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PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE


Hammer had seen riots before, and knew this was how they began. At the bottom of the hill in the open square stood a crowd of three or four thousand, not organized but with a rough air of purpose, waving banners he couldn’t read and singing with patchy enthusiasm. On the placards above their heads bobbed the horned head of a balding man with the bland expression of a politician, blood dripping down his chin from a pair of painted fangs. There was a tired anger in the air, and a growing impatience that matched Hammer’s own. In and out, this had to be. Find what he was looking for and go home.


The driver slowed on the broken road, muttered something to himself and, coming to a stop in a queue of cars sat for a moment shaking his head and blowing out air, as if at some dreary but all too familiar difficulty.


‘Can you go back?’ said Hammer, sitting forward.


The driver shook his head and gave a full sigh. ‘Nit shansi,’ he said, looked over his shoulder at the cars lining up behind, and shrugged.


Somehow Hammer knew what he meant: this was Georgia. They were stuck, it was bad and there was nothing to be done but wait.


‘We need to turn round,’ he said, but the driver merely shrugged again. Hammer drummed his fingers on his thigh and wondered why they had come this way and how much time it was going to cost. On a case like this you needed a quick start, and he was already two days late.


The sun was low but still strong, and in its stubborn heat the protesters were growing ragged and tetchy. Hammer stopped tapping out emails on his phone and from the cool of the car watched them for a while, took in their faces, the way they dressed, the hundred signs that made this crowd a Georgian crowd. The faces were dark, fine, handsome, Eastern and European at once. Caucasian, Hammer thought; of course, this was what it meant. A democratic group of men and women of all ages, though the front line was mainly men now, their expressions grimmer than the rest. Banners covered in a strange, curved script billowed in the wind and a hundred flags waved alongside them – red crosses on white, and in each quadrant a further red cross, flared and ancient-looking. For a moment Hammer imagined that he had landed in the middle of some forgotten holy war.


A line of police in black carrying shields and long black truncheons contained the crowd. Hammer lowered his window and on the hot air came the sound of chanting, in this growly sing-song language that he had hardly had a chance to hear. Beside him the whole front of a derelict townhouse had been papered with red-and-white election posters bearing another face – reasonable, impassioned, the same one that adorned half the T-shirts in the crowd.


‘This the new guy?’ said Hammer.


The driver twisted in his seat.


‘Candidate. Politician.’ Hammer pointed at the posters.


‘Speak Russky?’


‘No.’ Hammer smiled. ‘Just American.’


The driver raised his eyebrows and from the seat next to him picked up a newspaper, black with strange characters and smudged where his heavy fingers had held it. As he passed it over he jabbed at the headline on the front page.


Hammer took it and thanked him. For a moment he was distracted by movement in the square, where a young man with a shaved head had walked up to a policeman and was now theatrically tearing up a poster in front of him. When he was done he threw the last pieces at the policeman’s clear plastic shield, looked him in the eye and, with a great nod, spat down at his boots. The policeman stepped back a pace but did not respond and the young man went back to his friends with a fist in the air.


Hammer weighed the paper in his hand, felt a moment of fondness for the cheap ink that came off on his fingers, and took in the lead story, to the extent that he could. A single word in fat, round letters ran across all six columns and below it, extending beyond the fold, two photographs: one of a devastated building, its front blown off, the other of the man whose fanged face was being brandished in the square. The words were unintelligible but Hammer had an idea of their meaning.


‘The president?’ he said.


‘President,’ said the driver, nodding and gesturing at the crowd. ‘Yes. Diakh.’


‘He’s the guy who started all this, huh?’


The driver turned, his frowning face in profile, and shrugged. The shrug was expansive and seemed to say he didn’t understand the question, but it could have meant many other things: Who know who starts anything? or, Who am I to say what any of this means?


Hammer shrugged back. He understood the gist of it, from the scant reports in English: a bomb had destroyed an apartment block in a Georgian town, killing people as they slept and sending the country into a spiralling whirl of accusation and conspiracy. It was Islamists; it was the Russians; it was the opposition. The latest story to break, and the craziest, was that to win votes the president himself had arranged the whole thing to look like a hellish Russian scheme – that to prove he was the only man capable of protecting his people against that ancient bogeyman he had sacrificed a few of them. Hence the fuss in the square. Hence the fangs.


What a case it would make. The best kind – big, delicate, visible. Dangerous, no doubt. The kind he lived for. Hammer let his instincts play with the idea, plotted its course, drew together a team and a plan in his head, imagined the cast. The president was the obvious client – he had the most to lose, or to save – but perhaps some sort of cross-party commission might be set up, to investigate independently and allow the whole painful business to close. It could be done, for the right fee, but it wasn’t what he was here to do, and he had no intention of becoming involved. Besides, Karlo Toreli would have to take part, and Karlo was dead. What kind of case would it be without the man whose scoop had caused this whole mess in the first place?


Hammer put the paper down and, taking a handkerchief from his pocket, cleaned the ink from his fingers. Ahead, cars were beginning to turn round in a mess of back-and-forth; some freed themselves and came back up the hill, dusty Ladas and worn 4×4s, but the narrow entrance to the square was soon hopelessly clogged, and horns began to overpower the chants. Space opened up in front of them. The driver swore, pulled out fast into the path of an oncoming taxi and braked with a jolt before the two cars met.


‘Shevetsi.’


An inch apart, the cars stared at each other. Hammer’s driver hit the steering wheel with the palm of his hand, waved his fist at the windscreen and pointed to the side street into which he wanted to turn. Expressionless behind the dust on its windscreen, the other car stayed put. The driver leant on his horn, adding to the chorus.


‘Use the sidewalk,’ said Hammer, but the driver merely raised a resigned hand. ‘Use the kerb.’


In the square, activity again caught Hammer’s eye. Another of the protesters, an old man with his belly lazily showing through his unbuttoned denim shirt, had torn the board from his placard and was now sweeping the wooden pole in front of him like an uncertain swordsman finding his range. Others were doing the same, running skirmishes up to the line of police, who had begun to shuffle together stiffly. Before, there had seemed plenty of them; suddenly there did not.


Hammer checked his watch. His plane had landed two hours ago, and it was all of ten miles from the airport to his hotel. This was eating up time he didn’t have.


The driver swore again, threw his arm over the seat beside him and, looking over his shoulder, began to reverse at speed up the hill. Hammer kept his eyes on the crowd. Three men were now beating the clear screens of the policemen’s riot shields, and it occurred to him that if everyone followed their lead they would take some holding.


‘OK. Time to get out of here.’


The car braked abruptly, and in the relative quiet before the driver revved the engine Hammer heard a hard crack, like a stone on glass, and though he saw no one move, nor any gun, he knew without doubt that the protester who fell had been shot.


‘Shevetsi,’ said the driver. He let the engine surge, found his gear and darted with a lurch down a narrow street to his left. Hammer had a last glimpse of the downed man, his friends stopped around him, and heard a new roar of fury as the moment of shock passed.


‘Shevetsi,’ the driver said, more than once. From behind them came two more shots.


The street was lined with parked cars, each one half on the pavement, half on the pitted tarmac of the road, and though the Mercedes barely fit, the driver took it as fast as he could, the tyres squealing as they touched the kerb. Despite himself, Hammer started as the car clipped a wing mirror on his side.


Halfway down, an alley led back to the square. He glanced to his right and saw people running towards him, a man stumbling and another helping him up, heads turning to check behind them. A young woman, her hair tied in a flowered scarf, stopped for a moment to take a brick from a crumbled wall and hurl it in a high arc back onto the shields of the police.


This was what a riot looked like – Hammer recognized the mixture of zeal and fear in the eyes, made out in the distance the ones who were enjoying themselves, felt the panic of those running in his direction to get away. Forgotten instincts began to guide him. Best to leave the car and run with the rest, try to look as angry or as scared as everyone else. Cars got stuck in riots. Or take your camera out, make them think you’re a newsman. More often than not they’d leave you alone.


But he had no camera, and in these clothes would never pass for a protester. He had packed his least conspicuous things but the truth was that he liked quality and could afford to pay for it. In every fibre he was wearing he was a world apart from the people in the square. The old instincts no longer served. They were for a young man, less respectable than he’d become. Someone without his money, and his luggage, and his briefcase, and the general air of comfort.


‘Fast as you can,’ he said, and shifted in his seat to watch the road behind.


The first protesters appeared and, without stopping, turned in his direction. First came a group running, keen to be gone, but the mass of people emerged into the street in confusion, stumbling ahead, shouting behind them, raising fists, picking up whatever they could find and turning to throw it. Wooden poles swayed like pikes. They were a frantic, angry troop, and Hammer was happy enough to be leaving them behind.


The car braked sharply and the driver let out some grand Georgian oath. Ahead of them an ancient red Nissan, unconscious of what was closing on it, had pushed out into the road, discovered that it hadn’t enough room to get its nose past the car in front, and was now inching serenely backwards before making another attempt. Hammer’s driver pummelled his horn. The first protesters were now level with them, and as Hammer looked back the street was full of people churning in his direction, smashing the windows of the parked cars with bricks and poles. He raised the window but the yelling and the chanting seemed to remain inside the car.


‘You need to go round, OK?’ shouted Hammer, leaning forward to touch the driver’s shoulder and point at the kerb. ‘Go round!’


The driver understood, began to roll the car onto the high kerb and was blocked by the Nissan, which juddered into the road again, taking its time.


‘We need to fucking go,’ said Hammer, locking the door and doing the same on the other side of the car. The noise dulled, for an instant; then the small space filled with a crash of sound. Hammer recoiled, his hands behind his head, forearms tight against his ears. Another crash. He stole a glance. Two men were beating the back windscreen, which splintered and sagged.


‘Go!’ he screamed, but there were people all around now, rocking the car, banging on the windows, pressing their faces up to the glass. Through them he saw the Nissan driving off ahead, and a rock bouncing off its bumper. His driver had shrunk into his seat, arms up round his head.


Ben, I’m going to wring your fucking neck when I find you, thought Hammer and braced himself.




CHAPTER TWO


The man sitting across the table had come on his own, with no sign of an entourage, and had requested that Hammer do the same. That was surprising, and so was his appearance. His suit, though expensive, was too big and sat clumsily on his shoulders, which were lightly scattered with dandruff, and his glasses looked as if they hadn’t been cleaned for days. He was mousy in colouring – a little mousy generally, in fact – and somewhat stiff in his greeting, so that if Hammer hadn’t seen his photograph and read the headlines he would have found it hard to imagine what was generally held to be true, that this was the richest man in Poland. The head of the risk department of a provincial manufacturing firm, perhaps, or a tax partner in some calcified City law firm, but no ruthless entrepreneur or clear-eyed oligarch.


Still, he had to have something. Such people didn’t rise by chance.


From a cheap-looking metal case the man produced a card, slid it across the table, and, while Hammer inspected it, looked down at London, bright and jumbled below them. The view was quite something from up here, or so Hammer had been told, but he took it in calmly, almost blankly, as one might a menu or an invoice. Milek Rapp. Just the name on the card – no company, no phone number.


Hammer passed him his own card in return.


‘Welcome, Mr Rapp. Beautiful day.’


‘My lawyer says I can trust you.’


His voice was deeper than Hammer had expected, and more commanding, like the sound of a tuba coming from a penny whistle. When you heard it, it was easy enough to imagine it being obeyed.


‘Then you’re well advised.’


‘This is a sensitive matter.’


‘I don’t doubt it. Most are.’


So there would be no small talk, which was a shame; as a rule it was rather more revealing than the big talk. Rapp took a moment to consider the man in front of him, seemed to approve of what he saw and continued. Behind the smeary lenses of his glasses his eyes were wary and quick. In the main he kept them on Hammer, but he was also checking out the details, just as Hammer was: the cut of his clothes, the lines in his face, the clues in his manner.


‘How many leaks have you had, in your time?’


‘From my organization? None. In twenty years. From my clients, their lawyers, hangers-on? A few.’


‘This matter, no one knows about it but me.’


‘Then we should be fine.’


Rapp took his glasses off, inspected the lenses and, satisfied, put them back on his nose.


‘Do you have a family, Mr Hammer?’


‘I don’t.’


‘A wife?’


Hammer knew from his reading that Rapp was on his second. He shook his head. ‘I came close. But no.’


Rapp studied him some more, without hurry, before committing. Hammer knew this tactic: dictate the pace of a meeting and you dictated the meeting itself.


‘You control your risk. This is clever.’


That wasn’t my intention, Hammer wanted to say, but he left it. Across the table Rapp clasped his hands together and Hammer saw the muscles in his forearms flex as he squeezed, hard. The dusty exterior masked a passion or two, it seemed. His fingernails were cut so close that no white showed.


‘I am good with risk,’ said Rapp, his tone matter-of-fact, as if the subject were cooking or some other manual skill. ‘I make it work for me. There is advantage in it. But not always. Not now.’


Hammer thought he knew where this was heading, and wondered whether he should save the man his discomfort and tell him that Ikertu didn’t do matrimonial work, no matter who the client. Too grubby, and too messy. But Rapp interested him, and he wanted to see how he would come at it. With a nod he encouraged him to continue.


‘In one corner of my life there is currently too much risk. It is dangerous for my interests. I am hoping that you can restore the balance.’


‘I’m an investigator, Mr Rapp. I work best with specifics.’


Rapp nodded, twice. A resolution made. His hands tensed again and his eyes stayed locked on Hammer’s, transmitting a certain expectation of power.


‘My wife is sleeping with a man. A young man, Russian.’


Hammer nodded in sympathy, and confirmation. He raised a hand.


‘Mr Rapp, we don’t do that kind of work. Never have.’


‘You don’t know what I want you to do.’


‘I can imagine. You want us to prove it’s happening. Get some evidence, get rid of the guy.’


Rapp shook his head. A brisk shake, impatient, as if Hammer might yet disappoint him.


‘I have all that. No. Something else. I want you to study him, this man. Where he goes, who he calls, his emails, bank accounts, everything, going back as far as you can.’


‘You planning on ruining him?’


‘I can do that on my own. And I will. No. She gives him money. I know this. An allowance, she will say, but it is blackmail, in another form. I want to show he has done this before, with other women. That it will get worse. That as I was a business proposition to her, so she is to him.’


‘You know he’s done this?’


‘I have reason to believe.’


‘And then what?’


Rapp’s eyes screwed a little tighter and he shook his head again, not understanding.


‘What does that accomplish?’ said Hammer. ‘Where does it get you?’


‘She stops entertaining thoughts of freedom.’ Rapp’s hands relaxed and separated, his voice chill. ‘It restores the contract. And then I can stop worrying.’


Hammer was glad he had allowed Rapp to come this far. This was a species of craziness that in all his years he hadn’t seen before, not quite in this form. One for the collection. Before he let him down he had one more question.


‘Why us, Mr Rapp? You clearly have resources.’


‘Because if this comes from you she will be forced to believe it. From Isaac Hammer.’


Hammer raised an eyebrow to acknowledge the compliment.


‘Well, peace of mind is important, Mr Rapp. But I’m not sure we’re the right people, and I’m not sure you’ve thought this through. First thing, we don’t eavesdrop. Not on phones, not on emails. We can’t, and we won’t.’


Rapp cocked his head a fraction, as if to suggest that between men of the world there need be no pretence about such things.


‘It’s a practical objection, Mr Rapp. A lot of people would love me to put a foot wrong, and so for your benefit, and all my clients, and the couple hundred people on this floor whose livelihoods depend on me not screwing things up I try very hard not to. OK? Apart from anything else, we do things properly, I get to charge you more money.’


Hammer smiled, a little curtly.


‘And we could. We could do things properly. But I don’t want to, is the thing. This kind of work I leave alone, because I don’t like it, and neither do you. Even if I do a great job, you’re never going to think fondly of me again. You’re not going to send me a Christmas card. I’m like the guy who comes to do your drains. You forget the sweet smell I leave behind and remember the stench that brought you here in the first place. Some of the stench stays on me. Now, I hate to send you to the competition, which ordinarily is what I do in these situations, because I’m a helpful guy and you have a problem that needs some help. Ordinarily, that’s what I’d do. But in this instance, I have to say I don’t agree with your strategy.’


‘I didn’t come here for strategy advice, Mr Hammer.’


Hammer smiled again, beginning to mean it. A stubborn client brought out the contrary in him. ‘Well, with respect, that may be your loss, Mr Rapp.’


The quick eyes were considering again, and Hammer could tell that the conversation had reached a crisis. Even money he would leave, but if he did he wasn’t the right sort of client in any case.


Rapp didn’t do what most men would have done in such a situation. He didn’t narrow his eyes, or stroke his chin, or cross his arms, or try to establish his dominance by staring Hammer out. He just sat, and looked at Hammer, and thought. After perhaps half a minute he gave a little nod; Hammer reciprocated and went on, after a brief ceremonial pause to acknowledge the new footing of their relationship.


‘Good. OK. Twenty years ago, this company was maybe a year old, I took on a case for this well-known guy, a very successful guy in entertainment. You’d know him. A big name. And he says to me, “I think my wife is cheating on me, and I want you to follow her and find out.”’


Rapp cocked his head again, but this time it meant something different. Is this relevant? We may have an understanding but my time is important.


‘Bear with me, Mr Rapp. I don’t enjoy this story but I think it’s something you need to hear. I tell this guy everything I’ve just told you, but I made a mistake, which was to tell him that in any case I’d have to charge him a million pounds. This was when million-pound cases weren’t so common. I shouldn’t have said it, but I thought it would end the conversation. And of course he says, fine, make it two, whatever it takes. So I have nowhere to go, and part of me is thinking, OK, this is good money, and also he’s this big guy and back then maybe I’m a little wowed by that, so we do the case. For two months we followed that poor woman everywhere she went. Team of God knows how many people. We did everything. Wired the house, the cars. We knew every step she took. No terrorist has ever been as closely watched, and I hated every minute. I have never liked a case less. And after everything, this huge operation? There was nothing going on. Not a thing. She went to the shops, she played with her kids, she had drinks with her friends. That was it. Didn’t so much as smile at another man all that time.’


Hammer paused, took a breath, nodded to himself. Rapp was still paying attention.


‘I had the guy just pay me my costs, because I didn’t like myself very much by this point and didn’t want to make a profit. And a year later, less, they divorced. She met someone else and left him.’


‘She knew what you had been doing?’


‘No. We were spotless. Maybe he told her, but I doubt it. No. He wanted it to happen, is my guess, somewhere deep down. Or he made it impossible for it not to. Anyway, point is, some situations, you don’t need information. Information’s my business, and I believe in it, and I can see you do too. But this guy, everything he needed to know was in his head, and in hers. He didn’t need surveillance, he needed a conversation.’


‘This is what you’re saying? I should talk to my wife?’


Hammer grinned, held his arms up. ‘That’s what pays for all this, Mr Rapp, advice of that calibre. Of course you should talk to your wife, but that’s not what I’m saying. What I’m saying is, take the route you’re planning and where does it get you? It doesn’t change the situation. She breaks it off with this guy, but what about the next one? Maybe he’s not a gold-digger, and what then? You’ve got the same risk and no defence.’


‘It is always about money.’


‘Maybe the next guy’s rich.’


‘He will not be as rich as me.’


That was true. Hammer had to admire the singularity of the man’s perspective.


Rapp’s brow tensed a little into a frown. He had the look of someone encountering something foreign for the first time.


‘Why do you tell me this?’


‘Because it’s true, and one day you might remember that. Man like you has other problems, I imagine, and advisers everywhere telling him what he wants to hear.’


Rapp pushed his glasses up his nose. Hammer felt the urge to clean them for him.


‘So you do not want my business?’


Hammer smiled. ‘I’ve told you. It’s not business.’


Against expectation, and all the odds, Rapp smiled back. It was dry, and quick, but a smile nevertheless. Putting both hands palm-down on the table, he gave Hammer one last, significant look, and stood.


‘I think you are right to concentrate on your work.’


‘Keeps things simple.’


‘Perhaps we will talk again.’


Any time, Hammer was going to say, but he was interrupted by the phone on the table.


‘Excuse me,’ said Hammer.


It was Katerina, one of Hammer’s directors. ‘We need you in reception.’


‘I’m just finishing with someone.’


‘Well finish quickly. It’s the police.’


‘What do they want?’


‘You. There are fifteen of them.’


He put the phone down. If there were fifteen they had come to talk about Ben. No question. Not for the first time Hammer cursed the man and his deceptions.


‘My next meeting’s here,’ he said, and ushered his new friend towards the door.




CHAPTER THREE


Once, in Algeria, working for The Times, Hammer had watched as two men were pulled from their car by a mob and dragged away to be stoned. His photographer had caught it, and now, watching people bang on the window and pull at the doors, it was that image he remembered: the first man’s eyes closed against the sun and the dust and the thought of what was to be done to them as the rioters hauled his friend from the back seat. A Frenchman and a Dane, whose driver had taken a wrong turn on the way to the airport, as innocent of the politics of the place as the children who sat on walls and at windows to watch. They had probably known as much about the Islamists as he knew about Georgian bombs. Hammer hadn’t seen them die, the crowd around them was so dense.


His car slowly rocked. The crush of people was now too great for him to tell whether they were being driven on by the police behind. He positioned himself in the middle of the seat, sitting forward, an eye on each door, and slipped his wallet and phone from his pockets, stuffing them down the gap between the seat cushions. An urge to flee began to give way to pure fear: two dozen times a year he made a journey like this; car to the airport, comfortable plane, car to the hotel, cosseted all the way and spared contact with anything like real life. Well, here it was. It had been waiting for him.


Above the din he became aware of one voice louder than the rest, and looking up saw a young man, his face pressed against the driver’s window and alight with power. He was skinny and gaunt and his eyes were full of the righteousness of his cause. He wore a cap down low on his brow. Shouting the same words over and over and each time pounding the glass with the flat of one hand, he pointed with the other at Hammer in the back seat. The driver shook his head and held his arms up, but the man just repeated his question, jabbing his finger into the back of the car and staring right at Hammer. The driver turned to look at him.


‘US,’ he said, pointing. ‘American.’


From the man’s expression and the new fervour of the crowd he guessed being American wasn’t good. A friend of the president, on the wrong side of this thawing cold war.


These were his thoughts as the window to his left frosted and with a dead sound became a sheet of ice, a thousand crystals bound together; it held for a moment, sagging heavily, and fell in; after it came hands blindly searching for a handle. In an instant the door was open, and Hammer was sliding across the seat and into the reeling chaos of the crowd. He felt the heat of people’s bodies as he was jostled and passed amongst them. He didn’t resist. Curiously, now that he was out of the car he was less afraid. It was happening.


Spun round, this way then that, he was pushed forward until he faced the man with the question. Someone strong locked his arms behind him while the young man spoke.


‘Vy Amerikansky. Vy yobaniy Amerikansky,’ he shouted, one hand screwing into Hammer’s collar. His head was tilted in a leer, and flecks of spittle struck Hammer as he talked.


This was Russian. ‘Niet,’ Hammer shouted over the noise, shaking his head emphatically. ‘No.’ He held the man’s gaze, kept his expression open. Match his craziness with as much calm as you can manage. Their eyes were level. ‘English. UK. London.’


‘Passport. Pokazhi mne passport.’


Hammer struggled against the hold on his arms and shook his head. ‘I don’t have it.’ He shouted again above the noise all around. ‘I don’t have it.’


The young man cocked his head, considering. He was a bony specimen, all of a hundred and forty pounds at most, with staring wide pupils and a sprinkling of moustache that ran across his upper lip and pointed down round his oddly fleshy mouth. His cheeks were pocked from old acne and on his sleeveless white T-shirt was a bad drawing of an AK-47. A revolutionary in his own mind, running on the energy of his convictions and the wildness of the crowd. Hammer understood him, but wanted very much to send an uppercut into that delicate-looking jaw.


Cocking his head the other way the Georgian fished inside Hammer’s jacket with his free hand, first one side then the next. After that, the breast pocket and the two side pockets, coming up empty each time. Finally he ran his hands round Hammer’s midriff, looked him in the eye, grinned and ripped his shirt apart to expose a money belt secured around his waist. Unzipping it, he pulled out a passport and a sheaf of dollar bills, and briefly there was an almost innocent pleasure in his face as he felt the notes and registered their value. Folding them, he pushed them into the pocket of his jeans and began to leaf through the passport, rotating it to check the photograph against the face of the bird-like man in front of him, staring hard at both. He shook his head and let out a long, low whistle.


‘American. American not good.’


‘This American’s here on vacation. Holiday. Understand? Holiday.’


As Hammer said it he felt his right arm being twisted up into its socket. He yelled in pain and protest but could hardly hear himself above the shouting and singing and screaming.


‘Tell them to get the fuck off.’


‘Vacation.’ The man looked him up and down, releasing his hold on the tie and rubbing the fabric between his fingers. ‘Amerikansky bullshit.’


Glancing back, Hammer saw two men taking his bag and his briefcase from the trunk of the car. The driver looked on with his hands raised.


‘There’s more money in that case, OK? More dollars. It’s locked. Bring it to me.’


The young man continued to leaf slowly through the pages of the passport, studying each, as if somehow he had secured a pocket of silence and time, while the strong hand on Hammer’s arm continued to twist. The pain built until, unable to bear it, Hammer stamped on his friend’s foot, hard, with the sharp edge of his heel, and in the instant that the grip loosened wrenched away and pulled himself clear.


The revolutionary was still grinning at him. Guided by some old instinct that he hadn’t drawn on for a long time Hammer sent his fist in a neat uppercut into his jaw, watched the grin slip, and followed with a left to his sharp little nose – felt it give, and the hardness of bone underneath. The guy reeled into the crowd, brought a hand up to the blood on his lip, a look of bewilderment and hurt in his eyes, and Hammer grabbed for the passport that was still in his hand. But he was pulled back; the man who had held him cursed, turned him and brought an elbow round into his face.


Hammer’s sight went and, stumbling backwards, he fell into passing bodies, which pushed him away. For a moment he swayed in a small space of his own making, black and red pulsing behind his eyes. He tried to comprehend the pain that cut up through his skull; he’d never been hit like that without gloves. When he opened his eyes, still staggering, his interrogator was there, his bloodied face a foot away, the leering turned to viciousness. Hammer felt first one arm then the other twisted up behind him and winced at the fresh pain.


The punk spat at him, the spittle red, and brought his face so close that Hammer could smell the beer on his breath and something else, something rank and crazed.


‘Shevetsi. What is this?’


The punk held the passport up to Hammer’s face, jabbing a finger at the page.


‘Israel stamps.’


Hammer looked down at himself. There was blood on his tie, down his white shirt, dripping onto his jacket. People crowded past, barely aware of him.


‘You are fucking Jew. You work for president. You come to kill Georgians.’


‘Yeah, that’s right. I’m going to start with you.’


The young man leaned back to grin at his friends and opened his eyes wide and punched Hammer in the stomach, not a great punch but enough to double him up. Then he closed the passport and handed it to someone by him. Hammer’s eyes followed it.


‘Give me that.’


The passport was passed on again. Around them the crowd continued to rush, began to thin.


‘Give me the fucking passport.’


‘You are enemy of Georgia.’ The young man leered into Hammer’s face and pushed his hand up into his throat, straightening up. Hammer felt his breathing tighten. The lock on his arms was total.


‘I’m a fucking tourist, you idiot.’


Hammer fought for breath. He felt the blood pulsing round his skull.


‘Why you here?’


‘To drink the waters.’


‘Why you here?’


The punk was shouting now and showing no signs of backing down. The leer had gone. Hammer was getting no air, and his body was beginning to panic.


There was no way he was going out at the hands of this schmuck. He tried to kick, to bring his knee up into his crotch, but the little fucker was standing to the side of him now and nothing found its target. He jerked his head back but for a runt he had strong hands and he kept an iron hold.


‘Why you here?’


Hammer could barely talk and his lungs felt full of acid. The time for wisecracks had gone.


‘To find a friend,’ he said, with the last breath he could find.


The revolutionary looked into his eyes.


‘Bullshit.’


From somewhere down the street came three shots, and Hammer felt the hold on him relax, just a degree. Then two more shots, from the same gun. The young man looked beyond him down the street, released his grip and nodded at his friend, who with a glance backwards let go of Hammer’s arms and moved off, at one again with the scattering crowd. Hammer bent over, sucking in air, and felt himself being pulled upright by the young man, who patted the breast of Hammer’s jacket and gave him a look, somewhere between mischief and mania.


‘Next time, American,’ he shouted, and slipped into the tide.


The last stragglers hurried by, throwing some final taunts behind them, until Hammer was alone with his driver and the beaten Mercedes, all its windows smashed and one door hanging from its hinges. Placards lay broken at his feet, and papers spilled from the car onto the ground. He felt in his trouser pocket for his handkerchief and brought it up to his nose, bending over to catch the drips, watching them spread crimson onto the smudged white cotton.


His hand shaking, the driver walked towards him, holding out an open cigarette packet.


‘You OK?’ said Hammer, twisting his head to look up.


The driver nodded, but his face was white. He offered the pack to Hammer, pushing up a single cigarette.


‘Hell yes,’ said Hammer, and took one. His own hand shook as he reached for it. If his memory was good it had been twenty years since his last.


Before he lit it from the driver’s trembling lighter, he sensed movement behind him and a new voice shouted something he didn’t understand. The driver let the flame die, raising his hands once more in submission, and as Hammer straightened he saw six policeman rounding the corner, guns up and pointing at him.




CHAPTER FOUR


An investigator, Hammer liked to call himself. Not a private detective, which sounded a little seedy, and anyway, who detected? That wasn’t what he did, at any rate. He talked to people, and he scoured documents, and then he sat back and figured out some part of the problem, and then he did some more talking. He liked to talk, in part because he was good at it but mainly because people told you things when they talked back – consciously or unconsciously. Information was to be found in documents or in people’s heads, and Hammer had always thought that the heads held the best stuff.


No, he didn’t detect. He investigated. It was a better word – it meant something. It suggested you might be interested in getting to the truth.


The fifteen visitors in the Ikertu lobby were detectives, come to do some detecting, he supposed. Some were in uniform, some weren’t, but even those in plain clothes were plainly police; they had an air of prerogative that most people coming into this office did not. Hammer resented the deliberate aggression they had shown by turning up in force – five could have done the job, which meant the remainder were here to scare him and unsettle his staff. Katerina was with them, and his two receptionists looked on in confusion.


A woman in a suit had turned to meet him. She was forty, Hammer guessed, a little gaunt, the face tired but the brown eyes keen and sharp and resolutely on his. A band of freckles ran across her cheekbones under pronounced bags. She looked wary but belligerent, as if she spent her days in fluorescent-lit rooms, as she probably did, listening to people lie to her; there was a suppressed fervour about her, a tension that suggested she was trying to appear calmer than she was.


‘Isaac Hammer?’


‘I’m Ike Hammer.’


‘Detective Inspector Sander. I have a warrant to search this office for documents and computer equipment.’


She handed him a piece of paper. He had seen its like before but this one had the name of his company at the top. Ikertu Limited. Then Isaac Hammer and Ben Webster. Their names still joined together. The wording was stark, familiar, and in order.


For a second he felt unsteady, a sort of swaying in the stomach, like a man feels on land after weeks at sea. Used to calmly advising clients in the worst of crises, now he reeled briefly, buffeted by the thought of confronting his own: advising was easy; living it would not be. But he was quickly in charge of himself again, and with a facility perfected on others’ behalf began to rank the dozen questions competing for attention. What was at stake. How to defend himself. What to tell his people.


‘Ben Webster no longer works here, Inspector.’


‘I’m aware of that. It’s his computer I want.’


Sander pressed her mouth into a line, the opposite of a smile. Better for you if we just start, it said.


‘OK, Inspector. This all looks fine. But I’d appreciate it if you could give me two minutes. I have a guest to take care of. He was just leaving.’


Hammer turned to gesture towards Rapp, who had come through the glass door into the lobby and was frowning mildly at the crowd he found there. He looked at Hammer in search of an explanation.


‘No one leaves,’ said Sander.


‘An hour ago I’d never seen him, nor him me. He has nothing to do with this.’


Sander held his eye, establishing control. She was his height, more or less, and her stare was level. Her eyebrows had been plucked into thin arches that gave her a look of fixed surprise.


‘Until the search is complete no one leaves.’


‘He has a plane to catch.’


‘There’ll be other planes.’


‘You have discretion, no?’


‘I do. And I’m exercising it.’ The eyebrows lifted a little further. ‘You know your rights, do you, Mr Hammer?’


‘I’ve had clients in this situation.’


‘I bet you have. Then you’ll know you’re not in charge. Your guest stays.’


Their audience seemed to sense that this was growing into a contest. Probably it wasn’t a fight worth winning; Sander was here to do a job and nothing Hammer might do could stop her. Nor was there any clear benefit in making her like him even less than she seemed to already. But her manner, and the prickling hostility he detected in it, were unnecessary. Raid my offices, by all means, but don’t try to humiliate me.


Rapp was watching the business calmly, confident that he occupied a different universe.


‘Can we talk for a moment, Inspector? Privately.’


Sander shook her head.


‘Mr Hammer, this is a simple process. I ask you for things, you give them to me. There’s no negotiation.’


If it had been wise, Hammer would have sighed. In his experience, the people who found it so difficult to behave appropriately had some lack in them, a need to inconvenience others to feel good about themselves. He had respect for the police but expected some in return. So be it.


‘Inspector, I wasn’t going to make a deal. I was going to make a plan, see this all goes smoothly. Get the material ready, go over the computers and the servers and everything, because this can be a complicated process and if I can help make it easy for both of us then I will. We can do it like that. Or we can all just sit here and wait for my lawyer, which may take a while because he’ll need to get a big team together to keep an eye on your hundreds of people, and when we get started I can drag the whole thing out with ten questions to your every one. I’m happy either way. No doubt you have all the time in the world. But my friend here, he has a plane to catch, and until just now no connection with this company, and I’d appreciate it greatly if you let him leave. OK? I shouldn’t think he’d mind if you checked him for pieces of evidence.’


Throughout his speech Hammer kept his eyes on Sander and smiled a cool, hard smile that he didn’t mean. Anger tended to show itself as frost in him. But given the chance he’d have marched her out of the building.


Sander looked from Hammer to Rapp and then back to Hammer, calculating, he imagined, the price and value of a compromise.


‘What have you been discussing?’


‘An email breach in Poland. Nothing that concerns you.’


‘Who is he?’


Hammer fished inside the top pocket of his jacket, pulled out a card and passed it to her.


‘He’s a Polish businessman. He owns a television company.’ He didn’t think it necessary to mention all the others.


‘Parker,’ Sander said, with a nod, and one of the plainclothes officers walked over to Rapp, who held out his briefcase to be searched. Hammer went to shake his hand.


‘My apologies.’


For the second time, Rapp surprised him by smiling.


‘All the best people get raided from time to time, Mr Hammer. Let me know if you need help with your strategy.’


Hammer saw him into the lift and watched the doors close.


Webster’s old office, still unfilled, was designated the hub (their jargon), an irony that may or may not have escaped Sander. Hammer felt it keenly enough as he watched officer after officer tramping across the floor with arms full of folders, papers, lever-arch files, taking them to be bagged and numbered as evidence. All those secrets. All that work.


Without Ben, none of this would be happening. Without his obsessions, his crusading, his perpetual fucking moral crisis this would just be an ordinary day, with reports to be written and clients to see and money to be made. If Hammer had only acted sooner, on instinct rather than evidence, this less than ordinary day wouldn’t be happening. Know someone for ten years and you get used to their nonsense. Your defences drop. And your standards. If Ben had pulled that shit in his first week he would’ve been out, straight away, without so much as a discussion.


Each time Hammer was asked a question – where the servers were kept, what the archiving procedures were, dozens of pointed, dreary questions – his frustration grew. Who were these people, anyway, to be going through his things? Over this nonsense, this fad of an offence. How had they earned the right? No one had died. If there was a problem here he should be investigating it himself. This was his territory. His jurisdiction.


But not his world. The world was hysterical about small things these days, and heedless of the big ones. That was a change he had seen. It was like a man careering towards a cliff edge straightening his tie. So much energy consumed in the pursuit of empty rectitude.


For a start, he would be forced to defend himself. Better than most he knew how tedious that would be – the countless statements, the endless meetings with solicitors and barristers, the narrowing of one’s life to a tiny set of disputed facts. Then he’d have to explain himself. Tomorrow or the next day news would leak and there’d be headlines reporting that the great detective had come unstuck, and sometime after that it would emerge that every email to and from every client, on every imaginable sensitive subject, was now with the police. To each of those clients he would have to give an explanation, and some of them would leave, and he would watch them taking their problems and their confidences elsewhere. That was OK. Fuck ’em. He’d find out who his friends were.


Seven floors below, the world was doing what it always did, oblivious. Through the trees he could see groups of office workers eating their lunch on the grass of Lincoln’s Inn Fields, while his own staff stayed inside, unable to leave. Traffic sat clogged on Fleet Street. It was a clear blue day, a late echo of summer. He entertained the childish notion of abseiling down the building and simply running away. Buying a dodgy passport. Spending his fortune somewhere remote where nothing ever happened.


But that was not his way. He had fought to create this company and he would fight to save it.


Sander, it seemed, would cause him as much pain as she could. He’d met her type before, and thought he recognized that particular brand of zeal. There would be no reasoning with her. In her mind, every private investigator was the same: a stalker, a phone-tapper, a rummager in other people’s rubbish. An unnecessary form of lowlife that lived in the dark spaces left unlit by the shining light of the law. He hated that crap. He’d heard it ever since he came to London, when everyone he met was surprised not to find him trailing spouses in a grimy trench coat and a worn trilby.


There were nearly two hundred people on this floor – his people – and more than anything Hammer wanted them to go home this evening knowing that they had no reason to be nervous about their jobs, or ashamed of them. They did good work, and the Sanders of this world would never see that. As soon as the police had gone he would talk to them. Sitting down at his desk again, flushed with a sort of righteousness of his own, he took a notebook from his pocket and began to sketch out a speech. A short, powerful speech.


It was good to do something, however modest; the first step to restoring control. After the speech he would talk to Hibbert, get the PR people in. Make a plan. But before he could finish writing, Sander appeared in the doorway, Hibbert at her shoulder looking grave and excited. He was a good man, Hibbert, but he did enjoy a crisis.


‘Inspector. I hope you found everything you needed.’


‘We have enough.’ Sander came a yard into the room, looking pleased with herself. Not triumphal, but expecting triumph.


Hammer looked at Hibbert. ‘You’re staying, yes?’


‘You can talk later.’ Sander moved past Hibbert and up to Hammer’s desk. ‘Isaac Hammer, I am placing you under arrest on suspicion of breaching the Computer Misuse Act 1990. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’


Hammer had been arrested before but never had his rights been read to him. In Nicaragua they hadn’t troubled themselves with the niceties. Nor in Iraq. The words had an unreal quality, as if they hadn’t been written to be read aloud.


He looked at Sander and barely heard her. Everything else he had been prepared for, he realized. This, he was not.




CHAPTER FIVE


The police station in Tbilisi was a green glass cube, and it glowed above the river like a jewel in the dusk. There are no secrets here, it said; watch us work for your protection; we are accountable to you. Hammer had been expecting something as dusty and established as his first glimpses of the city, but this was modern, new, even shiny. It might have been the headquarters of a minor insurance company somewhere quiet and European, Berne or Bonn. But tonight it was full of chaos, and even as he was led towards it, wrists cuffed in front of him, Hammer could tell from all the commotion and the running about that the Georgian police were having a bad night.


Inside, all was noise and hurry. Officers in and out of uniform marched new prisoners to the cells, ignoring their colleagues leaving the building to fetch more. The police were focused, their charges angry, drunk, shouting. The place had the strained air of a crisis not yet quite out of control. With his hands cuffed in front of him Hammer was pushed through a chaotic press of people waiting to be booked and into a room at the heart of the building, without windows, where he was left alone.


Two police stations in two days. Good going for a respectable citizen.


It was hot and airless but with his handcuffs on he couldn’t take off his jacket or the sweater underneath it. Every so often he gently checked that the bleeding from his nose had stopped. It had, but God it still hurt, and the cartilage slipped around queasily as he examined it. He looked down at himself. The stitching on the cuff of his jacket had come loose, and there was grime on his lapels and on his sleeves where he had been held. Most of the blood was on his shirt, as far as he could tell. When he closed his eyes he heard the crowd’s thick roar.


Perhaps a younger man would have sidestepped all that trouble: caught a bus from the airport, run from the car, taken out that little fuck who’d stolen his passport. A wiser one might have sidestepped this whole business a long time ago. In either case, it was time to sharpen up. This wasn’t the kind of job that could be done behind one’s desk or in meetings, and an adjustment would have to be made. Well, if he needed a jolt, this qualified.


The room was completely blank. White walls, no mirrors, no cameras, no tricks that he could see. After five minutes he tried the door and found it locked.


No one came, and in the bare stillness of the room he waited. Hammer was never truly at rest. In quiet moments, in meetings, in conversations that didn’t demand his full attention he tapped out rhythms, twirled pens, doodled on documents. His fingers kept pace with his thoughts. Now they beat an impatient, quickening tattoo on the desk.


His clothes were replaceable, his computer well protected – it would take a government to get inside. If they returned his wallet, which they’d graciously let him recover and then instantly taken, at least he’d have access to money. And medication he guessed he could replace. Presumably Georgians got depressed – God knows they had reason to. All he had lost was his passport, and time, the one thing he couldn’t control. Six days he had, and the first one, at least, lost to poor planning and bad luck. How long could one go missing in the bureaucracy of Georgia? Weeks perhaps, being processed, interviewed, forgotten.


Still no one came. Without any hope of a response he banged on the door and shouted, in English, Georgian and Russian. Hello. Gamarjobat. Pazhalsta. Outside he could hear rushing footsteps and doors slamming and distant shouting, and somehow knew that in here he wasn’t a priority.


Six o’clock in London. The office would be beginning to wind down. Ordinarily he’d be watching them leave, waving the occasional goodnight from his office, thinking about his run home, wondering what Mary had left for his supper. Except not tonight, of course. Tonight he’d have been adjusting his tie and checking his shoulders for dandruff, maybe brushing his teeth clean of coffee and the residue of the day’s talking before heading out to meet the perfectly nice Barbara Reynolds – a drink at the Connaught and then dinner at that overpriced place round the corner where you paid to watch the preening and the strutting. Not quite a blind date, because they had met once, at the Goulds’, but as good as. An interesting woman, a good woman, but a little earnest. Not quick with the jokes, at least not that evening. Even without the whole jail sentence thing on his mind it would have taken him a while to warm the evening up, and he had been relieved to have a good reason to cancel, but God, how good it looked now, sitting in a cell without so much as a window or a glass of water. He’d have settled for warm beer and a conversation about the growing incidence of death amongst one’s friends.


At the two-and-a-half-hour mark the door opened and a man in a bad grey suit came in. He had a bouncing walk and a slight frame at odds with a round, young, heavy face. Skinny pudgy, thought Hammer; office-bound but gym-fit, like that sidekick of Sander’s. His thin lips and jutting chin made him look as if he was clenching his teeth, and Hammer wondered whether it was an affectation intended to make him look mean. His eyes helped. They were small and animal and a little too close, and they looked at Hammer from the first as if it was important to stare him into compliance. He was the kind who strove too hard for effect.


Hammer stood and offered his cuffed hand. Thrown by the courtesy, the man looked at it for a moment, then sat down without shaking it.


‘Sit,’ he said.


‘Thank you,’ said Hammer, smiling his most winning smile. This was a tactic, built on an inclination. It made sense to treat people with respect, if only to disarm the ones who weren’t expecting it.


The man crossed his legs, made sure that Hammer knew he was comfortable and gave him a long, appraising look, continuing to establish who was in charge. His suit was beginning to shine at the knees. Hammer kept his smile even.


For a moment the detective, if that’s what he was, studied the top sheet of a sheaf of papers, reading it and re-reading it and imagining, no doubt, that he was making Hammer uneasy. Hammer suppressed a sigh. At least Sander knew what she was doing.


‘No passport?’


‘No passport. It was taken from me. In the riot.’


‘In what?’ The detective frowned in annoyance, as if the fault were Hammer’s for using a word he didn’t know.


‘The riot. The march. The big fight, where you found me.’


Another stare, and a grunt.


‘Why in Georgia?’ His voice was a clear tenor, probably a fraction higher than he would have liked.


Hammer had thought about how to answer this. To keep his purpose secret made no sense.


‘I’m here to find a friend of mine.’


‘What friend?’


‘He’s an Englishman. He used to work for me.’


‘Name?’


‘My name is Isaac Hammer. His is Ben Webster. He came here for the funeral of a friend and no one’s seen him since.’


The policeman frowned and stared, grimly unbelieving.


‘Why are you here?’


‘To find my friend.’


‘Who you work for?’


‘No one. I’m here for myself.’


The policeman turned the corners of his thin mouth down, shook his head.


‘Who you work for?’


‘Myself.’


‘You will tell me.’


‘I have told you.’ Hammer maintained his smile. Obstinacy in an investigator was a good thing but should have its limits. ‘You don’t seem to have heard me.’


For a moment they looked at each other, until the policeman spoke again.


‘No passport, no papers. You are in social demonstration against Republic of Georgia. Two weeks now there is election. This is bad. If you are spy, for Russia, for enemy of Georgia, this is crime. Very bad crime.’


‘I’m not a spy. I’m a businessman.’


‘Who you work for?’


Oh Jesus, thought Hammer. They really are going to lock me up.


He leaned forward on his chair, friendly and confidential, hiding all signs of exasperation, his senses working hard to find the essence of this man. He was rigid, that was for sure, unimaginative, leaning on process in the absence of ideas, but he was serious, too, and not corrupt. There was no point offering him money – if that had been his game he would have signalled it by now. An appeal to logic was the only thing that might work. Hammer’s hands were usually busy when he talked but it was difficult to be expressive in handcuffs, so he clasped them frankly.


‘Can you tell me, are you a policeman, or a spy yourself? I’m guessing you’re a policeman.’


‘Tbilisi police.’


‘I thought so. You have that straightforward air. Look. I understand you’re having a tough evening, and things here aren’t easy. Right? You’ve got a police station full of angry people for the third night running, and things could get a whole lot worse real quick. But I’m not a problem. You’ve talked to my driver. You know what happened. But in case you didn’t, let me tell you. This is my first visit to your fine country. Half an hour from the airport I had my things stolen and my nose broken. I’ve had better welcomes but I’m prepared to believe it wasn’t personal.’


He smiled again and went on.


‘There wasn’t so much spying I could do in that half hour. OK? All I spied was one little punk taking my passport and another big one cracking my face open. I spied his elbow real close, and if you like I can tell you about that. He stole my bags and I’d love you to find them for me. But right now, all I really want is a bed, and some dinner, and in the morning I’ll go to the embassy and sort out my passport, and you can get on with the riots, which don’t concern me and look like they do need you.’ He smiled frankly. ‘How does that sound?’


It was possible, of course, that the policeman had caught barely a word. Throughout, his pinched little eyes had been on Hammer’s, but now they looked down to his papers. He slid a single sheet across the table, without comment.


Hammer looked at it.


‘This is my company, yes.’


‘You own company.’


‘I own the company.’


‘Here, it says intelligence company.’


Hammer gave a reassuring shake of his head. ‘If I was a spy I wouldn’t advertise the fact on my website. I’m an adviser. I help companies. If anything, I’m more of an investigator, like you.’


‘OK. What you investigate in Tbilisi?’


‘Where my friend is. That’s all. Ben Webster. Maybe you know what’s happened to him. Would you check?’


The policeman continued to stare. There was an ill-defined dimple in his chin that Hammer was beginning to find annoying. He took the piece of paper back from Hammer and placed it carefully in the pile. ‘Karlo Toreli,’ he said, watching his fingers thrumming on the table, nonchalant now. ‘Journalist.’ Joornaleest. ‘You know him?’


‘I met him once.’


‘Your company,’ he tapped the papers firmly with a finger and looked up at Hammer’s face, ‘it gives him money. Why?’


So he wasn’t completely stupid.


‘He did some work for me. Once or twice.’


‘Karlo Toreli is dead.’


‘I know.’


‘Karlo Toreli is bad person to know.’


‘Was.’


The policeman did his best to stare Hammer down and then stood.


‘Worst thing, we find you are spy, you stay here long time. Long time. I talk to my officer.’


Hammer raised a palm in protest and started to respond, but the policeman cut him off.


‘Best thing, we put you to airport, you go home.’


Then Hammer understood. This wasn’t a proper interrogation. It was just the prelude to being deported.




CHAPTER SIX


In a tiny, shabby room in the heavy stone headquarters of the City of London police Sander had been joined by one of her officers from the raid, a flushed young man in a grey suit who looked no more at home here than he had in Ikertu’s offices. He was awkward; he couldn’t look Hammer in the eye for longer than a moment. Perhaps he felt the absurdity of the charge. His shirt was a fraction too small, and he had the tree-trunk neck of someone who lifted weights, but next to Sander his manner was meek, making notes and saying little. She had confidence enough for both of them.


Since the raid, the look of fanaticism in her eyes had calmed to a sort of excited certainty – the eagerness of a fisherman who has landed a catch and is looking forward to gutting it. Hammer understood what she was feeling: the faintly sadistic thrill of knowing. You interrogated someone to catch them out, not to gather information, and he wouldn’t be here if she wasn’t sure she already had enough to make him squirm. Or worse. She could see her cards; his hadn’t yet been dealt. It was possible that he would spend the night in this place, perhaps many nights. And while he talked, outside he would have no voice. Days might pass before he could explain himself, and tonight everyone in his office would go home without the least idea of what had just happened to them. The thought sat in his head like a canker.


Sander started the tape, gave the time, announced the people in the room. Her colleague was called Gibbons, apparently, but a gibbon was a quick, elegant creature and the name didn’t suit him. From a folder of loose papers he took the first document and handed it to Sander, who slid it across the table to Hammer, describing the action and the document number for the recording. Hibbert leaned in to look.


‘Have you seen that document before, Mr Hammer?’


Hammer glanced at Hibbert, who nodded.


‘I have.’


‘Would you describe it?’


‘It’s an invoice from Sabre Risk Management to my company, Ikertu Limited.’


Risk management. The idea was laughable.


‘In the amount of?’


‘In the amount of ten thousand pounds.’


What an absurd English phrase that was.


‘Is there any description on the invoice?’


‘“Payment for information services.” That’s all it says.’


‘And the date?’


‘June the thirteenth.’


‘Of this year?’


‘Of this year.’


‘Is there a reference on there?’


There was. And there really needn’t have been. How could these idiots be so clever about some things and so stupid about others?


‘Project Pearl.’


‘Tell me about Project Pearl.’


If there were two cases Hammer would rather had never existed, this was one of them; the other was the marital surveillance he’d described to Rapp. His mistake had been different in each case, however. The first he shouldn’t have taken. Project Pearl he should never have given to Ben.


He checked with Hibbert, and went ahead.


‘Project Pearl was a dispute between Canadian Gold, our client, and a mining company called Mistral. Nasty outfit. They were having a fight.’


‘A fight?’


‘A lawsuit. Over a mine near Tashkent.’


‘What was your job?’


‘To understand Mistral. Put pressure on them.’


‘To dig dirt.’


‘No.’ Hammer was firm. ‘More subtle than that. To see what they’d done before, if there was a pattern. Work out what would make them negotiate.’


‘To dig dirt.’


Hammer knew she was trying to rile him, and that he shouldn’t react. But at the same time it would be quicker and simpler for everyone if she stopped.


‘Ms Sander, if someone took something from you, would you just let them?’


‘I’d leave it to the law.’


‘This was Uzbekistan. There is no law.’


‘Of course. You must like it there.’


He paused, watched her carefully, trying to work out where this animus was coming from. Chances were it was one of two things: she knew of colleagues who passed information to private eyes for cash, something Hammer liked as much as she did, or she resented the money to be made doing what he did. Or perhaps she was simply taking out a bad day on a reasonably substantial, reasonably rich suspect – a decent scalp. Probably he would have done the same.


‘And Sabre? What were these information services?’


‘I don’t know. I didn’t engage them.’


Sander took a deep breath, eyebrow raised.


‘Really? Who did?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Did you run the case?’


‘Ben was the case manager.’


‘Ben Webster?’


‘Yes.’


‘Who has left the company?’


‘Yes.’


‘But this was your case.’


‘It’s normal for me to delegate projects.’


‘Is it normal for you to delegate responsibility as well?’


Hammer didn’t answer, and for a moment he and Sander simply looked at each other. He could feel pride rising in him, and outrage, and enclosing everything a keen frustration. She had him, and it was his fault.


‘Why don’t I tell you what Sabre does, Mr Hammer? Seeing as you don’t know what your company’s been paying them for.’


Sander sat back, crossed her legs, jutted her chin in readiness, eyes on his all the time.


‘Sabre Risk Management, Mr Hammer, is two former Special Branch officers, one of whom specializes in computer crime. He used to investigate it, and now he commits it. What Sabre did for you was hack into Mistral’s network and suck out of it every email they could find. Information from which ended up in the lawsuit your client filed a month later in a Toronto court. That’s the kind of work Sabre does. That’s what they did for you.’


‘My client can’t be expected to comment on work done by another company,’ said Hibbert.


‘He can comment on what his company asked them to do.’ Sander smiled her non-smile. ‘Mr Hammer, if you help me now maybe I’ll feel more inclined to help you later on. If you decide to be clever, it makes it marginally harder for me and a lot harder for you. Do you understand?’


Hammer nodded, more in recognition than anything else. He had been waiting for the line. Sander went on.


‘Your lawyer will tell you to say as little as possible. Not to give us anything to work with . . .’


‘But at some point I have to cooperate and it might as well be now. I’ll be helping myself. It always ends up in the same place. I know how it goes, Inspector. I’ve sat on that side of the desk. And you’re right. It never does anyone any good to hold out. So I won’t.’


Sander, registering the change in tone with the smallest of nods, pressed on.


‘Ben Webster. Why did he leave?’


She was good, he had to concede. Hammer breathed deeply, thrummed his fingers on his leg. He’d been in his suit for far too long, and in this windowless, featureless room it felt as if the air was running out. With no hurry he took off his tie, rolled it neatly, placed it on the table and undid the first button on his shirt. A small act of control.


‘He’d run his course. Have you spoken to him?’


‘You’re telling me you wouldn’t know?’


‘We no longer speak. And for all I know he might be in the next cell.’


‘This isn’t a cell. Why don’t you speak?’


‘We agreed about less and less. He left to set up his own company, do his own thing.’


‘So you didn’t get rid of him when you discovered the hacking he’d been doing behind your back?’


Hibbert started to speak but Hammer raised his arm to check him.


‘He resigned, all on his own.’


‘Had he been with you long?’


‘Ten years, give or take.’


‘Really? He’s here and happy for ten years and then this happens,’ she laid a hand on the documents on the table, ‘and within a couple of months he’s gone?’


Hammer smiled, shook his head. Sander watched him, her eyes wide open and waiting for an explanation.


‘Ben doesn’t really do happy. Not consistently.’


‘No?’


‘He’s a complicated guy.’


‘You mean he’s a liability.’


‘I don’t employ liabilities. I’ve worked with a lot of good people and he’s one of the best.’
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