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Prologue

Western Australia

1989




Abe Windsor better be dead or I’ll bloody well kill him myself.

Jason Street’s thought was both promise and prayer. He’d had plenty of time for both in the ten hours since the call had come in from his spy at Crazy Abe’s station in Western Australia. Street had spent every minute of the time since then trying to get to the desolate station and the Sleeping Dog Mines. Four hours on a chartered flight from Perth followed by endless black hours behind the wheel of the battered Toyota Land Cruiser, pushing the vehicle at reckless speeds over dirt tracks, racing toward one of the most isolated areas on the continent.

It wasn’t the brutal drive that fed Street’s fury. It was the fear that more than a decade of his patience and cunning had gone up the spout, wiped out by a savage old man’s insanity.

Above the land the Southern Cross faded from the sky, slowly overwhelmed by the yellow violence of the rising sun. The daybreak temperature along the southeastern edge of the Kimberley Plateau was 87 degrees Fahrenheit. As the sun rose, so did the temperature. The brutal torrent of light revealed clumps of grasslike spinifex and stunted gum trees, red dust and occasional outcroppings of stone. And over all was the sun, always the sun, the only true inhabitant of Western Australia.

Stones ricocheted like pistol shots off the undercarriage of the straining vehicle. Lurching, skidding, bucking, the Toyota fought its way over a road that existed more in the driver’s mind than on the dry surface of the land itself.

Street had no doubt of his course. He’d spent ten years going to and from Crazy Abe’s station, trying to tease and wheedle and cozen the old man’s secret out of him. After all those years Street was certain of only one thing—if Crazy Abe’s secret was still within the reach of pain, Street would have it before the Southern Cross rose above Australia again.

In an explosion of dust, the Toyota shot over the top of a low rise. Ahead lay Abe’s meager station. The old man’s possessions were spread out like wreckage across several acres of flat, barren land. There was a ramshackle tin-roof house, a few sun-scoured outbuildings, tractors consumed by rust and misuse, broken mining equipment, discarded four-wheel-drive trucks, and the remains of a World War II RAAF Dakota that had crashed within sight of the station a few months before V-J Day.

Suddenly a glistening, noisy, and very modern helicopter leaped into the sky just beyond the house’s tin roof. Street stood on the brakes, bringing the Toyota to a shuddering stop. When the helicopter banked and passed overhead with its red belly beacon flashing, he searched for identifying marks. He expected to see the shield of the Western Australia State Police, the insignia of the Australian Defense Forces, or even the logo of the Flying Doctor Service.

The sleek sides of the helicopter were blank, anonymous as an egg. The owners were no more interested in advertising their presence at Abe Windsor’s station than was Street himself.

Furious and fearful at the same time, he slammed his fist against the steering wheel. Then he rammed the Toyota into gear and drove headlong down the hill. As the vehicle skidded to a stop in the loose red earth near Abe’s shack, he rolled out and dropped to the dirt, a cocked semiautomatic pistol in his hand. Moving with the precision of a commando, he slid from the cover of the vehicle to the shelter of a rusty stamp mill and from there to the protection of a corner of the house.

He risked a quick glimpse through a dirty window. A single paraffin lamp guttered in the big room of the station house. A barefoot corpse lay beneath a tattered piece of canvas on the long table in the center of the room. The only thing moving was the outback’s customary plague of flies.

Cursing through clenched jaws, Street discarded caution and used his heavy boot like a battering ram. The upper hinge of the door popped out of the casement, the latch broke, and the door swung open drunkenly.

The smell of old death rolled out into the sultry yard.

Street looked at the room over the barrel of his pistol.

Nothing looked back.

Gagging at the smell, he walked to the table and flipped up one corner of the tarp, setting off a cloud of flies. Judging by the condition of the corpse, Abe Windsor had been dead for some time. Even allowing for the heat and humidity of the October buildup toward the “wet,” Street guessed the old man had been dead for at least three days, maybe more. But there was no doubt that it was Abe Windsor who lay beneath the tarp. The heavy ridge of scar on his left wrist had resisted decay better than the softer flesh around it.

Street turned away with an exclamation of disgust and glanced at the room without a lot of hope. He doubted that the occupants of the helicopter had left behind anything except flies. But he might have surprised them before they’d finished searching everything on the station.

Grimacing, breathing carefully through his mouth, Street turned back to the corpse. He pulled the dirty undershirt open and looked for the worn velvet pouch that Abe had always worn around his skinny neck.

The pouch was gone.

With a seething curse, Street went to the unpainted wooden shelf next to Abe Windsor’s rocking chair. The battered tin box was missing too.

“So you went for your last walk in the bush, did you, you old wanker?” Street said savagely to the corpse. “Did you take that bloody box with you like always? Did your secret die out there in the bush with you? And who in hell was watching you besides me?”

There was no answer but death’s hideous grin. For an instant Street was sure the old man was still alive, still mocking him.

“You knew what I was after the whole time, didn’t you? Christ, but you loved stuffing me around. Sod you, old man. You’re dead and I’m not.”

Tiny sounds came from beyond the kitchen door as decaying floorboards shifted.

Someone was headed out of the house.

Street spun and dashed through the doorway into the gloomy kitchen. He was quick enough to catch a flicker of movement as a dark-clad figure slipped through the back door. Sounds came again, the soft, rapid thud of bare feet fleeing over sun-baked earth.

Street leaped to the open door and tripped a quick shot. The bullet caught the fleeing man a few feet before he reached the corner of an outbuilding. He jerked and sprawled facedown in the dirt.

Cautiously Street approached the man and checked for weapons. Nothing. He stood and rolled the man over with one booted foot. Chu, Abe’s cook, squinted up at Street through eyes that swam with pain. Street pointed the gun at a spot between the cook’s eyes.

“Where’s the box, you thieving Chink?”

Chu hissed through his teeth, his face contorted with pain, and said nothing.

“Listen up.” Street ground down on Chu’s wounded shoulder with the flat sole of his boot. “Where’s the box and the velvet sack?”

Chu groaned and said something in Chinese, a plea or a curse or both at once.

Street bore down harder with his foot. From the corner of his eye he caught a hint of movement as someone lunged toward him from the cover of the outbuilding. Reflexively Street’s head turned toward the new attacker.

The instant Street’s attention was divided, Chu doubled up and aimed a kick at the Australian’s crotch.

The two prongs of the attack were so swift and so well-coordinated that Street knew immediately he’d fallen into a trap laid by professionals. His own reaction was equally quick and deadly. He fired point blank at Chu and at the same time twisted so the cook’s kick was off the mark.

In the split second before the heavy bullet struck, Chu’s heel thudded harmlessly into Street’s muscular thigh. Street continued the twisting motion, throwing himself off to the side and bringing his gun to bear on the remaining attacker. As Street hit the ground, he triggered two shots at the second attacker. Both shots missed, but Street’s action avoided a head-high kick that would have smashed his skull.

The attacker flew past Street, who was still in the midst of his defensive roll. When Street landed on his belly, he twisted again and calmly shot the attacker twice in the back. Something about the single exclamation of pain and the fall told Street that the attacker was a woman, and that she was dead before she hit the ground.

Even as the information registered in his brain, he was rolling again, anticipating another attacker. He came to his feet in a crouch, his back to a wall and his pistol covering the entire station yard.

Fifty meters away a flock of pale cockatoos, startled by the shots, called noisily among the stunted trees. After a few moments the cockatoos settled back onto their perches, leaving the silence of death to spread unbroken over Abe Windsor’s station. All that moved were the flies, as though the searing October sunlight had wings.

Quickly Street checked the bodies of the two people he’d just killed. No sign of the tin box or the velvet bag. He went over the bodies again, hoping to discover who had sent them and why.

Neither Chu nor the Chinese woman carried anything that might identify them: no papers, no clothing labels, no weapons.

Frowning, Street sat on his haunches and studied the two dead bodies. Chu had been at the station for years now, but Street had never noticed the calluses on the cook’s hands and feet. They belonged to a highly trained fighter, not to a simple scut worker. The woman’s hands were similarly hardened. The two Chinese had worked as a team, a team that had been prepared to kill or die.

Now they were dead and Street was no closer to knowing who they’d worked for than he was to Crazy Abe’s diamond mine.

Street spat on the red earth, then turned his back on the bodies. There was little chance that anything of value remained, but after a decade of watching the mousehole, he wouldn’t let frustration make him overlook any chance at all. It was just possible that the box containing the old man’s doggerel and his will were still hidden on the station.

The stench in the house hadn’t changed.

Street went through the place with the practiced motions of a man who had searched those same rooms many, many times before. As always, nothing new turned up. Nor did the tin box. Wiping dirt and sweat from his eyes, he went to stand over the corpse of the old man who had evaded him in death as he had in life.

“Ten years of ‘Chunder from Down Under,’” Street snarled, his voice low in his throat. “Ten years of your stink and your sly laughter. To hell with you, Abe Windsor. And to hell with whoever inherits the Sleeping Dog Mines.”
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Northern Territory, Australia

October




“Two people died getting this to me.”

Cole Blackburn looked at the small worn velvet bag in Chen Wing’s hand and asked, “Was it worth it?”

“You tell me.”

With a swift motion Wing emptied the contents of the bag onto the ebony surface of his desk. Light rippled and shifted as nine translucent stones tumbled over one another with tiny crystalline sounds. The first impression was of large, very roughly made marbles that had been chipped and pitted by use. Nine of the thirteen stones were colorless. Three were pink. One was the intense green of a deep river pool.

Cole’s hand closed over the green marble. It was as big as the tip of his thumb and surprisingly heavy for its size. He rubbed it between his fingers. The surface had an almost slippery feel, as though it had been burnished with precious oils. He turned the stone until he found a flat, cleanly chipped face. He bathed it with his breath.

No moisture collected on the smooth green surface.

Excitement stabbed through Cole. Without a word he walked to a liquor cart that stood against a nearby wall. He picked up a heavy leaded crystal glass and glanced at Wing, who nodded. Cole brought the green stone down the side of the glass in a single swift stroke.

The stone scratched the glass easily and deeply. The stone itself wasn’t marked.

At random Cole picked up other stones from the desk and drew them down the crystal surface. New scratches formed. The stones themselves remained untouched. He pulled a well-worn jeweler’s loupe from his pocket, angled the desk light to his satisfaction, picked up the deep green stone, and examined it.

The sensation was like falling into a pool of intense emerald light. Yet this was not an emerald. Even uncut and unpolished, the stone held and dispersed light in ways that only a diamond could. It shimmered between his fingers with each tiny movement of his hand. Light flowed and glanced among the irregularities in the stone’s surface and gathered in its luminous depths. There were no fractures and only two very minute flaws, both irrelevant to the diamond’s value. They lay just below the surface, where they would be cut and polished out of existence.

Cole looked at several more stones before he put his loupe back in his pocket and said, “White paper.”

Wing opened a desk drawer, extracted a pure white sheet of Pacific Traders Ltd. letterhead, and slid it across the desk. Cole pulled a small chamois bag from his pocket and removed a rough diamond that he knew was of perfect color. Uncut and unpolished, the stone had a natural octahedral shape. It looked almost manmade next to the worn, irregular stones from Wing’s bag.

Cole spaced the diamonds across the surface of the paper. One of the stones changed color subtly, becoming more coral than pink. The other pinks deepened to a lovely clear rose. Most of the white stones took on a blue sheen that exactly matched Cole’s diamond. One or two showed a very faint yellow cast to their white, a color shift that only an expert eye would have detected or cared about.

And the green stone burned more vividly still, an emerald flame against snow.

Cole lowered the loupe and studied the green diamond with both eyes again. It still glimmered with an internal fire that was both hot and cold.

Years before, in Tunisia, he’d seen a stone that was nearly the equal of this one. The smuggler who owned the rough claimed it had come from Venezuela. Cole didn’t believe it. But before he could raise enough cash to buy the truth, someone had sealed the smuggler’s lips by cutting his throat. The smuggler’s death hadn’t shocked Cole. When it came to diamonds, a man’s life was valuable only to himself, and his death could easily profit any number of people.

What did surprise Cole was that these diamonds had cost only two lives. He’d never seen a handful of diamonds to equal the ones resting on the white paper, drawing their color from the peculiar circumstances of their birth rather than reflecting their surroundings.

Cole picked up his own exemplar diamond, put it away, and examined the dark velvet bag that lay collapsed across the desk’s ebony surface. The velvet was old, so old that the passage of time and the hard surfaces of the diamonds inside had worn the cloth to near-transparency in places. The velvet didn’t care. It was dead.

But the stones weren’t dead, not in the same way. They shimmered with light and time and man’s insatiable hunger for the rare and valuable.

“What do you want from me?” Cole asked, watching the diamonds with brooding gray eyes.

For a moment Wing thought the question was directed at the stones. Though he’d known Cole for many years, the Hong Kong businessman didn’t claim to understand or predict the American prospector’s complex mind.

“Are they diamonds?” Wing asked.

“Yes.”

“No chance of deception?”

Cole shrugged. The motion made light move over him. Raw black silk gleamed in his sport coat. His hair was the exact color and luster of the silk. His skin had been weathered in the wild places of the world. Fine lines radiated out from his eyes, legacy of a life spent squinting into the light of a desert sun or the flare of a miner’s lamp. Above his left temple a scattering of silver showed in his thick hair. He looked older than his thirty-four years. By every measure that mattered, he was.

“There’s always a chance of deception,” Cole said. “But if these were made by a man, he’ll be the ruin of every miner and diamond mine in the world.”

Wing smiled.

“If you’re worried,” Cole said, “I can find someone in Darwin with a thermal inertia tester. Nobody’s beat that test, not yet.”

This time it was Wing who shrugged. “Unless you brought an instrument with you, there’s no time. These stones must be on their way in a few hours.”

“Where are they going?”

“America.”

“Where did they come from?”

“Kimberley.”

Cole was silent. When he spoke, his voice was neutral. “South Africa’s deposits are pretty well played out.”

“Not Kimberley, Africa. The Kimberley Plateau, here in Australia.”

Wing smiled as though enjoying the chance to show that he understood the difference between the two Kimberley’s. It was a common enough mistake. People automatically linked diamonds with Africa, despite the fact that the biggest diamond mine in the world, the Argyle, was in the remote tropical deserts of the state of Western Australia.

Cole smiled in return, but there was little humor in the hard curve of his mouth. “Did the Chen family invest in the Argyle mine on the basis of these stones?”

“I didn’t say Argyle, only Kimberley.”

Swiftly Cole thought through the possible implications. If those stones came from the Argyle, the cartel that controlled the world’s supply of diamonds had made a major new discovery and had become a little richer in the process.

But if the stones were from some new source, the diamond game had a new player and all hell was about to break loose.

Either way, life would become very interesting for the man holding that handful of bright diamond markers in the coming international shoving match.

“Kimberley, Australia,” Cole said, pinning Wing with gray eyes that were as clear as glacier ice. “Is that where the stones were found?”

For the first time Wing hesitated. “They came to me from there, but as to where they were originally found…” He turned his narrow hands palm up.

“Are there more?”

“This is all that came to me,” Wing said carefully.

Cole walked to the window and looked out over the palms that framed the front lawn of the government casino in Darwin, Northern Territory, Australia, fifteen hundred miles from the Kimberley Plateau. The hard tropical sun and humidity-hazed sky made the Timor Sea look like spun aluminum.

The sun’s heat radiated through the double panes of glass in the window close to Cole. In the background came the vague hum of machinery as the casino’s air conditioning filtered out tobacco smoke from the gaming rooms below and at the same time cooled the steamy, overbearing heat of tropical October. It was high spring down under. The buildup had already begun.

Buildup, the season when animals died and men went crazy.

Tropical Australia in October was one of the few places on earth Cole found unlivable. For some reason the heat and humidity in the eucalyptus and acacia scrublands affected him more than the same conditions in Venezuela or Brazil.

But inside the Darwin casino, man’s machinery kept the tropics at bay, delivering high-tech air that had neither the savor nor the character of any climate or country. If not for the Aboriginal drawings on the wall, the room could have been located anywhere from Hong Kong to Johannesburg, London to Los Angeles, Tel Aviv to Bombay. The furnishings were a fusion of Western woods and Eastern artistic traditions. The clothes combined Eastern fabrics with Italian design flair.

“Were these diamonds mined in the Kimberley?” Cole asked, being blunt because there was no longer anything to gain from circumspection.

“I hoped you could tell me.”

Cole’s eyes narrowed beneath black eyebrows. Wing wasn’t usually evasive, not when he wanted something.

But then Wing didn’t usually walk around with a major fortune in uncut diamonds in his pocket. He and his family were too pragmatic to dabble in a commodity whose market price was controlled by a well-entrenched cartel. The Chens usually stuck to mining and refining metallic ores whose names were familiar only to space scientists and weapons makers.

“I can’t tell you positively where the diamonds came from,” Cole said, “but I can tell you they didn’t come from the Argyle.”

“The stones speak to you?” Wing asked skeptically.

Cole simply looked at the other man.

“How can you be so certain?” Wing demanded. “Argyle has pink diamonds.”

“The Argyle mine is a bort hole filled almost entirely with industrial diamonds. Sure, there are pinks in the place, but these pinks are darker, cleaner, and a hell of a lot bigger than anything the Australians have admitted to finding. It takes the patience of an Indian stone polisher to make jewelry out of Argyle’s junk.”

Wing stirred the diamonds with his fingertip. Light pooled and gleamed as though the stones were wet. “Are you saying these aren’t Australian diamonds?”

“No. Just that they’re not from the Argyle itself. Hell, Wing, there are seventy different companies working the Kimberley Plateau. Nobody has found much but industrial-grade goods.” Cole paused before adding, “At least that’s what ConMin has been putting out.”

Wing grunted, his skepticism matching Cole’s. Con-Min told the world what it wanted the world to hear about diamonds, period. Real intelligence was hard to come by, which was why Wing had called in Cole. “What else do the stones tell you?”

“They’re alluvial.”

“Explain, please.”

“They’ve been out of the mother pipe a long, long time, washed out by erosion.”

“Is that bad?”

Cole shook his head. “Jesus, you still don’t know shit from schist, do you?”

“You didn’t disparage my questions when we were partners.”

“When we were partners you didn’t bait me with a handful of fantastic rough,” Cole shot back. “These diamonds are the cream of some old, eroded diamond pipe. The flawed goods and small stuff have been destroyed by time. The stones that survived all had the corners rounded off their natural crystalline shape.”

“That’s good?” Wing asked dubiously.

“When it comes to cutting time, yes. Stones dug fresh and sharp from a pipe lose half their weight in cutting and polishing. These alluvial stones will lose no more than twenty percent between the rough state and some spoiled lady’s finger.”

“Then these stones are at least thirty percent more valuable than non-alluvial rough diamonds of an equal weight?” Wing asked quickly.

Cole smiled. Wing didn’t need to know much about diamonds to keep a balance sheet in his head. That was one of the reasons Cole trusted his former partner. He knew what motivated Chen Wing.

Profit.

“When you take into account color and size as well,” Cole said, “you’ve got at least a million dollars wholesale sitting on your desk, as is. Cut and polished, those stones are worth one hell of a lot more.”

“How much more?”

“Depends on how badly someone wants them. The fancies—”

“Fancies?” Wing interrupted.

“Colored diamonds. They’re bloody rare, and a true green is the rarest of them all. Wherever that lot came from, it’s God’s own jewel box.”

“Are there mines like that?”

“In Australia? Not that I know of.”

“Are there such mines anywhere?” Wing demanded impatiently.

“Ever hear of Namaqualand? Southwest coast of Africa, just below the mouth of the Orange River?” Cole asked.

Wing shook his head.

“About sixty years ago a geologist called Hans Merensky was prospecting on Crown holdings there. He came across some diamonds lying together on top of the ground, neat as eggs in a quail’s nest.”

Though he said nothing, Wing sat straighter in his chair and leaned closer to Cole.

“Everywhere Merensky looked he found more diamonds,” Cole said. “Soon he couldn’t hold them all in his hand. Most of them were too big to fit down the neck of his canteen. He had to store them in candy tins.”

With a soft grunt Wing looked at the small handful of diamonds on his desk and imagined the sensation of making an even bigger find.

“Yeah,” Cole said in a low voice. “That’s how I felt when I first heard the story. Every diamond hunter lies awake at night and dreams of how it would feel to find a jewel box like that.”

“Jewel box. You’re serious, then?”

“Jewel box, diamond trap, concentrated gem gravels—call it what you will. It’s a place where time and water and gravity have done the heavy work of mining for you. They’ve worn away the softer rock, carried away the dross, and concentrated the diamonds.”

“I don’t understand.”

Cole curbed his impatience. “Diamonds are heavier and far harder than most minerals, so they sink in quiet parts of river bends, collect behind boulders or in tree roots, or get caught in gravel. Gold does the same thing for the same reason. It’s heavy. Most of the big diamond finds started with men looking for placer gold.”

“What happened to Merensky?”

“He filled a half-dozen candy tins full of diamonds, diamonds as big as eighty carats. Gem quality, all of them. He sold out his claim for one million pounds, which in those days was a king’s ransom.”

“To whom did he sell?”

“Guess,” Cole said sardonically.

Wing grimaced and hissed a word through his teeth. “Shit.”

“That may be your opinion, but stockholders think quite highly of ConMin.”

“Do you think these are cartel diamonds?” Wing said, glancing at the stones on the desk.

“No.”

“So quick? No doubts?”

“You would have lost more than two people getting the likes of these away from the diamond cartel,” Cole said flatly.

“But the cartel would be interested in them?”

“If those stones are all from the same spot, and that place is a new strike, the cartel would move heaven and earth and take on hell to grab control of the find. Archimedes said he could move the world with a lever long enough. The mine that yielded those stones is a lever that long.”

Wing grunted. “What else can you tell me about these stones? Anything, no matter how small.”

“Just that the stones don’t ‘feel’ like African diamonds. The colors aren’t right. Too much pink. No Cape yellow at all. Several of those whites are twinned crystals, macles. Australia is known for macles. The green diamond isn’t likely for Africa at all. Brazil, maybe, but that green is both more intense and yet more fiery than the Dresden diamond, which is the best of the Brazilian greens.”

Wing touched the green diamond with new appreciation.

“All in all,” Cole said, “if that’s a representative sampling from some prospector’s cache, I doubt that it was found in Africa. ConMin’s only other significant source of diamonds is the Soviet Union, and the Soviets aren’t noted for gem goods, much less for blue-whites. Their goods have a very slight greenish tinge.”

“Then this lot could have come from somewhere in Australia?”

“Possibly. The Ellendale find had green gem-quality diamonds. Nothing as big or as deeply colored as that, of course, or presumably the Australian government would have developed Ellendale rather than Argyle.”

“What you’re saying is that it’s possible these stones came from a single strike in Australia?”

A glance at Wing’s face told Cole that he could no longer trust Wing, because there was more involved in these diamonds than profit. He’d seen Wing in quest of profit before. There was nothing of the cheerful entrepreneur about the other man right now. He was intent, dedicated, and predatory down to the tips of his immaculately manicured hands.

“How badly do you need to know?” Cole asked calmly.

“Not me. Us. You and me.”

Cole’s expression hardened. “We aren’t partners any more. We sold BlackWing Resources Ltd. to your uncle five years ago.”

“I think it would be wise for us to become partners again,” Wing said, reaching into another drawer and pulling out a sheaf of papers. “This is a partnership agreement very similar to the one we signed when we created BlackWing.”

Cole glanced at the papers but made no move to take them. “I read too slowly,” he lied softly. “So translate the jargon into common English. But don’t go all Mandarin and lawyerly on me, or I’ll walk right out that door and catch the first plane back to Brazil.”

Without hesitation Wing set the papers down on the desk. The fingertips of his right hand moved almost caressingly over the expensive, textured sheets. When he spoke, it was slowly, a man choosing each word with care.

“Ten years ago we formed BlackWing Resources on the basis of your geological brilliance and my financial abilities. It was a good match, a profitable one, because each of us brought different strengths to the deal.”

“It also worked because you hired geologists to check my work and I hired accountants to check yours,” Cole pointed out blandly.

Wing smiled. “There was intelligence in our partnership, at least as much intelligence as trust. The Chen family needs your intelligence again. We need you.”

“For what?”

“We believe that you may be a part owner of the deposit that yielded these stones.”

The air conditioning made the only sound in the room for several long moments while Cole studied Wing.

“I’ve bought, sold, and swapped a lot of diamond claims in my life,” Cole said finally. “Are you trying to tell me I’ve overlooked something this good?”

“Sign this partnership agreement and I’ll answer your questions. But unless and until you sign, not one more word.”

Wing gathered the rough diamonds and began to return them one by one to the worn velvet bag. Cole watched until the green diamond vanished.

Then he picked up the papers and began to read.
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Alaska




The polestar shimmered above tundra, river, and mountains alike, providing a brilliant center for the night to circle in icy splendor. Moonlight brushed the river with silver. The illumination was ghostly and cold as snow. A black wind from an undiscovered tomorrow rushed down the long valley, whispering of ancient glaciers and a coming midnight that knew no dawn.

That was what Erin Shane Windsor hoped to capture, the delicacy and chill of eternity drawn in moonlight upon a river surface that was slowly turning to ice.

Unaware of the cold and isolation of the vast Alaskan landscape, Erin made a final adjustment on her camera and stepped back from the tripod. She tripped the shutter with fingers that no longer could feel the texture of the bulb release. The shutter opened and closed reluctantly, stiff with cold. As insurance, she exposed several more frames of film. The long, silk-on-silk sound of the camera mechanism was loud against the arctic silence.

After the last exposure, she immediately went to work on a new combination of settings. When she fumbled the settings a second time, she swore softly, sending out her breath in a plume of glittering silver moisture. She had only moments to capture the shot she wanted. Right now the moon was at just the right angle to illuminate three of the river’s sinuous curves and to suggest similar curves in the folds of the mountains themselves.

But the world was turning and the wind was pushing clouds into a single mass. Each passing second changed the most important element in the entire image—light.

Erin’s watch cheeped a warning.

She ignored it. The sound was only the first of several mechanical reminders she’d programmed into the watch. When she was shooting pictures, no other reality existed for her. Her ability to concentrate was a double-edged gift, putting her at odds with a civilization that required time to be divided and subdivided into portions that had no meaning beyond urban landscapes.

“Dammit, hands, settle down,” she muttered as her numb fingers made slow work of resetting the camera’s finicky time and exposure mechanisms.

The watch cheeped again.

Even as she shut out the sound, part of her mind reluctantly understood that there was a world beyond her camera lens. And in that other world she had a plane to catch to civilization, the very civilization she’d avoided for seven years.

Like the geese and shorebirds she photographed on the tundra, and like the whales she photographed from skin boats, she was southward bound. Unlike the birds and whales, she was heading toward days divided into hours divided into minutes divided into seconds, with no time off for good behavior, world without end, amen.

She squeezed the bulb release, advanced the film, then squeezed again, listening as the shutter delicately framed instants of time that transcended clocks and heartbeats.

Rapt, patient, shivering with a cold she didn’t feel, she worked over the camera again, compelled by the black and silver starkness of the landscape, photographing her farewell to a land she loved.

There was a mythic quality to the arctic that had attracted her on first sight. That quality was reflected in the “uncivilized” lives of the Eskimo and Aleut subsistence hunters she’d met and lived among. She’d gone with men in skin boats through shifting leads in pack ice, hunting whales. Out in the frail boats she’d learned that primitive man feared, loved, and revered his prey.

Modern man simply killed with high-tech weapons, risking nothing of himself and therefore learning nothing of himself or his prey, of life or death or transcendence. She had known those kinds of men, too. Modern men.

She would rather freeze to death in the arctic than live as they did.

Her watch’s warnings came at shorter intervals until they became constant, reminding Erin of the urgency of the telegram that had been read to her over the shortwave radio that morning.

You must return immediately stop family emergency stop instructions to follow stop james rosen esq.

“Shut up,” she muttered. “Just…shut…up.”

She jabbed a numb index finger at the alarm button on her watch, silencing it. But she knew it was too late. Her concentration had been ruined, because she couldn’t turn off James Rosen Esquire as easily as she’d silenced her watch.

You must return immediately stop

Erin shoved aside the demand. She’d ignored civilization for seven years. She could ignore it for seven more minutes. She would have ignored the summons forever if she hadn’t realized that her own arctic cycle was ending.

But it was.

She hadn’t taken all possible pictures of the arctic, but she’d taken all the images that were necessary for her own needs. The violence that had driven her into the wilderness seven years ago had faded to a whisper. She wasn’t the same person she’d been then.

The answers she’d found in Alaska no longer fit the questions she was asking herself.

Jeffrey will be ecstatic, Erin thought, wishing the idea gave her greater comfort.

Jeffrey Fisher, her New York editor, didn’t understand the part of her life she spent in the wilderness. Nor did he understand the restlessness that sent her out to places where others rarely went. He loved her photographic technique, her artist’s eye, but he was forever trying to get her to do “civilized” photography—English farmhouses and French vineyards, ancient Greek statues and modern Mediterranean resorts.

At first she’d tried to make Fisher understand why she didn’t want his European assignments. She’d tried to explain to him that while civilization removed the grueling lows of physical deprivation, it also leveled off the psychic highs of survival.

Fisher hadn’t understood. Her preferred world of stark Pacific Rim landscapes and remote cultures was simply too distant from Manhattan, and too different in ways both obvious and subtle, for him to understand. The East Coast looked east, toward Europe and the past. The West Coast looked west, toward the undeveloped Pacific Rim and the future.

Unfortunately she’d run out of internal and external excuses for not accepting the European assignments, for not shooting farmhouses and wine cellars and sterling silver by candlelight. She’d made herself clear her schedule so that no one would be left hanging if she was gone for several months or even a year. She’d done everything but work up enthusiasm for shooting European set pieces when she would rather shoot almost anything else.

She’d been to the Continent many times. She’d been more depressed than impressed. Part of it was simply that her former fiancé had been European, or at least had claimed to be.

Family emergency stop

Part of it was that she associated Europe with her father’s work, diplomacy and secrets and treachery, the kind of betrayal that scarred its survivors for life.

Assuming there were any survivors to scar.

Instructions to follow stop

Instructions, but no truth. Man had invented civilization in order to escape natural truth and had invented time in order to more carefully package human lies.

Family emergency

Motionless, Erin stood surrounded by brilliant silver light and radiant natural silence, eternity condensed into a shimmering unity that had a sweeping disregard for human concepts such as truth and lies, life and death, fair and unfair.

You must return

Life wasn’t fair or unfair; it was simply unexpected. Sometimes life’s surprises were breathtakingly beautiful, like the arctic. Sometimes they were breathtakingly cruel, like Hans. But surprises were always the raw material of life, and she had chosen to live.

Erin silenced her wristwatch alarm for the last time and began packing up her equipment for the long trip to Los Angeles.
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Antwerp




“How long ago did the two Chinese assassins die?”

The voice, slightly distorted by the satellite link and the scrambler, had a dry Etonian disdain. Hugo van Luik was a stocky Dutchman with a full head of white hair, but he sounded like a whingeing Pom to an Australian ear.

There was the sound of a bottle gurgling at the other end of the line. Van Luik could imagine Jason Street swilling beer from an oversized can.

“Twelve hours,” Street said, “maybe a bit more.”

“Why was your report delayed?”

“You want me spilling our business on open phone lines, do you?” Street shot back. “This is bloody Australia, remember. Anybody with a receiver can listen in on two-way radios. I buried the chokies, took the place apart, and then got back here to Perth before I called.”

Van Luik was grateful to be ten thousand miles away from the country and the man he detested yet was never free of. Van Luik’s office on the fifth floor of the gray, anonymous office building on Pelikanstraat, the main street of Antwerp’s diamond trade, might as well have been in hell for all the comfort it gave him.

He closed his eyes against the blinding pain of a growing headache. At the moment he was alone in his office, so he allowed himself the luxury of slumping. He felt like he was impaled on a giant fishhook. Nausea twisted in his stomach, then slowly subsided. He drew a deep, grateful breath. He was a powerful man, both physically and in his profession, but he paid the price of power. Lately that price seemed to grow every day.

“Very well,” van Luik said. “To summarize, the holographic will, the velvet sack, and the tin box were gone by the time you arrived. A decade’s work—wasted.”

“Too bloody right. You should have let me open Abe Windsor up my own way. He’d have spilled his secret soon enough.”

“Perhaps. But more probably a man his age would have died under torture and left the secret to his heir. At the time, the risks seemed too great.”

“Not now, mate. Now they look bloody small.”

“Your hindsight is superlative.”

No reply came from the other end of the line, unless another gurgle of beer could be called a comment. Street loathed the precise Dutchman whose power was hidden behind the bland, meaningless title of Director of Special Operations, Diamond Sales Division. But even while Street loathed van Luik, he feared him.

“Very well,” van Luik said. “Now go back over it from the beginning.”

It was his favorite tactic with a hardhead like Jason Street. Repetition reinforced the subordinate role and at the same time exposed little inconsistencies that suggested information withheld or lies told.

Street knew the drill as well as van Luik did. The Australian took another long swallow of beer and belched into the telephone. “Not much to tell, really. Abe had been drinking for a few days. Full as a boot, he was. Nothing different there. About three days ago he went crook, grabbed a shovel, and took off into the bush, screaming something about digging his own grave.”

“Was that unusual?”

“Hell no, mate. Happens once a month, like a woman bleeding. Only this time Abe was telling the truth. He must have died out there in the bush. His body looked like he’d been slow-roasted on a spit. Dead as tinned fish and three times the smell.”

Van Luik felt nausea welling up again, though not because of Street’s words. Death and corruption were matters of indifference to the Dutchman. It was helplessness that made him feel sick.

“How did Windsor’s body get back to the station?” van Luik asked.

“The chokies must have found him.”

“Chokies?”

“Chinks, slants, slopeheads, Chinamen,” Street said impatiently. Van Luik spoke four languages but couldn’t—or wouldn’t—remember the Australian slang Street always used. “They trucked him back.”

“How do you know that? Did your informant at the station tell you?”

“Sarah? She’d already gone walkabout with her bronze-wing brats. She was drinking with Abe, same as usual, and passed out. When she sobered up and he still wasn’t back, she called me, then headed for the back of beyond.”

“Why?”

“She knew I’d kill her if Abe was dead.”

“Then how do you know the Chinese found Windsor?”

“There were no new tracks going into the station. The cook must have called in the chopper when Abe didn’t come back. Or else he followed Abe and staked him out in the sun for a yak about missing mines.”

Van Luik let his silence reach halfway around the world.

Street kept talking. “The bloody cook had to be a tout, same as Sarah. Lots of people knew Abe had some nice stones in the sack. Wasn’t just us on to him.”

Van Luik massaged the bridge of his nose. “Go on.”

“It must have been the chokies that found Abe out in the bush, brought him back, then ransacked the station, which means Abe didn’t talk before he died.”

“I profoundly hope so. Unfortunately the ‘chokies’ knew enough to take the tin box as well as the diamonds, didn’t they?”

Jason Street took a swig of beer and said nothing. He’d been hoping van Luik wouldn’t realize the implications of the missing box so quickly.

“Didn’t they?” Van Luik’s repeated question had an edge to it.

“Right, they took the bloody box.”

“So we must assume they are at least as well informed as we are. They must realize that the contents of the bag are worth only a fraction of what the contents of the box may ultimately be worth.”

The encrypted satellite channel hummed invitingly, waiting for Street to agree with the obvious.

“I suppose,” the Australian said reluctantly.

Van Luik looked out across the wet, gray rooftops that housed the most skillful diamond cutters and the most ruthless gemstone brokers in the world. Sometimes he could relieve the pain by resting his eyes on distant vistas. And sometimes he simply had to endure.

He closed his eyes and endured, trying to think beyond the blinding instants of pain that measured his heartbeats in the blood vessels behind his eyes. Jason Street had come to ConMin with the highest recommendations ten years ago, when he had been barely thirty. Nothing had happened since then to make van Luik doubt Street’s abilities or his ultimate loyalties.

Until now. Now something was wrong. Street was temporizing, lying, or withholding some crucial bit of information. Van Luik couldn’t tell whether the Australian was lying to avoid ConMin’s wrath or for some other, less obvious reason.

“Were you able to get any information on the helicopter?” van Luik asked softly.

“I checked every charter operator in Western Australia and the Northern Territory. No luck. No trace of a flight plan in the air traffic control system, either. Must have been privately owned.”

“Find that helicopter.” Van Luik almost gagged with the sudden blinding agony his outburst triggered. He breathed shallowly through his mouth for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice was controlled and calm. “We must find out who has the poetry and the stones.”

“I’m working on it, mate.”

Van Luik shifted the phone to his left hand and massaged his right temple with long, well-manicured fingers. Light flashed from the little finger of his right hand, where he wore a five-carat, emerald-cut, D flawless diamond. The stone was pavé set in matte-finish platinum. It was the only jewelry van Luik wore or needed to wear. In Antwerp the stone was a calling card, instantly identifying him as a fellow of the international diamond brotherhood.

“You have, of course, a copy of ‘Chunder from Down Under’?” van Luik asked.

“Sarah checked it a week before Abe died. It hadn’t been changed since the last time I sent a copy to you.”

“I don’t suppose she was able to copy the will, though?” Van Luik’s tone was quiet, almost accusing. When Street didn’t answer, the Dutchman added, “Did she even manage to look at it?”

Street drew a deep breath and prepared to tell van Luik what he already knew. “Abe left ‘Chunder’ on his bedside table, but his will was his own bloody little secret, and he kept it even closer than the stones around his neck.”

Van Luik grunted. He opened the file on the desk in front of him and glanced through a sheaf of photographs. They were grainy prints, blown up from the tiny negatives of a Minox camera, page after page of spidery, old-fashioned handwriting on rough, lined tablet paper. Meaningless ramblings or a dead man’s cleverly disguised clues to a missing diamond mine. The truth of the poetry was still elusive.

“You have a copy with you,” van Luik said.

It was a statement, not a question. Street bit back a savage retort and said only, “Yes.”

“Begin.”

“Rack off, van Luik. We’ve been around this course so many times that—”

“Begin,” van Luik interrupted coldly.

There was a silence, followed by the subtle rustling of paper as Street shuffled through pages of Crazy Abe’s oddly lucid handwriting.

“Any particular verse strike your fancy?” Street asked in a goading tone. He knew that “Chunder” offended van Luik in more ways than his inability to pierce its central secret.

“The fourth verse this time, I think.”

“Right.” Street began reading aloud, his voice uninflected. “‘Find it if you can,/If you dare to go/Where the dark swan floats/Over a dead sea’s bones,/Where men are Percys and Lady Janes are stone.’” When he finished reading, Street waited.

So did van Luik.

With a muttered curse, Street began explaining lines he’d read and explained so many times he no longer really saw them. “The first line—”

“Is self-explanatory,” van Luik cut in. “So is the second. Begin with the third.”

“Right. Black swans are all over the outback, like koalas used to be all over the east coast. He could be talking about a strike near a billabong.”

“Explain.”

“A billabong is a deep river pool that becomes a waterhole in the dry season when the shallow parts of the river dry up,” Street said mechanically.

“Go on.”

Street’s hand tightened on the telephone. Of all van Luik’s quirks, the one of making someone repeat the same information over and over again was the most irritating. It was also the most effective in preventing lies, a fact Street understood and had put to use for himself with his own subordinates.

“Abe could have made a strike near a billabong, except that there aren’t any waterholes on his mineral leases or on his station that are big enough to be called a billabong,” Street said in a monotone. “The only reliable year-round water is the well at his station house.”

Van Luik made a curt sound that could have meant anything. Street knew it was a signal to keep talking.

“That leaves the bloody ‘dead sea’s bones,’” Street continued tonelessly. “Since we don’t have a billabong for the swans to swim in, it’s no shocker that we don’t have any waterholes sitting on top of a marine fossil bed to point the way to the mine.”

“Go on.”

Street smiled thinly. He suspected that van Luik found sex distasteful. Abe hadn’t. The only time he wasn’t stuck in a woman was when he drank too much beer and brewer’s wilt took him down.

“So Abe tells us to find the mine if we dare to go ‘Where men are Percys and Lady Janes are stone,’” Street said, drawing it out. “Aussies call their cock their Percy. Guess what a Lady Jane is?”

Van Luik grunted. He didn’t have to guess. He’d heard it all before, many times.

“So Abe is telling us to go where men have a cock and women have a stone pussy,” Street said succinctly. “Welcome to the outback. That narrows the mine’s location down to a few thousand square miles of uninhabited country.”

When van Luik would have spoken, Street talked right over him.

“In the next verse, an ‘amber river’ must be beer, right?” Street said. “You drink enough of it and you’ll ‘piss a yellow sea.’ Then there’s—”

“Go to the next verse,” van Luik interrupted.

“Right. ‘Crawl into my bed and onto my Percy,/Bridget and Ingrid, Diana and Mercy,/Kewpie and Daisy and Kelly,/Rooting and hooting about love./Mistresses of lies,/Damn their hot cries.’” Street took a breath and continued sarcastically, “We’ve already decoded Percy, which leaves us with the other names. They aren’t cities, towns, settlements, crossroads, tracks, paths, stations, or any other bloody thing but Aussie slang for pussy.”

Van Luik made a sound of disgust.

“Rooting is screwing,” Street continued relentlessly. “Now maybe the old bastard saw mining as a sexual experience or maybe he didn’t. Either way, that verse has sweet fuck-all to tell us about where he found his bloody diamonds.”

“Go to the ninth verse,” van Luik said.

“You go to it. I’ve had enough.”

“Begin with the fourth line.”

Street gripped the phone so hard his hand ached, while he reminded himself that now was not the time to lose his temper. Even though it hadn’t been his fault, the secret to the Sleeping Dog Mines had slipped through his fingers. If going over “Chunder” one more time was the only punishment he got, he’d be lucky.

“‘Stone womb giving me hope,/Secrets blacker than death/And truth it’s death to speak.’” Street waited, but van Luik said nothing. “‘Stone womb’ is a mine, right? Didn’t we decide that—oh, six, seven years ago, when he changed ‘woman’ to ‘womb’?”

Van Luik ignored the sarcasm. “Yes. Go on.”

“Wombs, women, and mines are dark places, and telling where his mine was would have been the death of Crazy Abe, and he bloody well knew it.”

“‘But I will speak to you,/Listen to me, child of rue.’”

Street said nothing, too surprised by the reversal of roles, van Luik reading the doggerel they both had come to loathe.

“‘Let secrets sleep/Waiting for the offspring of deceit./While ’roos and rutting gins/Leap on the ground above,/A handful of old candy tins/Rattle around below.’”

Silence stretched over the communications link as an unhappy certainty grew in Street. “He’s talking about an heir, isn’t he? Not just any poor sod that happens to be reading ‘Chunder,’ but his own bloody heir.”

“I am afraid you are correct. ‘Child of rue’ can no longer be understood to be a comment on the general unhappiness of mankind.”

“Bloody hell,” Street snarled. “What could his heir find in that blurter’s poetry that we can’t?”

The ache between van Luik’s eyes grew greater with each heartbeat. It would have been so much easier if there had been some unmistakable hint of treachery on Street’s part, some tangible proof of unreliability from the man on the other end of the line. But there wasn’t, which meant that some unknown and therefore utterly unpredictable force was at work to upset the fragile balance of ConMin’s Diamond Sales Division, a balance Hugo van Luik had spent his life trying to maintain, a balance that had been achieved at the cost of so many principles and ideals and lives.

Van Luik pictured the Australian scene in his mind, wondering whether Abe Windsor had finally babbled the secrets of his mine to the spinifex as he lay dying. A useless speculation in any case, for the spinifex had neither ears to hear nor mouths to communicate. All van Luik had was the fact that Jason Street had been told about a holographic will and had been shown sheet after sheet of manic poetry; and that, when drunk, Abelard Windsor would talk about diamonds as green as billabongs shaded by gum trees, diamonds as pink as a white girl’s nipples, diamonds the color and clarity of distilled water.

Futilely, fiercely, van Luik wished that he’d been able to turn Street loose years ago to use his quick, cruel skills. Street would have opened up the old man like a sturgeon, spilling the glistening caviar of truth. Or better yet, if possible, a swift death, a death that would have killed the secret of the mine as well…. But neither ideahad been approved by van Luik’s superiors.

Now it was too late.

“No one can prove the mine exists,” van Luik said softly, not even aware that he was speaking aloud. “He was, after all, quite mad.”

“Dream on, mate,” Street retorted. “The mine exists. They called him Crazy Abe and he might have been, but not like that. Diamonds were his children, his women, his country, and his god. I’ve heard a lot of lies in my day and bloody little truth. Hearing Abe talk about diamonds was like being a priest in the confessional. The truth, no matter how wild. I never got my hands on the stones in the bag, but I’d bet my life they were real.”

Silence stretched into a sigh. “The sixteenth verse. Read it.”

This time Street didn’t argue. Before he’d only feared that Abe Windsor would leave the secret of the diamond mine to someone other than his friend Jason Street. Now Street was certain. He’d sworn the poetry had nothing new to teach him.

He’d been wrong.

“‘It can be yours, all of it./Say goodbye to mallee root,/Say g’day to my queen,/Go a yard for each year of deceit,/Turn around once—see it?/Stupid merkin./Can’t find shit in a loo, can you?’”

Van Luik waited.

“Mallee root is rhyming slang for prostitute,” Street said tiredly, finding nothing new in the line. “There’s no map or local name like it on any of Abe’s properties or claims. As for his ‘queen,’ it’s probably his mine, right?”

Van Luik grunted.

“As for the rest, until you know where to stand and how long Abe was deceived, the words are useless. Same for ‘Take a map of Tasmania,/Find the little man in the boat./Go on, row on.’ The map of Tasmania is slang for pussy, and the little man in the boat is—”

“Yes, yes, yes,” van Luik cut in impatiently. “Knowing that Abe is talking to his heir doesn’t suggest any new interpretations to you?”

Street hesitated, then sighed. “Not a hope, mate. Not a bloody hope. But I doubt the chokies will have any better luck making sense out of the poem than we have. They were probably looking for maps or ore samples, anything that would point them in the right direction. It’s a big station, and Abe had mineral claims in other places as well.”

“But it must mean something to someone,” van Luik said harshly. “Windsor’s heir might be able to decipher it. That’s the possibility we must guard against now.”

“Do you know who the heir is?”

“Not yet. We should know soon.”

“Find out,” Street said. “I’ll take care of him. No worries, mate. With the heir dead and the mines abandoned, the government will let the claims lapse. I’ll file new ones, you’ll underwrite a real search, and the mine will eventually be found and controlled by us. No worries.”

“Even with the claims in hand, you’ll be no closer to finding the mine than you are right now.”

“No worries. I’ll find the bloody thing. All I need is time and money for equipment.”

Van Luik smiled weakly. If only it was that easy. But it wasn’t. Nothing about the Sleeping Dog Mines had been easy. Nothing at all. Since the instant of their discovery, the diamonds had been both a siren call and a threat of death.

The siren call had proved false. The threat could prove to be all too real.

“We will consider your solution,” van Luik said.

“Don’t consider too long. This operation is balls-up enough as it is.”

The line hummed, telling Street that van Luik had disconnected.
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Darwin Chen Wing’s office




Despite the dense legal language, Cole Blackburn only had to read the partnership contract once. He had a nearly perfect memory. It was a quirk of mind that had sometimes helped him and more often had brought him pain. Too many things had happened to him that he would rather forget.

The agreement itself was quite clear. The contract allowed Cole to purchase half interest in BlackWing Resources for the sum of one dollar U.S. In return, he would agree to sign over to BlackWing his interests in any Australian mining claims or patents he held. At the moment, that amounted to zero claims and patents. BlackWing had been worth $10 million U.S. five years ago, when Cole had sold his half to the Chen family. Since then, the value of the company had at least doubled.

Beneath all the legal bells and whistles, Cole was being offered $10 million in equity for the investment of a dollar, plus mining claims and patents he didn’t hold. The contract itself was fully executed except for his own signature. Everything was clear except the reason for the offer.

That was why Cole had spent the past nineteen minutes reading between the contract’s lines. Granted, circumstances surrounding the dissolution of his partnership with Wing had been unusual. The family of Chen had paid Cole $5 million partly to soothe him for the loss of a lover who was their daughter, Wing’s sister. But now the shrewd clan that controlled a sizeable portion of Hong Kong and Macao seemed to be offering him twice that much for no reason he could see.

It made him nervous.

He was no lawyer, but he was sophisticated enough to see that there were no loopholes, no tricks built into the partnership agreement, no obvious or subtle way for the Chen family to recoup from Cole Blackburn the missing $9,999,999.

Without signing, he dropped the document back on the desk. “It’s too early for Christmas.”

Wing shrugged. “It’s not a gift. The present geologists at BlackWing are either too inexperienced or too corrupt to find what we want.”

“And what’s that?”

“Diamond mines,” Wing said succinctly.

“Why do you want them? You’ve got a half-dozen Pacific Basin holdings that pay better returns than the average diamond mine.”

Wing rubbed his palms together thoughtfully, then shook his head. “Have you looked at oil prices lately? At gold? At copper? Iron? Uranium? They are, as you Americans say, in the toilet.” He smiled slightly. It had been a long time since he had used American slang.

“Diamonds have had their own problems,” Cole said. “What cost sixty-two thousand dollars American per carat in 1980 costs about twenty thousand at the moment.”

“Yes, but take a slightly longer view and you’ll find that in 1974 the same diamond cost only forty-three hundred dollars per carat. Trust me, my friend. I have done my research carefully. Diamonds are the only commodity to have increased in real value over the last fifty years.”

“Thanks to the cartel.”

Wing sighed. “They’re bloody geniuses, aren’t they? At meetings of the UN, countries argue and do nothing. At meetings of Consolidated Minerals, Inc., countries agree and make money. ConMin is the only monopoly in history that has channeled rather than set free the inherent greediness of man. Prices rise, but slowly. Long-term stability, not short-term profits. ConMin has an almost Chinese appreciation of time.”

“And power.”

“That too,” Wing agreed softly. “That most of all.”

“So the Chen family wants a diamond prospector who owes nothing to the diamond cartel.”

Wing was momentarily startled. He’d seen Cole only infrequently in the five years since his sister Lai had broken her engagement to the American. In that time, Wing had forgotten that Cole’s mind was as quick as his well-conditioned body.

“Yes, that is precisely what we want,” Wing admitted.

Cole leaned back in the sleek leather chair and listened to his own instincts. He was used to operating on them at times and in places where more than money was at stake. His instincts had urged him to come to Darwin on the strength of Wing’s cryptic phone call.

Instincts…or sheer restlessness.

Whichever was speaking, Cole was ready to listen. He still didn’t know precisely what Wing wanted. More accurately, Cole didn’t know what the Chen family wanted. But he did know that touching the luminous green diamond had made him feel more alive
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