouses of the Upper East Side like a pathogen. Your neighbor caught it: you caught it too.

“Why not just pave it in thousand-dollar bills,” he muttered as Coco rustled up beside him in her dressing gown, stifling a yawn. She squeezed his hand and leaned her head on his shoulder and bumped him with her hip.

“What’s the matter, babe?” she said. “That big white getting up your nose?”

Lou sat down on the wicker sofa and put his feet on the glass-topped table. He stared at the bank of blue hydrangeas. Only a faint hum betrayed the presence of the city. Buffered by walls and the surrounding buildings, the garden was a sanctuary in the raucous jungle of New York. Or was. No sanctuary can keep out what you bring in yourself.

“I told them I don’t like these stones just showing up,” he said. “Why haven’t I heard about them before? This one was eighty carats, and the polish comes out at sixty! A rough so good I got a seventy-five percent yield? Please.”

“You think there’s something wrong with the stone,” Coco said, digging a pack of cigarettes out of her dressing gown.

“The machine says it’s good. I ran it twice. Like the Geneva stone.”

Coco tapped out a cigarette and lit it. She sucked in a lungful and blew it out into the garden while Lou scowled at her. She waved at the smoke to disperse it, sat down, and took Lou’s hand. It was like a block of wood. He had muscular arms, and the thick, scarred hands of a diamond cutter. He’d left the cutting bench a long time ago, but he made sure his clients noticed his hands. It was part of the Lou Fine shtick—the bad-boy cutter who could tame any diamond and who always showed up at his Fifth Avenue store in old jeans and a T-shirt. And no bargaining. Any movie star or billionaire chokes on the price—hey, take it or leave it. The problem was, they’d been leaving it. You get into a little trouble, people pick up the scent like bloodhounds.

Coco stroked her husband’s thick fingers with her thumb and studied his face with affection. The travertine had been for her. She couldn’t have cared less. Lou could have paved the patio in asphalt as far as Coco gave a damn. She came from the same tough Flatbush neighborhood Lou had come from. But he couldn’t stand for her not to have everything that people like Rachel Lowenthal had—another Flatbush brat, but one with a husband on Wall Street and a patio in Persian red.

“Babe,” Coco rasped in her hoarse, smoker’s voice, “listen. Do what’s right. You don’t like something about this stone? Tell them to stick it up their ass.”

He fished the stone out of his jeans and rolled it onto the glass. “Nobody’s seen a cut like this. In the old books, only a description. It’s the only cut you can ever attempt without a plan. You can’t have a plan,” he said, his eyes fixed to the stone. “Only the diamond has the plan.” The jewel flashed and stormed. He held the stone to the loupe. “On a good day, eighty million,” he murmured. “A hundred.”

Coco got mad. The truth was, she didn’t give a hoot about diamonds. She loved Lou because he’d been the tough, kick-ass kid next door. Who else was she going to love? She took a deep drag and let the smoke out through her nostrils, her lips pressed tight. Lou shot her a disapproving look. “Before you even have breakfast.”

“Don’t change the subject,” Coco snapped, just managing to smother a cough. “It’s not the first time with them. The diamond bothers you. Louis Fine”—she glared—“it’s not going to get better by doing it again.”

Upset by the tension between them, Angus whimpered and looked anxiously from Coco to Lou and back again. “Ah, baloney,” Coco muttered when Lou made no reply. She stubbed her cigarette into a planter and went inside.

Lou usually walked to work. Eighteen blocks straight down Fifth Avenue from Seventy-Third to his store at the corner of Fifty-Fifth. Twenty minutes. Less if he stepped on it. He liked to get in first.

He pulled on his HOKAs and was looking for his leather jacket when the doorbell rang. He shoved the diamond back into the front pocket of his jeans and glanced at his watch. Ten past six. He stepped into the foyer and looked through the peephole.

“Isn’t this early for the dog walker?” he called, unhooking the chain and shooting back the deadbolt. By the time he opened the door, the pistol with the silencer was out and pointing at his head. So that day Lou was number forty.

“Are you kidding me?” said Coco, heading into the front hall. “It’s not ’til seven.”

Forty-one.
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I sat on the fire escape to cool off after my run, and that’s when I read the message about Lily. Then I read it again more slowly. I put my phone inside on the windowsill and made myself sit still. A breeze came down West Ninety-Fourth Street and added a flurry of grit to the news. I reminded myself that deceit was always in the wind. It had been the first thing between us. Our purpose. Soon we had another purpose, but it was deceit that had set the ground rules, not what came after. For us, deceit was the natural habitat of love.

I showered, put on a plain white shirt, jeans, quick-draw rig at the small of my back. Holstered the little SIG Sauer, grabbed my blazer. All good. It happens. Fifteen minutes later I stopped at Zucker’s on Columbus, ordered a coffee and a bagel. “BEC?” the cashier said. I nodded. “Bacon, egg, and cheese!” she shouted. Five minutes after that I was walking in the front door of the Santa Clara. Lily had the penthouse, and the private elevator opened directly into it. She was waiting for me outside on the terrace. In her hand she had a steel gardening fork. Her bare feet were caked with mud. She wore a T-shirt sewn with diamonds. She did a little twirl and grinned. My phone buzzed.

“I’m taking this,” I said. The smile wilted. She stomped off into the runner beans. “What’s up?” I said into the phone.

“The cops are trying to get you,” Tommy said. “Murder on the Upper East Side. Diamond guy.”

“That’s it?” I stretched out and popped the lid on the coffee and took a sip.

“I’ve asked for details. You should get them in a minute.”

We ended the call. Lily was at the other end of the terrace, storming around in the beans. They grew on tall frames made of poles that leaned together and were fastened at the top, like wigwams. The three-story penthouse had multiple terraces. Most of them had flowers. This one had the runner beans, two wooden cribs of cucumber, and a lettuce garden. An ingenious system of hoses and timers kept everything watered.

Clumps of earth littered the terra-cotta tiles. Lily came stalking out of the beans with the fork. She had smudges of dirt on her nose and forehead, and there was a fresh swipe of mud across the diamond shirt. With her bespattered skin, her slim athletic body, and her pointy, elvish ears, she looked like a bedraggled leprechaun, except Russian. Her enemies called her Slav Lily.

She stopped to examine the lettuce. “Baby Butter,” she said, fingering the pale green leaves. “Do you have any idea what they charge for this in the supermarket?”

I took a bite of the bagel. You didn’t want to get into it with Lily about the price of vegetables. She was a multimillionaire diamond thief with the soul of a Russian peasant. She bought a new Porsche every year without a blink but went ballistic at the price of a beet.

“Did you get a tuxedo?” she demanded.

I was still at work on the bagel, so I just made a sound that could have been yes. I didn’t have one. I’d forgotten. No one would be looking at me anyway. We were going to the Met Gala. Lily and her business partner, Xi Mei, were sponsoring this year’s blowout. They owned a diamond mine. Lily watched me chewing, then pointed her steel fork at my stomach.

“Say something about this shirt or I’ll gut you.”

My phone pinged. I couldn’t make out the message in the sunlight. “Lab-grown,” I said, getting up and walking around the corner of the terrace into the shade. It was the NYPD report. I scrolled through its antiseptic sentences. Two victims. A townhouse on East Seventy-Third. I had a feeling the location should mean something to me. Lily’s apartment was on the Gold Coast—a pricey stretch of Central Park West. The crime scene was more or less directly across the park. I leaned on the parapet and gazed over the expanse of trees and thought about it for a minute. It was right there—trying to click into place.

My phone pinged again, but I let it go. Two NYPD helicopters were coming down the park from the north. Flying low. I stood at the parapet for a better look. Lily came and stood beside me, twinkling like a Christmas ornament.

“How did you know they were lab-grown?”

“Just a hunch based on the news that you and Mei have decided to expand into lab-grown diamonds, according to the story that the Wall Street Journal will break this afternoon.”

She pulled out the hem of her shirt and wiggled it in the sun, spattering my face with dots of light while she tried to decide whether I’d been spying on her or on the Journal, or more likely, both.

“Mei thinks we have to get into lab-grown. That it’s just another part of the diamond business and we shouldn’t let competitors have it all to themselves.”

“Yes. That’s what you told the Journal.”

She dropped her chin to examine the arabesque of tiny stones. “Do you think it’s vulgar?”

“Absolutely.”

Her face took on a look of predatory satisfaction. “Good. Vulgar is the new chic. They’ll fly off the shelves.”

One of the choppers took up a stationary position above Fifth Avenue. The other started to make a slow circle low above the park, marksman in the open door. The rifleman was sweeping the ground with his telescopic sight. The roof lights of cop cars flickered in the trees beneath the helicopter.

“You’ve got egg on your lip,” Lily said, swiping at it with a mud-stained finger.

My phone pinged again. This time the message had the names of the victims in the townhouse.

When Lily saw my face, she said, “Alex, for God’s sake, what?”
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TV trucks lined Fifth Avenue. The NYPD had Seventy-Third Street sealed off. Reporters and camera crews swarmed around the steel barriers, lenses pointed down the block. The Upper East Side of Manhattan is not the murder part of New York City. It’s the masters-of-the-universe part. Kill somebody in Jackson Heights—it happens. Kill a rich man, every crime reporter in the city is pitching the book to her agent on the way to the scene. One of them was watching as I stopped at the barricade and pulled out my Treasury pass. She caught a glimpse of the ID.

“Why is the Treasury here?” she demanded, jabbing a mic at my chin. “Why is the federal government involved? Is this a terrorist event?”

“Spot tax audit,” I said as the cop pulled the barricade aside. “I hope you kept all your receipts.”

“Get a tight shot of smart-ass, here,” she said to her cameraman. “Especially that gunk on his lip.”

Crime scene techs in hooded white suits were going back and forth between their truck and the townhouse. I stopped and collected a pair of booties, put them on, and headed for the door. A sergeant glanced at my pass again and nodded. They were expecting me. “For Inspector DeLucca,” he said to the cop in the entrance, who stood aside to let me in.

Anthony DeLucca had gone up a couple of ranks since we’d last met, but it hadn’t cheered him up. He had the same gloomy air that followed him around like the chance of rain. A tall, sad-looking man, staring down at the mess that had been Lou.

The body lay on its back. Entrance wound between the eyes. The impact had caved in his face. On the way out, the bullet had mushroomed and taken off the back of his head. His brains were scattered across the foyer. Bright red paw prints were all over the white marble and across Lou’s body. The linings of the pockets were pulled out.

“What did you find in his jeans?” I said.

DeLucca turned to a kid in a sharp gray suit. He had a gold detective’s badge clipped to his belt. Blue latex gloves. His hands were planted on his hips, and his chin was tilted up so he could sight me down his nose. “You go through the pockets?” DeLucca asked him.

“Perp,” he said tersely.

DeLucca pursed his lips and nodded, and after a few seconds of stone-cold silence, he moved his eyes from the body and dragged his gaze slowly up the detective until it rested on his face. “Mr. Turner’s with the Treasury, Detective,” he said. “I asked him to come. He knows about diamonds. He’s here to take a look and maybe give us a hand. That work for you?”

“Yes, sir,” he said, giving me a hard look. “So what it looks like is, the perp went through his pockets. Left a wallet on the floor. We bagged it already.”

“Detective McCormick is the homicide lead,” DeLucca said.

“What’s the story with the paw prints?” I asked.

“Man’s best friend,” McCormick said. “There’s a security camera at the front door. We checked the tape. Shooter posed as a dog walker.”

“After killing the actual dog walker,” DeLucca said.

“Right,” said McCormick. “Phony dog walker rings. Vic opens. Single tap to the forehead. Shooter is off-camera when he comes inside, so we don’t see him kill the woman. But he doesn’t go anywhere else in the house. Thirty seconds later the tape picks him up leaving. The dogs do what dogs do when they find something dead with lots of blood.”

Coco’s body lay about ten feet away, paw prints on her back.

“So who called it in?” I said.

“Nobody called it in. Looks like the shooter didn’t close the door all the way. It swung open. Dogs with red muzzles wandering in and out. Some guy heading to the park for his morning jog spots the action and stops for a look, and suddenly it’s all over Instagram. That’s where we picked it up. Welcome to New York.”

“Let’s take a look at Coco,” I said.

When I spoke her name, his head snapped up. “You knew these people?”

“We were friends a long time ago.”

He shot an angry look at DeLucca, then back to me. “If it’s not too much trouble, maybe you could fill me in.”

“I’ll put a file together.”

He just stood there breathing through his nose. Sure, he was mad. It’s his crime scene, and suddenly here’s this fed. He’s pretty sure we’re going to hijack his case. He shot another look at DeLucca, then stepped to the body. Coco lay on her stomach at the end of a bloody smear. McCormick squatted beside her.

“Way I make it,” he said, “she’s coming to see what’s going on. Perp gut-shoots her.” He pointed a latex finger at Coco’s lower back. The wound was the size of a dinner plate. “So that’s the exit.” He darted a look at me. “Hollow point. In small, out big.” He turned his face back to Coco. “She tried to crawl away. That’s why the smear. Then he shot her in the head.”

He pushed aside Coco’s matted hair to show where the shooter had placed the kill shot. There wouldn’t be much left of her face when they turned her over. I remembered the day I’d met her. I could see her getting off the plane at Cape Town airport.



It was the first time Lou brought her. We drove straight from the airport to my apartment below Table Mountain. It had a great view of Table Bay and the South Atlantic and the long curve of the beach at Bloubergstrand. Coco stood on the balcony with a big grin and her cotton dress rippling in the breeze—a New York girl on her first trip anywhere.

We were young, but Lou and I had already cut so many corners, our lives had become a straight line, and we were hurtling down it at the speed of damnation. Who doesn’t want to take that ride?

Lou had just opened his first store and was looking for an edge. The edge was what I had for sale.

My rough diamonds came from the Namibian diamond beach just north of the Orange River. That beach leaked like a sieve. The way they mined it—they scraped the sandy overburden off with giant bucketwheel excavators until they got to the bedrock. That was the pay dirt, where the diamonds were. The rough stones sat there in cracks and crevices, and the miners sucked them out with industrial vacuum cleaners that fed the rough into secure containers. That’s how it was supposed to work. How it did work was, they didn’t vacuum everything.

When the guards were looking somewhere else, a miner would stamp the heel of his boot on a stone. The diamond stuck there. Later he would pry it out and drop it in the gas tank of a service truck. The gang retrieved the diamonds later when the trucks went in for servicing.

Smugglers took the stolen rough across the Orange River at night, into South Africa and down the coast to Port Nolloth. I went up once a month and bought top goods from the Portuguese, who ran the smuggling. It didn’t take Lou long to find me.

I was twenty. I had a Mercedes 190 SL in the garage—white with black leather interior. Italian furniture. Handmade shirts. Girls so tigerish their eyes glowed in the dark. I thought it was one of them coming back when I opened the door one night, but it wasn’t a girl who walked straight in. It was the rest of my life.

He sat on one of the chrome-and-leather chairs and waited for me to stop snarling. Then he dealt out a series of eight-by-tens onto the glass-topped coffee table. The photos documented my last diamond buy. He didn’t say a word until I’d had a good look. Then he slid them all together again and tapped them on the glass and slipped them back into the plain manila envelope he’d brought them in.

“So,” he said, “I’m going to offer you a job.”

“I have a job.”

He smiled. “You can always say no.”

I thought I’d better sit down too. He didn’t look like he was going anywhere.

“And if I say no, somebody else gets a look at these.”

He spread his hands to acknowledge the regretful truth. Job interview, CIA style.

Years later, when I’d transferred to the Treasury and moved to New York, Lou was already jeweler to the stars. I’d dropped in once to say hello. We had a few laughs, and that was it. The reason the address on the Upper East Side rang a bell when the phone alert came through was that when they’d bought the house, Lou and Coco had thrown a housewarming bash that made the Times. It couldn’t have been more than a year ago. I thought about this as I left the townhouse with DeLucca and McCormick and stood outside in the street. Is that what had attracted the killer’s attention? No doorman, as there’d be in an apartment building. No building security.

“The shooter didn’t go anywhere else in the house?” I said.

McCormick shook his head. “In and out.” He peeled off his gloves and stared back at the house. The morgue attendants were unfolding their long black bags in the hall. “There’s a safe in the den,” McCormick said. “Steps from the hall.” He looked at me. “There’s a camera in there. Shooter didn’t even come in for a look.”

“He found what he wanted when he checked the pockets.”

McCormick nodded. “You gotta think so. But here’s something you can tell me. Let’s say the perp scored a diamond—something worth the hit. How easy is that to sell? I mean, he doesn’t just walk down to Forty-Seventh Street and cash it in.”

“I’d like to say it couldn’t happen. The truth is, if a dealer thinks it’s stolen, what he’s mainly thinking is how cheap he can get it.”

“But there’s a record of the diamond somewhere—in this case at Lou Fine’s store, right? A physical description in his inventory? Any buyer has to know that.”

“Sure he knows it. He re-cuts it. The cut and weight are part of what defines a diamond, so now the stolen diamond’s gone. You can’t track it because it no longer exists.”

We were still in the street when the bags came out. The morgue attendants slid Lou and Coco into the van. The black doors closed on them.
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That’s actually a woman,” Tabitha murmured, leaning against me to study the screen. We were sitting at the bar in Via Carota. She was on her second vodka martini. Even her freckles looked a little flushed. Her linen suit was rumpled and her hair a wild mop. She wore dark glasses with thick, tortoiseshell frames. They kept slipping down her nose, giving me a glimpse of green eyes. The eyes had been through the wringer too. Goddess, the day after something.

I looked again at the black-and-white security footage running on my phone. The shooter’s face was obscured by the peak of a fedora and a pair of Wayfarers.

“A woman?”

“Oh, come on.” She reached over me to tap the screen and freeze the image. She put her thumb and forefinger on the image and spread them to zoom in on the shooter’s face. “Look at those lips. I’d kiss her myself.”

I shifted my stool slightly away, but Tabitha just moved closer, her flyaway hair brushing my face and stirring the smell of shampoo into the vodka fumes. She tapped the little arrow to replay the clip. The camera at Lou’s front door showed the shooter walking up with the dogs. The shooter pressed the doorbell. The footage was stripped of drama by the wide angle, the drabness of the black-and-white image, and the silence.

I angled the phone so people nearby couldn’t see the screen. The shooter stood motionless, dark lenses staring at the peephole. Then the gun came out and jerked as Lou opened the door, and the shooter stepped inside and off-camera.

“Not sure Fort Meade will be able to do much with that,” Tabitha said. The footage would go to the National Security Agency at Fort Meade, Maryland, and be run through their facial-recognition software.

“The NYPD are getting footage from other cameras on the street and out on Fifth,” I said. “The killer shot a dog walker in Central Park. They have him going into the park and then coming back out.”

“Her.”

I swiped out of the image and put my phone on the bar. “Any time you’re ready to tell me why we’re here will be fine with me.”

The salad arrived. She picked up her knife and fork and transferred some glistening leaves to my plate. “This is the only place on the North American continent where you can get a decent plate of escarole,” she said.

I pushed my plate aside. “Like I said.”

She prodded the salad with her fork, cut off a tiny piece, and chewed it. Then she arranged the cutlery neatly on the side of the plate. She’d hardly eaten any of the octopus either, or the cacio e pepe, her favorite pasta. Tabitha normally had the appetite of a high school football team. She asked the server to bring coffee.

“I’m sorry about Lou Fine and his wife,” she said, peering at me over her glasses. They’d slid down again. Her eyes were steady. “I should have said that before. I know you were friends.”

“Tab,” I said in a low voice, “I’m not in the mood, OK? You want me to know you can look at my file when you like and find out who I was friends with and who I wasn’t. Fine. Noted. Now what do you want?”

I’d leaned close to her to make sure no one could hear. People had been sneaking glances at her and whispering since she’d swept in. You can often find a movie star on a stool at Via Carota. Tabitha looked like one—a glamorous, disheveled woman dumped by fate into a vodka martini at a bar in Greenwich Village. Plus, she’d arrived in a black Suburban. It was parked illegally, right in front of the open French doors so the two guys in blue suits and dark glasses could keep an eye not only on the street but on Tabitha too. But they weren’t movie-star muscle. They were secret service. Tabitha was an assistant deputy to the director of National Intelligence.

“Simmer down, bruiser,” she murmured. She waited while the bartender put down our espressos and went away. “You know about this business of Lily and Mei moving into lab-grown diamonds?”

I was grateful for the espresso, so I could pick up the tiny cup and take a sip, blow on it, sip again, then place it carefully back in its little saucer while the thought balloon that said huh? had time to float away. Because I wouldn’t have put lab-grown diamonds on the list of worries for the DNI, where they are paid to chew their fingernails about Chinese subs and North Korean nukes.

“We’re here to talk about lab-grown diamonds?” I said.

She signaled for the bill.

“Mei and Lily already own a diamond mine. What do they want lab-grown diamonds for? What’s in it for them?”

“Money,” I said. “Just a guess.”

Tabitha snorted, to indicate the depth of my failure of imagination. The bartender placed the credit card machine in front of her. She added a tip and tapped the screen with her black AmEx card. She got up and I followed her outside. One of the agents opened the back door. She told him to wait outside until we were finished. That’s how I knew we weren’t. I followed her into the back seat.

“This is serious, Alex,” she said the moment the door thudded shut behind us. “Xi Mei is the most powerful woman in China. She has close ties to the Chinese government. That makes her one of our top intelligence targets.” She looked down at her hands for a minute. This time the glasses actually fell off and dropped to the floor. “Fuck,” she muttered, leaning forward and groping around until she found them. When she sat back up, she blew the hair from her face with an irritated puff.

“Mei’s hedge fund has been snapping up Chinese synthetic-diamond companies. The fund’s clients are China’s top generals. It’s how they get rich. However, they have to be sure that what serves their own interests and lines their pockets is also serving the interests of the Chinese government, because the guy who runs that,” she said, turning back and fixing me with her lethal eyes, “keeps everybody in line by shooting one of them from time to time.” She reached across and fastened a button on my shirt that had come undone. A cool finger grazed my skin. “You know all this,” she said, giving my shirt a little tug. “I’m just repeating it so you’ll have it in mind when I blow up your day.”

She sank back into her seat and grinned. That was the thing about Tabitha and grenades. She liked to make sure she had your full attention when she pulled the pin.

“The Chinese can make undetectable fakes.”

I stared at her. She raised her chin and arched her eyebrows, waiting for me to speak the line she’d already written for me.

“I don’t think that’s possible.”

“Apparently it is. Three months ago a Shanghai lab sent a twelve-carat lab-grown white to New York. It was a D color. Flawless.” She held my gaze. “Guess who the customer was? I’ll give you a hint. He’s dead.”

“Lou?”

She opened her hands.

“You’re saying a Chinese lab grew a diamond that Lou Fine sold as real?”

“He did. We tracked that shipment to him from Shanghai. We know what was in it because we opened the package when it got to customs. It was a twelve-carat top-color white, flawless. One month after Lou received that diamond, he sold an eleven-carat D flawless at auction in Geneva for $1.4 million.” She let that sit for a moment before she joined the dots. “To us that looks like Lou bought a Chinese lab-grown, re-cut it to improve the make, and sold it as a real diamond. Tell me if I’m missing something.”

It wasn’t Tabitha missing something I was worried about. It was me missing something. “Make” is a diamond-trade term for cut. A stone that good would have come with a certificate, but she’d had someone take a look. Whoever that was had also come up with the rationale for Lou re-cutting the stone from twelve carats down to eleven. But why not come to me? I’m cleared to top secret. I work for a clandestine agency.

“You know what I’m going to ask. Why am I only hearing about this now?”

“We were waiting for Mei to make her move.”

“And Lily.”

She frowned and started looking for her glasses. They were right beside her. She found them and held them in her lap. “Mei is the concern,” she said. “She’s the one putting the big diamond growers into her hedge fund. Lily would be more on the retail side. Frankly I think we can safely forget about Lily.”

Always pay attention to a sentence that begins with the word frankly, because I guarantee it’s bullshit.

“OK,” I said.

“Mei is basically an agent of the Chinese state. She’s buying these diamond factories because the generals agree she should. If they can simply manufacture lab-grown diamonds good enough to pass for real ones, that means they can generate US dollars at will and use them for whatever nefarious purpose they have.”

“The nefarious purpose could just be the money,” I said. “Sorry to keep hitting the same note.” She rapped a knuckle on the window. An agent opened the door beside me while his partner climbed into the driver’s seat. I got out of the car. “Who gave you the cutting scenario on the Geneva white?” I said. Her lips tightened.

“Find out how many of those stones Lou Fine was buying,” she said.

“You know you can always depend on me,” I told her. “Frankly.” The agent slammed the door and climbed into the front. They shot out onto Seventh Avenue and disappeared downtown.



It was only a few blocks to the office. I walked down Grove and crossed Bleecker Street while I sorted through the perplexities of the moment, such as why an assistant deputy director of National Intelligence was so stoked about fake diamonds.

Somebody passes off a fake and pockets a few million—that’s not a road map to world-destroying power for the Chinese state. And a stone here and there is the best they could hope for, assuming they could make a passable fake on demand. Huge volumes can’t suddenly appear on the market, because the trade knows to the carat what the output of the diamond mines is going to be. It’s a predictable figure.

And another thing I was wondering—how many people had to be in on it? An auction house wants to see some fancy paperwork before they put a diamond on the block. So somebody with standing certified the Geneva white. The diamond would have been tested by machines designed to catch lab-grown diamonds. If Tabitha was right that a Shanghai lab had actually grown a stone so good it couldn’t be distinguished from a real diamond, then the stone had beaten the machines. If the lab had done it once, could they do it again? And why Lou?

I just didn’t see Lou peddling a fake. He might grade a stone E when it was F, but everybody tried that. The ability to make it stick—to push a jewel up from one price category to another by the sheer force of your reputation—that’s part of what made a dealer like Lou who he was. But a fake? Unless it was so good not even Lou had caught it.

In some ways this was just my normal day. Trying to figure out how much of what I was being told I could rely on, and picking zero as a fairly representative number. Best line of the day: I think we can safely forget about Lily. Ask the Russian gangster found with his throat cut in a diamond lab on Long Island how that had worked. Maybe I should ask the kid with the overbite what he thought. He was standing at the corner of Greenwich and Clarkson examining the fascinating architecture of the West Village. Please.
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Our unit of the Treasury hid behind the dignified redbrick exterior of a row of old townhouses on Clarkson Street. There were shiny black doors with brass handles, black trim around the windowpanes, and big terra-cotta pots of geraniums on the front steps. It looked like a lot of other blocks in the West Village until you got inside, where a nest of spies, forensic accountants, phone techs, and hackers toiled away on the government’s dime.

The door closed automatically behind me. Only when it locked did the second door, a heavy slab of glass, hiss open. I walked through and poked my head into the guards’ room. “You guys still have a camera on the corner?”

“I can toggle one onto it,” she said, swiveling her chair to a control panel and grasping the little joystick in her fingers. “You pick up a tail?”

“Maybe. Tall kid, toothy, big hair.”

“And if he shows up?”

“Ping me.”

“OK. Tommy’s looking for you, by the way. Said for you to go right up.”

“Sure,” I said.

I went along the hall to the stairs, but instead of going up, I went down a flight to the basement. Tommy would just want to find out what Tabitha had said so he could sneer at it. At my office door I peered into the small glass panel until the iris scan turned green and beeped. Then I pressed my right thumb against the black pad. After another beep, the lock clicked and I went in.

I wedged the door open with a rubber shim and slid up the window. It looked onto an alley, and with the door open, a cool breeze blew through. The breeze was a little dank, but I liked that.

Here’s something not many people know about New York. There are hardly any alleys. People think there are because they see them in cop shows on TV. But it’s all the same alley. It’s in Tribeca. Film crews book it a year in advance and then decorate it with fire escapes and dumpsters. The truth is that Manhattan was designed to be alley-free, because alleys would take up room that could otherwise be filled with paying tenants. I thought of my own alley as a secret luxury, and you’d be surprised what people leave out there.

“So what did she want?” Tommy said as he came in. See? He dropped his massive bulk into a leather club chair. It was one of a pair.

“She wanted to make sure I knew that Mei is plotting world domination of the lab-grown diamond business by China,” I said, unlocking my secure in-tray and pulling out a sheaf of papers. “Could be nefarious.”

Tommy parked his size-thirteen loafers on a corner of the desk. “So,” he said, “that guy who got topped this morning. Friend of yours, right?”

“You saw that Tabitha had pulled my file, and had a look yourself, is that it?”

“Not just me, bubba. Your dark past is making the rounds today. The murder of your old comrade in crime, plus the involvement of Lily in that lab-grown thing.” He laced his sausage-thick fingers behind his head. “That’s a lot of coincidence.”

He was wearing one of his collection of vintage bowling shirts from the 1950s—in Tommy’s view, the golden age of American couture. This one was peacock blue with navy piping. The blue glowed against Tommy’s black skin. The name “Stan” was stitched in a flowing script on the front pocket.

“And what conclusion has your penetrating mind drawn from this coincidence?”

“Aw, now I’ve hurt your feelings,” Tommy said, settling more deeply into the club chair. It creaked loudly. He was carrying a lot more weight than when he’d been a 195-pound New York Jet and the fastest linebacker in the NFL. A blown knee had ended that career, and Tommy went to law school, unerringly picking a profession where he could do even more damage than he had on the field. As a government lawyer, he’d helped our secret agency out of some difficulties, and now he ran the place.

“Listen,” he said, “this thing with the murder and the lab-grown and that Geneva diamond, it’s got some very important people stirred up in Washington. The secretary was asked to second you to the DNI.”

Tommy meant the secretary of the Treasury, our boss. “DNI” was the director of National Intelligence. So whatever was worrying people was worrying them at the cabinet level.

Tommy seemed to notice the chair for the first time, frowned, and rubbed his hands along the armrests. “When did you get these? I don’t remember seeing a requisition.” He sniffed the leather suspiciously. “Jesus,” he said, clambering to his feet. “Did you get these from the alley?”

“So what you’re saying,” I said, “is that now I work for Tabitha.”

He glared at the chair, paced to the window, and stared out. “Consult as needed,” he said. “Best I could do.” He grabbed one of the steel window bars and gave it an experimental yank. “What I’m wondering is, why didn’t she just phone you? Why the in-person meeting?”

“Tabitha? She comes to New York for the escarole. Via Carota has the best in North America. I thought you knew that.”

Tommy wouldn’t know a piece of escarole if it came running at him with the ball. He shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. He turned his attention from the alley to the ceiling pipes.

“My guess, they are worried the Chinese have figured out how to make perfect fake diamonds, and formed some understanding of the threat.”

I shuffled some papers around on my desk.

“She wanted to see if you agreed,” he added. When I still didn’t respond, Tommy stopped studying the pipes and looked at me. “Did you agree?”

“No.”

He leaned back to give the pipes another once-over. The ratchet inside his head went click-click-click as he parsed my answer. It didn’t take him long to find the hole.

“Did she ask if you agreed?”

“No.”

He raised his eyebrows at the pipes. They emitted a clank, as if to tell Tommy they knew how he felt. “You’re just evasive by default, aren’t you, Alex. It’s probably something to do with your crummy childhood.”

“Nothing is hidden from you, Dr. Freud,” I said. “I found out this morning about Lily and Mei expanding their diamond business into lab-grown, and five minutes later that Lou Fine and his wife had been murdered in their home. A few hours after that, Tabitha told me about the Geneva white. Naturally, a detailed theory tying these events into a unified conspiracy immediately snapped into place in my mind.”

That seemed to satisfy him. He just wanted to make sure Tabitha didn’t know more than he did. But something else was on his mind, too. He grabbed a window bar again and tugged it, as if to make sure that it hadn’t loosened in the last few minutes. He craned his head and looked along the alley.

“I don’t like that you picked up a tail,” he said. Obviously the guard had logged it, and a notice would have automatically appeared on Tommy’s computer.

“I don’t like it either.”

“Could it be one of Tabitha’s people?”

“I wondered about that, but I don’t think so. She can find out what I’m doing just by logging in and checking the file.”

“I agree. I’m going to get somebody from the pool to shadow you.”

The pool was a roster of staff available for emergencies. We were a small unit, but a lot of the office people had field experience. They could pitch in when needed, usually to stake out a location or tail a target.

“I’ll let you know when I leave.”

He nodded and headed for the door but stopped and looked at me.

“It’s too fast, Alex. This just started, and right away you pick up a burr.”

“I know.”

He looked like he wanted to say something more but in the end just nodded and walked off down the hall.
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I practiced rearranging the stack of papers to see if I could make them look more completed than they were, failed, and picked one from the pile. It was a standard Treasury form, a confidential report known as a 16-B. This one was on Lily. I was supposed to analyze the meticulous data trail that described how she’d bought her $150 million penthouse, including where the money came from, and make a recommendation called an “interdiction plan.” In other words, how to remedy any possible criminal activity and stop her from doing it again. The problem was we’d helped her with the criminal activity. It became part of her job when I turned her into a double agent, informing on her Russian oligarch diamond bosses. She had to be engaging in that criminal activity in order to report on it. So instead of scribbling “seize assets and deport,” which was what I felt like doing at the moment, I wrote “pending” and stuck it in the outbox just as a metallic rattle sounded from the hall and Frankie from filing wheeled her trolley in the door.

“Please tell me you didn’t bring more 16-Bs,” I said.

“They opened one on that murder this morning.” She pulled it off her trolley and put it on the desk, then stroked the leather on one of the club chairs. “These cleaned up great.”

She’d helped me bring them in. She went over to the window and pulled a pack of Kools from her jeans. She leaned her hip on the sill, lit up, and inhaled deeply. With a long sigh, she blew the smoke out through the iron bars.

“It’s blank,” I said, leafing through the latest form. “He was shot just after six this morning. I don’t see what I’m supposed to recommend.”

“Don’t recommend anything,” she said, taking another drag and exhaling into the alley. “Mark it for attention of the deputy secretary for security. I’ll flag it urgent and send it by secure courier. He won’t know what it’s about, but he can’t admit that. He’ll hand it off to somebody else. You won’t see it again for months.”

“Have you thought of running for president?”

“I’d have to quit smoking.”

Like me, Frankie had worked for the CIA before transferring to our unit. I didn’t know what she did there, but I doubted it was filing. She had capable-looking hands. Her employment record was sealed. I’d tried to look.

We’d become friendly because I let her smoke in my office. That was another bonus of the alley. Superior ventilation, plus Frankie. Running the archive, she knew everything that was going on. She tugged a folded paper from her pocket and spread it open on my desk.

“Just so you’re up to speed,” she said.

I leaned forward to examine it. It was a printout from MAUREEN. MAUREEN stood for Machine-Learning Algorithmic Unrestricted Engine. Pronouns: she/her.

Like all large language model computers, MAUREEN had been “trained” by programmers who’d fed her vast amounts of data. In this case the data was about financial crime, including crimes involving gold and diamonds, and countless case studies of successful crimes already committed, with the names of the criminals, their backgrounds, and psychological assessments.

MAUREEN resided on an IBM Sierra supercomputer at Fort Meade. The Sierra operated at ninety-four petaflops, and a single petaflop was one thousand million million operations per second. MAUREEN’s product went into a digital folder, where it was supposed to stay until Tommy authorized its use. Until then only Tommy had access to it. And of course Frankie. Because Frankie ran the archive, and that’s where the folder lived.

I looked at the page. It was MAUREEN’s analysis of the sale of the Geneva white. MAUREEN had picked up the shipment from Shanghai, mapped the diamond’s path through the hands of half a dozen shell companies, and finally to Lou. She agreed with Tabitha that the stone was almost certainly a fake. Or more likely, Tabitha had agreed with MAUREEN. So that was interesting. First Tabitha tells me about it, then Tommy. In another world, this coincidence might signal inter-departmental cooperation between a high-ranking officer working for the director of National Intelligence and an equally high-ranking officer in a secret branch of the Treasury. But I didn’t live in that world. I lived in the one where Tabitha and Tommy would rather cut out each other’s beating hearts and fry them up with onions than cooperate with each other.
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