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  High in the air Webster watches the unbroken desert flow past, a deep copper red in the dawn, the sand ridged like waves rolling down towards the south. Next to him Inessa

  lies curled up, sleeping through the jolts of turbulence and the drunken songs of the Russian engineers across the aisle.




  Below, the sand gives way to grass on the vast Kazakh plain and in the distance, if he presses his face to the window, he can see the Altai mountains rising and stretching east into China. He

  glances across at Inessa; she’s small enough to be comfortable in her rigid seat, her knees pulled up against her chest like a child. It’s rare to see her be still, rare for her to be

  silent.




  She opens her eyes for a moment, moves a lock of black hair off her forehead and goes back to sleep. Webster tries to rearrange his aching legs against the seat in front. Five hours overnight

  from Moscow. He wouldn’t suffer this for anyone else.




  Oskemen is Kazakh now but shows its Russian past: wide highways lined with thickly planted poplars, tall Soviet blocks on scrappy ground, grand imperial buildings and

  gold-domed churches. The city is hot under the hazy sun and the wind blows powerfully from the plain, bending trees into the road.




  The plant is sixty miles away, across a low mountain range. As

  Webster drives, Inessa rails against its owners, a group of Russians who pilfer from their workers, steal from the government and seem happy for everything they own to slowly die. He has heard this

  before, has read her articles, but listens again willingly.




  Coming down from the mountains on a twisting road they see a band of heavy grey cloud hanging in the broad valley where the plant stands. The grass at the side of the road is yellow and sparse;

  young trees, recently planted along the verge, sag limply against their supports; the fields all around lie untilled. The air, fresher in the mountains, has become warm and thick. A mile or two

  ahead, over the meagre, low town, black smoke leaks from a dozen pairs of chimneys.




  The town is a barracks for the plant. Twenty thousand people live in the uniform apartment blocks, buy food at the two supermarkets, learn at the three schools. There is a street of shops, a

  police station, a dusty park.




  At the hospital they talk to doctors who treat brittle bones and pneumonia, to children who never smile and hide their teeth as they talk, to workers in their thirties who have the bodies of old

  men. No crops grow in the valley. Over decades waste has been dumped in an unlined pit and chemicals have seeped unchecked into the water table. The new owners arrived five years before and nothing

  has been done.




  No one from the company will talk to them and they stand for a while in the heat, arguing to no purpose with a guard sitting in his hut by the gates. Behind him the plant seems to bully the

  town. Twelve immense, blockish halls hold the furnaces, and from each one chimneys rise a hundred feet in red and white stripes. Webster takes photographs, trying to capture its immensity; it would

  take a quarter of an hour to walk to the compound’s furthest point. Two police officers arrive, sweating in their peaked caps and military uniforms, and move them on. Inessa resists but

  it’s clear they should go. They have enough.




  The sun is low in the sky, setting early behind the black ridge of mountains, and it’s dark by the time they reach Oskemen. At dinner Inessa is more furious than he has ever seen her. She

  makes him promise that they will fight this injustice, the betrayal of these people.




  Webster sleeps restlessly in the hotel’s hard, clean bed. An hour before dawn, half-conscious, he hears a key turning in the lock and as he pulls back his covers the door

  opens, the fluorescent light flickering on. Two policemen in uniform walk into the room, pushing aside a member of the hotel staff. One stands over Webster so that his cap blocks out the light and

  tells him in calm, even Russian to stay in bed; the other searches the room, opening drawers, emptying a bag onto the floor. Webster, squinting, tries to stand up, but the first policeman stops

  him. His colleague tears the film from Webster’s camera in three long pulls and starts leafing through his notes.




  Webster makes a grab for his book but is pushed backwards onto the bed. As the policemen shut the door behind them they tell him to leave the country on the first flight out.




  His camera sits on the chest of drawers, its hinged back open, and scattered over the thin hotel carpet lie yesterday’s clothes.




  He runs to the floor above, bounding up the tiled steps three at a time in his bare feet. He wants to share his rage. Inessa’s door is open, and with a bolt of fear in his chest he looks

  inside. She’s gone.




  The night manager is in his office, sitting in an armchair watching television, the sound down low. His forehead is pinched in a frown, and when Webster asks him where the

  police station is he won’t meet his eye.




  He runs the whole way, the two bags on his back swinging wildly, his lungs tight and his breath beginning to rasp. It is six now, and an even grey-blue light is waking the city. Cars pass but he

  sees no one. At the front desk, out of breath and angry, he tells an officer that he is a journalist and if they don’t release his friend now he will call the British embassy and every

  newspaper editor he knows. The officer looks at him indifferently for a moment, goes to fetch a colleague, and they arrest him.




  His cell has grey painted walls, no window, and two bare wooden boards for beds; he’s lucky to have it to himself. With his head in his hands he sits under the single,

  bare bulb, its light finding every stain and crack in the damp concrete floor. This isn’t the first time he has been in such a place, and for Inessa this is routine; but a strange fear sits

  in his chest and he wants to see her, to reassure her that they will soon be released. The silence is broken by occasional noise: a scream, wild singing, a metal door slamming shut. To pass the

  time he smokes and begins to write his story in his head.




  No one comes to question him, and he wonders how long this will take. Towards the middle of the day he hears the cell doors opening in turn and readies himself for something to happen, but

  it’s only a guard bringing food. As he pokes at his tray he hears voices shouting over each other in Kazakh, commands being yelled and heavy boots running past. The commotion doesn’t

  stop. His door opens again and two policemen lead him away, one on each arm, refusing to answer his questions. As they step into the corridor he turns his head and sees three officers standing by

  the open door of a cell. One of them, his broad chest a patchwork of medals, stands back with his arms folded. There is a stretcher at his feet.




  Webster wrenches an arm free and shouts Inessa’s name, feeling dread in his throat. As they take hold of him again and march him away he rages and shouts, twisting and straining, but they

  drag him on, his feet stumbling on the floor. Then a shout like a crack echoes off the walls and the men holding him stop and turn. The officer with the medals beckons once. Slowly they walk

  Webster back down the corridor until he is level with the cell.




  Inside two officers hold a prisoner to the wall, his face pressed against it, his arm twisted up behind his back. He wears a white shirt, filthy and splashed with red. On the floor lies Inessa,

  on her back, one knee up, gazing at the wall. Her jeans are soaked and dark, her T-shirt crimson. Her neck is taut, and streaked across it, as if drawn with a thick brush, is a single vivid line of

  blood.




  Webster shouts and tries to break free. Strong hands hold him back.




  He is handcuffed and locked, still struggling, his head full of noise, in the back of a police van. As the road climbs away from the city all he can see through the barred

  windows is blank sky.




  After two hours they come to a stop. The engine is still running and he can hear shouting in Russian. The doors are opened, the cage unlocked, and at a crouch he shuffles out, his face screwed

  up against the sudden light. One of the policemen, unable to look him in the eye, unlocks his handcuffs and hands him his bag. The van turns in the dust and drives away.




  Soldiers with machine guns stare at him. This is the border. He is back in Russia.
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  CHAPTER ONE




  Lock lay on his back and let the heat scour his body for places to burn. There was no wind, and against his closed eyes the sun blazed red. Now and then some lurking anxiety

  began to tug at him but he flicked it away: he was not in Moscow, and that was enough. For a while he felt his whole body glow amber and there was a lightness in his chest. How much better he felt

  here.




  Around him people lay prone on loungers. A waitress walked past with soft, brisk steps on the sand. Murmurs of conversation reached him, easing him to sleep; then, loud and insistent, one side

  of a phone call – in Russian, of course, it would be. He caught only the odd word, but recognized the tone: commanding, expectant. He opened his eyes and wondered whether he should have

  another drink. For a moment he stared up into the immaculate sky, bathing in the heat, then raised himself up on an elbow and winced at the pain in his back. His wretched back.




  Oksana lay next to him, perhaps a yard away, on her front, her tan fresh. Her face was turned to him but her eyes were shut and he couldn’t tell if she was sleeping. He looked down at

  himself. His skin was pale. He had been in the sun for three days but it still looked grey.




  That morning his back had woken him early and he had left Oksana sleeping while he went for a run, dressing in the bathroom in order not to wake her, his shirt tight about him and his running

  shoes strange on his feet. Just before dawn Monte Carlo was cool and calm, framed by a sky lightening at the edges from the darkest blue, and Lock, heavily at first and then with a sort of arduous

  fluency, had jogged past the marina along a coastal path that headed away from the rising sun into the west. His back stopped hurting and he ran on, breathing ever more deeply, cursing the oily air

  of Moscow and rejoicing in the world emerging from the twilight. And then abruptly the path had stopped, where Monaco simply stops. His breath harsh in his throat, Lock had pulled up and bent over,

  his hands on his knees, and felt the weight of his body gently rocking as his heart thumped in his chest.




  He would go again tomorrow and pace it better, perhaps find a longer trail. Now, though, he wanted a drink. He gestured to a waitress to bring him the same again and after a minute she arrived

  with a Scotch and soda. He sat up and drank. His father’s drink. How he would have scorned the crushed ice and the long, dainty glass – scorned Monaco, come to that. Holidays for him

  had meant walking in the Harz mountains or sailing on the Ijsselmeer, Lock and his sister serving as reluctant crew. Activity was one constant, the other a Primus stove that lived neatly in an

  aluminium case and burned purple meths stored in old water bottles. On it Everhart Lock would cook beans and eggs and bacon with tireless enthusiasm, refusing to let Lock’s mother work on her

  holiday. He was a tall, serious man who was always in motion and whose instinct was to make for wilderness, where people were few, and air was in rich supply. Cities were for work. God, how he

  would have hated to pay money to sit with the rich in a beach club (where, Lock thought with resentment, he had still needed to slip that ridiculous maître d’ two fifty-euro notes to

  secure a decent spot near the sea), to lie in the sun all day surrounded by yachts and car showrooms and concrete apartment blocks, to eat only at restaurants – to sit like a prisoner in this

  tiny, moneyed enclave trapped between the mountains and the sea. But Lock felt comfortable here. This was his place, a part of his world. Life was easy, manageable, contained.




  He had first come here nearly fifteen years before to meet Maître Cricenti and form a company for Malin, the first of what must now be hundreds. Cricenti was tiny, barely five foot, but

  like a true Monégasque carried himself with a pride that felt ancient and unassailable. In his office hung nineteenth-century prints of the palace and portraits of Princes Rainier and

  Albert; flags on poles leant in every corner. He had impressed on Lock, without really saying it, that by choosing Monaco he would be conferring on his company the glory of a seven-hundred-year

  tradition, a tradition of dignified and bloody-minded independence that would set it apart from the humdrum world of taxes and government interference. This was not some vulgar Caribbean island

  where the unscrupulous hid their wealth; no, this was a glorious relic of a time, not so distant, when tiny, colourful kingdoms outnumbered nation states and kings could decide how things would be

  done. Here one’s assets and one’s conscience could be safe.




  Lock had enjoyed the pitch, flattered himself that he bought none of it and signed up. That was the birth of Spirecrest Holdings SA, a ready-made company with a meaningless name that Cricenti

  had merely brought down from his well-stocked shelf and presented to Lock for signatures, and payment. Lock soon learned that with one’s Monégasque société anonyme came

  such paperwork that the meagre tax benefits were more or less cancelled out, and before long he was going elsewhere for his companies; the long, close relationship he had imagined for himself and

  Maître Cricenti never came to be. But ever since he had been fond of this place and its neat, heady fiction.




  ‘Richard?’




  He looked over at Oksana. Her voice sounded low and full of sleep.




  ‘Ah, there you are,’ he said. ‘I thought we’d lost you. Would you like a drink?’




  ‘What time is it?’




  ‘Five.’




  She breathed in deeply, a half-yawn. ‘I didn’t want to sleep.’ Here they spoke English, in Moscow mostly Russian.




  Lock looked at her again. Looking at Oksana was something he found himself doing often. He was astonished by her – not by her being with him, which he understood, but by her flawlessness.

  Sometimes he was buoyed by it; more often it seemed to mock his own ageing body and the ever-present compromises of his life. She had been born in Almaty, in the crook of the Tien Shan mountains,

  at the edge of an immense red desert, and Lock wondered whether this was why her beauty seemed always so unexpected. In a normal life, she would have been far beyond his reach.




  ‘What shall we do this evening, Richard?’ she said, looking at him now.




  ‘Anything you like. What would you like to do?’




  ‘I like the Sass restaurant. Can we eat there? And then the Casino. I think Jimmy’s is boring.’




  How right she was. What Lock loved about Oksana – would have loved, if he had let himself – was that she had a clear idea of what she wanted from him and his money, and it did not

  include dancing with hundreds of leathery men and their beautiful girlfriends in a nightclub that, absurdly – embarrassingly – spelt its name with a Z. Jimmy’z. A few years before

  Lock might have looked forward to a night in Jimmy’z and the opportunity to ogle and preen, but not now. The place was full of men in their sixties, even their seventies, who plainly never

  stopped to doubt their standing or prowess – but they, Lock reflected, were the real rich, and a different breed.




  ‘I’ll get the hotel to book. Are you happy here for now? Drink?’




  ‘I will do my front.’ Oksana turned herself over with great economy of movement and closed her eyes. Lock picked up his phone, one of three lying by his side, called the hotel, and

  spoke to the concierge. Then he sat back and drank, watching a Jet Ski whine its way across the bay.




  Softly, abruptly, one of his other phones started to vibrate. He looked down at it and recognized the number, a French mobile. He let it buzz away helplessly for a second, closed his eyes

  briefly in resignation and picked it up.




  ‘Hello,’ he said, in Russian. Allo. It sounded strange on the beach, in the sun.




  ‘Hello, Richard.’ That hoarse, low voice. ‘I need you here this evening. Please come now.’




  ‘Of course.’ He hung up, and sighed. He wasn’t ready to return to that world.




  ‘Sweetheart?’ Lock never knew whether to call her ‘sweetheart’ or ‘darling’. He had called his wife both, over time, but neither seemed right for Oksana who,

  knowing what he was going to say, didn’t respond. ‘I have to go for a few hours. I’m sorry.’




  ‘How long?’




  ‘I can never tell. I’ll call when I know.’




  He gathered up his phones and his wallet, stood up, and bent down towards her. She turned her head away, the smallest fraction, and he kissed her on the side of her mouth. ‘Have what you

  like. I’ll pay the bill.’ He straightened stiffly, pulled his white linen shirt off the back of his lounger and left.




  He could have taken the helicopter to Nice and then a taxi from there – residents of Monaco loved to do this – but he was wary of helicopters. He had never liked

  them. Planes were fine: planes had wings and resembled birds a little, and birds could fly and land. Planes had a precedent. But nothing in nature was like a helicopter, unless it was a

  sycamore’s winged seed as it slowly, inevitably, dropped to the ground. There was another reason that he avoided them, more superstitious or more practical he couldn’t say: his kind

  seemed to die in helicopter accidents much more often than they should.




  So now he was in the back seat of a Mercedes, showered and wearing a tan linen suit, on the fast, sinuous road between Monaco and Nice, travelling through tunnels and between mountains at great

  speed. He could feel his worries returning. Malin wouldn’t have summoned him for something trivial. Lock had spent his working life preparing for the police to come, but the thought of them

  had always terrified him and terrified him still. His job was to lie, but he did his lying in seclusion, like a writer, not face to face like a salesman. Over the last fifteen years he had wrought

  an intricate fiction with closed-ended funds and open-ended funds, with limited liability companies and limited liability partnerships, with sociétés anonymes and

  sociétés anonymes à responsabilité limitée, with Liechtenstein anstalts and Swiss stiftungs and Austrian privatstiftungs, with every

  imaginable acronym in every available offshore hideaway. He was proud of his work, if not wholly sure of it. On the wall of his office in Moscow hung a huge white board that showed the

  ever-changing structure of the network, as he called it. It looked like a technical drawing, unknowably arcane: hubs and spokes and clusters covered the board, changing and proliferating as

  Malin’s operations multiplied. Lock knew it all. He knew each company, each bank account, each company director; he knew the filing requirements territory by territory; he knew when money had

  to leave one place and be due in another. He also knew that it was well built; it was as solid as it could be. But to justify it to someone, to defend it as fact – that he wasn’t sure

  he would be able to do.




  He checked himself. Perhaps this had nothing to do with an investigation. Maybe this was Moscow politics: a tacit edict from the Kremlin, a play for one of Malin’s assets by some rival

  faction. But then, nothing happened in Russia in August. Maybe it was something as benign as a new acquisition, or a request for cash to be freed up from one part of the organization to fund a

  transaction in another. Maybe Malin was simply lonely. Lock smiled and looked out of the window at the grand sweep of the Côte d’Azur, majestic, hot, overpopulated. Whatever the news

  was, he would have to seem equal to it.




  Past Nice the traffic slowed to a stop. So many Netherlands plates, Lock noticed – did the Dutch never fly?




  At Antibes the road cleared a little and they were soon at Cannes, where the car turned south towards Théoule-sur-Mer. Red-brown peaks rose up above the coast road, rough and primitive.

  Malin, who always seemed to know what was under his feet, had once told him that the Esterel mountains owed their colour to porphyry, a stone loved by the Romans and the Greeks. How ancient they

  looked, severe, adamantly resisting civilization, at odds with the tidy villas that lined the road.




  By the time they reached Malin’s compound, they had left Théoule behind and the villas had almost run out. Malin had his own Cap, a small headland bounded on the north by an

  eight-foot wall that separated it entirely from the mainland. He had taken this house because it was easy to secure: on the remaining three sides terraced gardens ended in red cliffs that dropped

  sheerly to the sea. To these natural defences he had added guards (Russians, not locals, armed) who patrolled the perimeter day and night. On the western side of the Cap a steep path led down to a

  small sand beach. When the house had been built, in the 1920s, yachts had no doubt been moored in the small bay and guests would have sailed round from Cannes and La Napoule for dinner. Now two

  guards were permanently stationed there and guests of any kind were rare.




  The car slowed to a stop by a low gatehouse. Lock lowered his window and showed his face; the gates opened.




  Another Mercedes was parked in the driveway, its driver asleep in his seat. Lock didn’t recognize it. He thanked his own driver, told him in poor French that he might be an hour or more,

  and walked past the two guards at the front door.




  Each time he came here he was struck by the unnecessary elegance of the house. It was of modest size by the standards of the Riviera, low and white, touched here and there with

  a trace of art deco, and gave the general impression of being ready to set sail at any moment into the sea that it commanded. The back of the house was shaded by live oaks and pines; the front gave

  out onto simple lawned terraces progressing in steps to the edges of the cliffs, which were fringed with trees; downstairs every room opened through huge French doors onto the garden, where a

  fountain softly played. Light flowed through the place, but even in high summer it was cool inside. Fifty yards away there was a small chapel, redundant now, that Lock had always felt he should

  visit but never had.




  The dining room was where meetings were held. Malin was sitting at the dining table, leaning back in his chair, his thick arms folded across his chest. He wore a white shirt with short sleeves

  and a splayed collar, and against the white his skin was sallow. He was big, solid, like a Russian wrestler in retirement. Impermeable, thought Lock: nothing got through, in either direction. His

  broad face was fleshy and on another man, with its jowls and its baldness and its double chin, could have been jovial, but his eyes overwhelmed the rest. They were dark brown and heavy, neither

  curious nor passive. Malin never seemed to blink, but nor did he stare. The eyes simply were. Lock still felt uneasy whenever he looked into them. As now.




  ‘Good evening, Richard. I am sorry to interrupt your vacation.’ Malin spoke in English with a heavy accent, his voice low and resonant. Lock simply nodded, aware from experience that

  these would be the only pleasantries. ‘Phones, please.’ Lock took his three phones from various pockets, removed the back and the battery from each, and put the components on a dresser

  standing against the wall where two other phones lay, also in pieces.




  ‘You know Mr Kesler.’ Malin gestured across the table at the older of the other two men in the room.




  ‘Of course. How are you Skip?’




  ‘Just fine, thank you, Richard. You’re looking well. This is Lawrence Griffin, one of our associates.’




  Lock shook hands with both men. ‘Skip’ was in fact Donald, but he preferred to be known as Skip; this suggested a jauntiness at odds with the rest of him. He was a lawyer, a

  specialist in litigation, and Lock was alarmed to see him here: it meant that what they were about to discuss was serious, as he had feared, since Kesler was not the sort to fly across the Atlantic

  and spend a client’s money without cause. Everything about him suggested discipline. The younger man, Griffin, had taken out a notebook and was already writing. Both were in suits; both

  looked hot and slightly grimy, as if they had travelled that day and not yet changed their clothes.




  Lock sat on his own at the head of the table. Malin turned to look at him.




  ‘Tourna is making noises again. He is still upset.’




  ‘This is about Tourna? Christ, that man makes so much noise. Can’t we keep ignoring him?’ Tourna, Lock thought, was surely not worth a meeting in August.




  ‘Mr Kesler thinks not. Mr Kesler.’




  ‘Thank you, Konstantin. Richard, Mr Tourna will file against Faringdon in New York on Monday, and is drawing on the relevant clauses in his contract to start arbitration proceedings in

  Paris. The New York complaint alleges that we reneged on our commitments to Orion Trading over the sale of Marchmont. Specifically, it says that Orion was sold an empty shell and that Faringdon

  took the assets. Hearings in New York have not yet been scheduled, but we’re due in Paris in November.’ Kesler always spoke with extraordinary structure and precision, his staccato

  voice, with a hint of the South in it, beating out all the points. Lock wondered whether he had rehearsed.




  ‘God, he’s an idiot,’ said Lock. ‘What does he stand to gain?’ No one spoke. Lock noticed that Kesler’s watch was still on Washington time. ‘Do we fight

  it or settle?’




  ‘If all we had to worry about was whether or not we had met our obligations under the contract then, yes, we would either fight it or settle it – a fine judgement and not perhaps

  worth that much thought.’ Kesler’s suit was dark blue, a light wool, with a pinstripe, European in its cut. ‘This time, however, Mr Tourna has decided to add a little spice. He is

  alleging that Faringdon – and you – are part of a criminal conspiracy. More particularly, he is claiming that Faringdon is not owned by its immediate shareholders, but by Mr Malin, and

  that it is the central component of, as he puts it, a global money-laundering operation. He puts the damage to him at a billion dollars.’




  ‘A billion? Where does he get that from?’ Now Lock understood why he and Kesler were here. ‘Who is he using?’




  ‘Hansons. Lionel Greene. I’m told he’s very good.’ Kesler looked over the top of his glasses at Lock, waiting for more, but nothing came. ‘This creates all manner

  of problems. We cannot settle, because the complaint is public, and to settle will imply that we acknowledge the charge. And we can be confident that everyone will soon know about this, because

  Tourna is never discreet, even when it is in his own interests to be so. And that is not the case here.’




  Lock felt a weight bearing on his chest, a long-held fear. ‘Do we know what he knows?’




  ‘No. The complaint isn’t detailed.’




  ‘He’s fishing.’




  ‘I don’t think so.’ Kesler looked from Lock to Malin.




  ‘Then what is he doing?’ said Lock. ‘It seems crazy. Why allege something you can’t prove? And then make sure we can’t settle?’




  Again Kesler looked between the two. Malin made the smallest movement of his head and Kesler resumed.




  ‘Because he has no intention of settling? I suspect that Mr Tourna is truly vexed, and when Mr Tourna is vexed he doesn’t bottle it up. For this Greek, revenge is best served

  relatively warm.’ Kesler paused, clearly pleased with his words. ‘I think he is doing this – and we must assume he is doing this – because he wants to hurt Mr Malin.

  By now we can also assume that he’s hired investigators and PR and God knows who else to put on an almighty show. When he thinks the time is right.’




  Kesler’s sidekick was all the while taking notes. Lock glanced at them and wondered how they could possibly be so voluminous already. The sun was lower now and behind Malin, leaving his

  face in shadow.




  ‘Look,’ said Lock, ‘if he had proof of something he’d blackmail us with it privately. That’s his style. Which means there’s no evidence.’




  ‘Maybe not,’ said Kesler, ‘but it’s going to be very uncomfortable demonstrating that. I’m here now because we need to start work immediately. Paris is the

  priority. I’ll be working out of Bryson’s London office to save you travelling to DC and me travelling to Moscow . . .’




  ‘Wait, hang on.’ Lock looked puzzled. ‘Why have an arbitration at all? If he wants to make a noise he can just sue us in New York.’




  ‘That is the most interesting question,’ said Kesler. ‘I don’t know. I simply can’t read that part. But I think that New York may be the sideshow. A lawsuit there

  will make a lot of noise, but . . . My guess is he wants to cause you a lot of pain but still give you a mechanism for settling – perhaps you agree to settle if he completely retracts the

  complaint. Or perhaps he wants to see you on the stand. We can sidestep that in New York, I think, but not in Paris. You have to attend your own arbitration.’




  Lock could feel pain in his lower back. This was the moment at which he should be showing Malin that he was confident and full of fight but his body was registering dismay.




  ‘Can we do him some damage first?’




  ‘Fight fire with fire, you mean? Perhaps. I’m seeing investigators in London next week. It may be that Mr Tourna has something he would rather remain hidden. But it’s not as if

  his reputation has far to fall. Such an asset.’ Kesler gave a wry, irritating little chuckle.




  Malin stood up, thanked Kesler, and asked Lock to join him outside. As they walked on the lawn in front of the house Lock could feel the spring of the grass under his feet. Through the cypresses

  he saw headlands and bays linking into the distance, the cliffs deep red in shadow. His fresh shirt was already damp and cool against his back. He and Malin took steps down to a swimming pool whose

  sky-blue water spilled endlessly over its far lip, the sea beyond a steady, serious cobalt. They sat at a table, out of the setting sun, where Lock, side on to Malin with his elbows on his knees,

  continued to gaze at the pool and wondered whether anything could make the scene more placid. He was curious to know whether Malin drew pleasure from it.




  Malin extracted a packet of cigarettes from his shirt pocket, took one, and lit it. He talked Russian now. ‘Richard, I am concerned about this. Tourna is a little crazy. I think Kesler is

  right – he is not doing this so that we pay him money.’




  ‘Tourna is nuts. We should never have . . .’




  ‘Let me finish.’ Malin paused. Lock looked from the water to him, indicating his willingness to listen. ‘Kesler called me about this two days ago. This has given me some time

  to think. I asked him to come out here to discuss it with us in person. I have asked him as I am asking you to take special care of this so that it does not escalate. I want us to find out what

  Tourna knows. And I want to know everything about Tourna. That is your responsibility. I will not settle this because I do not trust Tourna to keep it settled.’ Again he paused, drawing

  deeply on the cigarette. ‘How confident are you that we are protected?’




  ‘Very confident.’ Lock’s heart stammered. ‘There is nothing to link anything to you.’




  ‘Look over your network for weaknesses. They will all be all over it soon. If there are weaknesses, let me know them.’




  ‘I can’t think where they could be.’




  ‘Just look. Who do you trust that might talk, knowingly or not? That is what they will be looking for.’




  ‘Understood.’




  ‘It may be that this can still go away. But in the meantime, work with Kesler. Work hard.’




  Lock returned Malin’s even gaze for as long as he could, then nodded and looked away.




  ‘Richard, I have always paid you well to prepare for this moment. Justify my faith in you.’




  As they walked back to the house in the dusk the security lights clicked on, lighting up the house and the trees and blacking out everything beyond.




  Lock arrived back in Monaco a little after ten. Oksana was not in their room at the Metropole. His calls to her went unanswered.




  He stood in the shower, turned it up very hot and then very cold, and thought. He thought about why Kesler hadn’t spoken to him first but had gone to Malin directly. He thought about

  Malin’s words to him, part pep talk and part threat. And he thought about what he would have to do now, and how little he relished it. The problem, he knew, was not with the nature of the

  lie, but with the simple fact of it. If anyone looked hard enough (and certainly, they would have to look hard) they would discover that, he, Richard Lock, was the richest foreign investor in

  Russia, the owner of a huge private energy conglomerate. And he had no plausible account of how he had come by any of it.




  







  CHAPTER TWO




  Webster was the first in his house to wake. The night had been close but now a cool breeze was blowing from the window and he pulled the thin sheet around him; by the light

  along the edges of the blinds he could tell it would be another hot day. Elsa was still asleep, her back to him. There were planes in the sky; it had to be after six.




  If he left now perhaps he could fit in a swim before everyone else was up. But as soon as he had the thought he knew he wouldn’t go; he wasn’t ready to resume the work routine. What

  did he have today? A mess of things he hadn’t thought about since before his holiday: cases, clients, billing. Briefing Hammer on Tourna, and deciding whether to take his money. That alone

  might take all day.




  He heard a floorboard creak in the room above. Nancy was up. Every morning she came downstairs and stood silent by his side of the bed until something in his subconscious told him she was there.

  It was a slightly disconcerting way to greet the world.




  He lay on his side, facing the door, and closed his eyes. She moved so quietly he hardly heard her come in. He let her stand by him for a moment and then shot out a hand from under the sheet and

  pulled her up onto the bed, twisting onto his back and leaving her sprawled on his chest. Her feet were cold on his legs.




  ‘Daddy!’




  ‘Did you miss me?’




  She said nothing but sat up and drummed a rhythm with her hands on his stomach. He picked her up under her arms and held her horizontal at arm’s length, her face smiling above his, her

  cheeks full, her dark hair falling down. She was heavy now, but his thumbs still met on her breastbone.




  ‘Did you miss me?’




  ‘Don’t tickle.’




  ‘I’m not going to. Did you miss me?’




  Nancy giggled. He gave her the slightest squeeze.




  ‘Don’t tickle! Yes! Yes!’




  He let her tumble down.




  She raised her head. ‘Did you get me a present?’




  ‘I was only away for a night.’




  ‘Two nights.’




  ‘I know. Sorry. I had a horrid journey back.’




  ‘Just a little one?’




  ‘Not even a little one. Nothing. Breakfast, if you like.’ He pulled himself up onto the pillows and looked at her. ‘Is Daniel asleep?’ She shook her head.




  ‘What’s he doing?’




  ‘Nothing for me?’ Elsa was awake. She still had her back to them.




  ‘Morning, baby. No. Not much to buy in Datça.’




  She turned onto her other side and raised her head on her elbow. Her eyes were full of sleep. ‘Tea, please.’




  ‘In a minute.’ Nancy was running her finger down his jaw, feeling the stubble.




  ‘How was it?’ said Elsa.




  ‘Beautiful. Hot.’




  ‘Don’t. How was your billionaire?’




  ‘Tanned and rich. Though I’m not sure his billions are entirely his.’




  ‘Did you like him?’




  ‘Not much.’




  ‘Hm. Was it worth it?’




  ‘It’s the best case I’ve ever seen.’




  ‘Big?’




  ‘In every way. But we shouldn’t take it.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘It’s a regime-change case. They’re trouble.’




  ‘Tea.’ Elsa inched closer and ran her hand along Nancy’s back.




  ‘Five minutes. When Daniel comes down I’ll give them breakfast.’ He looked at her. Her eyes were closed. Somebody had once said that Nancy had his looks and Elsa’s

  beauty. It was neat but true. ‘How was yesterday? Sorry I was so late.’




  ‘With Thomas? Terrible. His mother doesn’t want him to come any more. She thinks talking about it is making him worse.’




  ‘That’s sad.’




  ‘It is.’ She glanced at Nancy. ‘I’ll tell you more later.’




  For a moment the three of them lay there, Nancy plucking at the hairs at the base of Webster’s neck, Elsa watching her.




  ‘Which regime?’ she said at last.




  Webster turned to her.




  ‘It’s not quite a regime. It’s a man. Russia’s most corrupt, I’d say, at a guess.’




  ‘And what would you be doing?’




  ‘Exposing him.’




  ‘You’d like that.’




  ‘Yes, I would. He deserves it.’




  Two days earlier Webster had woken before dawn in the spare bedroom, his alarm set to sound as quietly as possible, his bag packed, his clothes for the day hanging from the

  back of the door. Elsa and the children lay asleep in the still house. He had queued with the holidaymakers at Gatwick and waited half an hour for a taxi at Dalaman. The pilot had said thirty-three

  degrees; out of the shade, heat radiating off the concrete and the tarmac, it seemed hotter. The only suit he saw all day was his own. It was wool, grey, the lightest he had – a good, English

  suit, and the wrong thing to be wearing on the Turkish coast in August.




  It took three hours more to reach Datça. Sitting upright on the hard rear seat he watched dusty mountains grow green with thick pine as the road bent towards the sea. Turkish dance music

  played quietly on the radio. The sun bore down on the side of the car, and he could feel the heat in the metal and the glass.




  He had been away when the call came in but Webster thought he knew what Tourna wanted. His reputation needed help. His business was oil, gas, copper, iron, gold, bauxite, coal: anything valuable

  that could be ripped out of the ground in remote places. He would buy the rights to mine it, convince investors that he’d struck lucky and sell out just as it became clear that there was not

  so much there after all. What’s more, he was a tireless plaintiff who sued anyone who challenged him, usually suckered partners and principled journalists. Webster was sure Tourna would ask

  him to polish his name; to run the rule over him and find nothing wrong. The one part of the meeting he was looking forward to was explaining that wasn’t how he worked.




  After two hours the road dropped onto a wide, sloping plain that rose again in the distance into a range of olive-green mountains, guided either side by the solid blue sea. This was the

  Datça peninsula. They drove through clusters of square, whitewashed houses and past hot almond orchards, the leaves on the trees sandy and brittle. The driver shaded his eyes from the sun,

  and the road climbed and fell once more before they reached Datça itself.




  They stopped on the quayside; Webster paid and tipped the driver. It was cooler here – later in the day perhaps, and there was a breeze blowing north off the sea. Apartment buildings and

  stubby palm trees lined the front and in a haze across the water lay the mountains they had just crossed on the mainland. Tourna was on his boat, moored a mile or two out. Webster called the number

  he had been given and sat down on the edge of the quay to wait, his heavy brown shoes swinging above the water.




  The Belisarius was long and sleek, a flash of white low in the water. He was greeted by Leon, the ship’s steward, who explained with the greatest regret that Mr Tourna had been

  unexpectedly called away to Athens on business, but would return before nightfall.




  Before becoming an investigator, or a spy, or whatever he was, Webster had been a journalist. Fifteen years before, with Yeltsin newly in power and Russia painfully

  transforming itself, he had gone to Moscow with little more than a degree in Russian to sustain him. Stories were everywhere. He wrote about savings being lost as inflation surged and about coal

  miners in Siberia unpaid for months; about officials corrupted to demolish fine buildings, tribes threatened by logging in the far east, families from America adopting orphans from Rostov, Samara,

  Tomsk. At first he wrote the articles and sold them wherever he could, but after six months he was working as a stringer for The Times. He travelled across the country, from the forests of

  Sakhalin to the dockyards of Murmansk, from the Gulag factories in the Arctic north to the Black Sea health spas where the politburo had spent its summers. Sometimes he went beyond, to Kiev and

  Tbilisi, Ulan Bator and Tashkent. In eight years he saw more ugliness and hope, more dishonesty, dignity and unexpected happiness than he knew he would again. Life was rich in Russia, even while it

  was cheap.




  But slowly, almost without noticing, he came to tire of the endless round of expectation and disappointment. In 1992 he had believed that Russia would be great again; seven years later he

  worried that it was destined for ever to miss its chance. His editors began to tire, too. And then, three months short of the new century, Inessa had died.




  A man called Serik Almaz was charged with her murder, and four weeks after her death he was convicted. He had spent half his life in prison for theft and assault but at his trial, which lasted a

  morning, he pleaded innocent. Webster couldn’t attend because his visa had been revoked.




  Novaya Gazeta ran a piece on its front page about her work and her death in the line of duty; The Times simply reported that she had died. She was the fourth Russian journalist to

  be murdered that year. At her funeral in Samara, Webster apologized to her husband, he wasn’t sure why, and a month later left Russia for good, his faith undone.




  And now he was on a yacht, being kept waiting by the sort of man that Inessa used to write about. It was evening now, and Tourna had still not returned. He pinched a cigarette out of its new

  pack, and lit it with the cheap lighter he had bought at the airport. Just one was all right; it was hot, after all, and he was abroad. A piece of tobacco clung to his lip and he wiped it off with

  his thumb. There was no wind now and the smoke drifted off the boat in its own time.




  Webster read his book and watched the stars appear in the night. Reaching for his drink he caught sight of himself reflected in the black glass of the cabin. He had swum before dinner and his

  grey hair was stiff and unruly with salt. He had changed his grubby white shirt for his only clean one and was looking respectable, plausible even – anyone would think he belonged here. But

  he felt ridiculous, just as he felt trapped on this indecently beautiful boat. This wasn’t him. He should have left the moment he found out Tourna wasn’t here. He should probably never

  have come.




  The next morning before breakfast, with the sun just up over the peninsula, he swam again, diving off the side of the boat into the blue-green sea. It was almost too warm for

  his taste; this wasn’t Cornwall, where a week before he had swum with the children in water that even in August had shocked the breath from him. And while it was good, it didn’t merit

  the trip. He had decided that whatever Tourna wanted wasn’t worth this sustained challenge to his dignity: he would get dressed, eat something and leave for Dalaman before the heat came.




  As he climbed the ladder back up to the deck he heard the drone of an engine and looked back to see the launch approaching. Tourna was driving, stooping down to control the outboard motor. There

  was no doubt this was him. He was short and solid, his thick calves like a rugby player’s set firmly apart. He wore baggy navy shorts and a black sports shirt and had tied a white sweater

  around his neck. His skin was tanned deep and even like cherry wood, his silver hair bright against it.




  Webster stood where he was, dripping and holding the towel close across his chest. Tourna sprang up the ladder two rungs at a time and held out his hand. Black sunglasses wrapped around his

  face.




  ‘Ben. Aristotle Tourna. Delighted you could make it.’ His smile revealed two strips of bright white teeth, even and closely packed. His handshake was needlessly strong.




  ‘Likewise.’ Webster, taller by a head, gave a half smile. ‘I was about to give up on you.’




  ‘Sorry. Unavoidable. You had breakfast?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Me neither. Get dressed and we’ll eat.’




  When Webster returned twenty minutes later Tourna was on the phone, talking loudly in Greek and walking back and forth along the side of the boat. Eventually he sat down and started buttering a

  croissant. His skin sang with health. He had the look of a man who ate well: his jowls were full and his cheekbones fleshy. It was hard to imagine that he denied himself much.




  ‘Better than having breakfast in some hotel on the mainland, no?’ he said, beaming at Webster.




  ‘It’s beautiful.’




  ‘I love it here. You see that island over there?’ Webster turned. ‘That’s Symi. Greece. And that, the peninsula, that’s Turkey. But really, it’s all Greece.

  Always was. One day we’ll take it back. Whenever I come here I feel like I’m on a raid.’ He laughed. Webster couldn’t tell if there was mirth in it.




  Tourna began to pile spoonfuls of fruit salad into a bowl. As he ate, his leg jigged up and down.




  ‘So, Ben. What’s your background?’




  Webster told him about his time in Russia, about finding journalism tame in London after Moscow, about falling into the industry by chance.




  ‘Why did you leave GIC?’




  ‘Too big. Too corporate. A new rule every day. It became hard to get results.’




  ‘And Ikertu’s different?’




  ‘I think it has the right balance.’




  Tourna nodded, as if to himself.




  ‘OK. OK. That’s good.’ He put his spoon down. ‘Tell me. What happens to what I tell you here?’




  ‘It stays with me. If you want to engage us and we’re happy to be engaged then I’ll share it with my colleagues.’




  ‘If you’re happy?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Why would you not be happy?’




  ‘We might not like the job. We might not like the client.’




  Tourna nodded again, and then laughed. ‘So I’m on parade here as well?’ He took a long drink of orange juice. ‘That’s OK.’ Webster sensed he was being stared

  at. ‘OK. Let’s start. You know Russia. Do you know a man called Konstantin Malin?’




  ‘Yes, I do.’ He felt his senses jolt awake. Malin. That was unexpected. Malin and his quiet legend.




  Tourna nodded and chewed. ‘I bought a company from him.’




  Webster interrupted. ‘Mr Tourna, would you mind taking off your sunglasses? I’d be more comfortable if I could see your eyes.’




  Tourna looked up from his bowl and stopped eating. ‘You want to look inside, huh?’ His forehead creased as he raised his eyebrows. ‘You want this work or not?’




  Webster smiled. ‘We’re busy. It’s all the same to me.’




  ‘OK,’ Tourna said with a dry laugh, and took them off. His eyes were a flat brown, the skin around them slightly lighter than the rest of his face. ‘This is more fun than I

  expected.’




  Webster saw something heated, something childish in Tourna’s gaze: he gave the impression of being ill-equipped to deal with reverses. He kept his smile but didn’t say anything. For

  a moment the two men looked at each other.




  ‘Tell me about Malin,’ said Webster.




  Tourna nodded to himself again and took a deep breath.




  ‘He sold me a company. Well, one of his stooges did. It was meant to own a package of exploration licences. Some oil, some gas, all in Yamal-Nenets. We did the due diligence and everything

  was fine. Then when the deal’s done, the licences aren’t there. They’ve been transferred to another company. Incorporated in Cayman two months before. It had some made-up option

  on them.’




  ‘How much did you pay?’




  ‘Fifty million. Bucks. That was my money, too.’




  Webster nodded. ‘And you want the licences back.’




  ‘No. I’ve had it with Russia. Should have known better. I want my money back. But that’s not why you’re here. I have lawyers for that.’




  Webster waited. Tourna looked him in the eye.




  ‘What I want from you,’ he went on, ‘is the downfall of Konstantin Malin. The man is a crook. He’s meant to be the great strategist. The grand vizier, the man who made

  Russia powerful again. But all he cares about is his empire, and his money. He’s a fat crook, and he doesn’t deserve any of it. I want him gone.’




  Webster said nothing for a moment. He could feel excitement rising in him, in his shoulders and his chest. A chance to take on Malin. This was worth coming here for. This was even worth the

  waiting.




  ‘What do you mean by gone?’




  ‘Out of the ministry. Humiliated. Under investigation in a dozen countries. I want him strung up from a lamp post.’




  ‘I see. And how would we do that? He’s a powerful man.’




  ‘I was hoping to hear your ideas.’




  ‘You must have pictured it.’




  ‘Look, everything he does is bent. But he smells of roses. There must be so much dirt on this guy somewhere. We find it and we use it.’ When Tourna talked, his lips, an unexpected

  pink against the tan, pushed out slightly. They, thought Webster, rather than the eyes, are what tell you not to trust him.




  He nodded again. He took a notebook and a pencil from his jacket pocket.




  ‘You mind?’




  ‘No, get it all down. Just don’t lose it.’




  For an hour Webster questioned Tourna about the story and all the people in it. When had all this happened? How had the deal come about? Had he met Malin? Who else had he dealt with?




  By the time he had finished it was ten o’clock and he could feel the sun hot on his shoulders. There was a flight at three. He wanted to leave this place and think about what he had just

  heard.




  ‘I think that’s everything. Thank you.’ He looked at his watch. ‘I should go.’




  ‘You’re not staying? Stay as long as you want. I could drop you in Bodrum tomorrow.’




  ‘Thank you, no.’




  Tourna stretched and put his hands behind his head.




  ‘So do I pass?’




  Webster smiled. ‘I don’t know. I’ll speak to my boss.’




  ‘You think you can help?’ said Tourna, looking up at Webster and shielding his eyes.




  Webster thought for a moment.




  ‘You’re asking a lot. If we take it on we’ll do the same.’ It occurred to him as he said it that he would take this on for no money at all. This was the sort of case he

  had signed up for: the sort that makes a difference.




  Tourna laughed. Webster went to collect his things and start the long journey back to London, thinking hard, imagining how this might work.




  Malin. Quite a prize.




  Tourna had given Webster a thick file before he left. He read it on the plane – a breach of protocol, but the child asleep next to him was hardly likely to be

  interested.




  In it were all manner of documents, carefully organized: news articles, company reports, transcripts of radio programmes, photocopied excerpts from books. Throughout, passages had been marked in

  fluorescent ink and annotated with exclamation marks and energetic underlinings. Tourna had explained that this was his personal file: he had compiled much of it himself. The most substantial item

  was a report for a bank that was thinking of lending money to a Viennese company called Langland Resources. It had been written three years earlier by a competitor of Ikertu, but how Tourna had got

  hold of it wasn’t clear.




  Webster began with the appendices; they were always more interesting. To his surprise he found two spravki there, one on Malin, one on a lawyer called Richard Lock who had sold Tourna the

  company. He wasn’t sure that he would ask for a spravka on Malin now, and even three years ago it would have carried some risk – perhaps no one had appreciated how much. No doubt

  all content had been officially approved.




  Spravka simply meant ‘certificate’. Every area of Russian life had its spravki: you needed one to sell your house, to register with a doctor, to have a telephone

  installed, to import goods, to export goods, to secure a passport, to takes one’s place at university. In Webster’s world it meant a summary of a person’s life taken from Russian

  intelligence agencies, so routinely that while the practice was illegal the information itself was now a mere commodity. They were seldom a colourful read. Date of birth, job, immediate family,

  house, car, education, career. Business interests inside Russia, business interests outside Russia. Observations concerning career and character. Evidence of or speculation concerning wrongdoing.

  Speculation about sexuality (half the reports he had ever read concluded that, in a favourite, equivocal construction of Russian bureaucracy, ‘it was not excluded’ that the subject was

  homosexual). A life narrowed to its basic coordinates and its susceptibility to blackmail or corruption. He was always impressed by the discipline required to be so reductive.




  As a rule the more significant you were – the more wealthy, the more politically lively, the more troublesome – the longer and fuller your spravka. Every person living in

  Russia had a file, of course, but most contained little beyond mundane details gathered from other government departments. Anything richer or deeper suggested that at some point you had been the

  subject of attention from the intelligence authorities themselves, and through the blankness of the language it was sometimes possible to see the phone calls overheard, the neighbours quietly

  consulted, the bank accounts inspected, the lives slowly but inevitably opened up to view. Russia might feel itself diminished but in this easy power over its people it seemed hardly to have

  changed at all.




  The rule broke down, though, on the largest scales: no oligarch or government minister would be so careless as to leave his file intact. Through money or influence his spravka would be

  edited and cleaned until it said little at all, the information it had once contained now so far inside the deep dark vault of the Russian state that only those equivalently powerful could ever get

  it out.




  The first spravka he had ever seen, so many years before, was about Inessa; she had shown it to him herself. It began with bare paragraphs about her upbringing, her family, her education,

  but what she was proud of was the four or five pages describing her writing and the threat she posed to the Russian state. Someone, she had explained, was keeping an active watch on her: she was

  being taken seriously. All her articles were attached. Corruption in Togliatti, pollution in Norilsk, smuggling in Vladivostok, aluminium murders in Krasnoyarsk, workers striking in Rostov, Tyumen,

  Yekaterinburg, Tomsk: a sampler for Russia’s first free decade. Next to her Webster had felt like a dabbler.




  Inessa Kirova, the file had said, was a ‘politically committed journalist with a tendency to address sensitive subjects’, a freelancer who wrote about crime and corruption and sold

  most of her articles to the campaigning newspaper Novaya Gazeta. She had connections with ‘difficult . . . independent’ foreign journalists – ‘that’s

  you!’ she had told Webster, gleefully – and a special interest in the relationship between ‘big business’ and politics: in other words, who was bribing whom. He wondered

  whether her file was still there, on a numbered shelf in some dank basement, and whether anyone still had reason to refer to it.




  The two spravki in front of Webster now suggested less interesting, less productive lives. They had been faxed in a poor translation, gave no clue to their origin and conformed wholly to

  type. Lock’s was the file of an unremarkable expat, Malin’s of a career bureaucrat. His father was an administrator at a mining equipment company in Novosibirsk and had had two

  children: Konstantin in 1948, and Natalya in 1952. Malin had married Katerina Karelov in 1971, and they had had two children. They lived, officially, in an apartment of thirty square metres near

  Leningradsky station in Moscow, but it was highly unlikely they were ever there; the Malins’ real apartment would almost certainly be a rather grander affair.




  He had been educated at the Tyumen Industrial Institute, and later at the Gubkin Russian State University of Oil and Gas in Moscow. Since 1971 he had worked at what was now the Ministry of

  Natural Resources, in what positions it did not say. He was a very old hand.




  It went on. Malin was a man of ‘high inner discipline’ who had through ‘loyalty and clear purpose’ risen to a position of ‘total trust and positive influence’

  within the ministry. His contribution was valued ‘at highest levels’ and had resulted in his being awarded an Order of Merit for the Fatherland in 2003. He was a man of ‘true

  principle’ and this had allowed him a career ‘free of the fighting of political factions’.




  This was instructive – such a clean file told him that Malin was well protected – but useless nevertheless; even a little discouraging. Webster’s brief from Tourna had a crazed

  simplicity about it, and was probably impossible, not to say dangerous. He would need something rather stronger than an intelligence file that Malin had probably approved himself.
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