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  For David and Carolyn




  







  ‘If you do not understand a man




  you cannot crush him.




  And if you do understand him,




  very probably you will not.’




  G.K. Chesterton




  







  PART ONE




  







  CHAPTER ONE




  For somebody so elegant, in such harmony with the world, Darius Qazai wasn’t difficult to spot. In a slow, stately progress he made his way through the church, shaking

  hands, stooping to offer his condolences, every word heartfelt, every gesture correct, until one by one the congregation settled and Qazai, his face set between solemnity and quiet grief, took his

  seat in the first pew. It was an immaculate performance and Webster, watching closely from the back, wondered whether it was sincere or merely smooth, and whether he really welcomed the opportunity

  to find out. In the still air around them Bach softly rose and fell.




  A sombre rumble as everyone stood, then a pair of hymns: ‘The King of Love My Shepherd Is’, ‘Thine Be the Glory’. Webster sang serviceably now, if a little low, but the

  church was full and his uneven bass lost inside the swell of sound; above the multitude soared the pure, clear chords of the choir, and beside him he could just make out Hammer’s reedy tenor.

  He sang, paying little heed to the familiar words, and as he looked about him at the inclined heads, dappled with evening light from the stained glass, wondered who all the disparate mourners were.

  Near Qazai stood the dead man’s clients, glossed with the unmistakable sheen of the truly rich: light tans, pristine shirt collars, distant gazes, discreet black hats on the women’s

  heads; across the aisle, the dead man’s family, his widow, his two teenage sons, all in black; and the rest – an irregular group of English, Americans and Iranians in tweed jackets and

  patterned shawls and corduroy suits, a little unpressed – these, Webster guessed, were antiques people. There must have been three hundred mourners altogether.




  The priest said some words, another hymn was sung, and the time came for the first address. As Qazai crossed to the pulpit and climbed its dozen wooden steps Webster noticed how fluently he

  moved and how carefully his expression suggested respect, as if to calm any fears that his presence might overwhelm the occasion. Standing ten feet above the nave he paused for a long time, his

  arms locked on the lectern, drawing his audience in, his hair and beard pure white and cropped short, his eyes sky-blue and alight with confidence. Webster had seen that light before, in those who

  had achieved everything they had set out to achieve, who were satisfied that they had few, if any, peers. In another it might have looked like arrogance but in Qazai it sat easily, as fact.




  He spoke only when he sensed that he had everyone, and when he did his voice, though deep, carried effortlessly to the last pew, where Webster crossed his hands over his order of service and

  listened.




  ‘“In death’s dark vale I fear no ill, with thee, dear Lord, beside me”.’ A moment’s pause. ‘Stirring words. In death’s dark vale.’




  He took a long breath, as if to steady himself.




  ‘Cyrus Mehr was a great man. A great man and a great Iranian. A man of courage, honour, and fine sensibility. A man who has left behind him a legacy that will outlive us all. I am honoured

  to have known him.’ Qazai continued in this vein for a little while, full of fine words, before turning down the rhetoric and sketching his relationship with his friend. They had met at a

  sale of pre-Islamic art over twenty years earlier, at the tail end of that foul war between Iran and Iraq, and had talked about ‘the twin perils of war and ideology’ that then

  endangered the most precious artefacts of ancient Persia. ‘A mutually beneficial professional bond’ had resulted, by which Qazai seemed to mean that Mehr, through his dealership, had

  sourced antiques for him throughout the Middle East, so that over time the two men had grown closer, dealer and client had become friends, and when Qazai had set up his foundation Mehr had been the

  natural choice to be its head. For a decade now, under his courageous leadership, the Qazai Foundation for the Preservation of Persian Art had been a source of hope for all those who would see

  truth and beauty triumph over violence and oppression.




  Webster was half impressed, half wary. For all its sentimentality and the odd moment of bombast, this was an elegant speech, as effortless and steady as the man’s promenade through the

  church half an hour earlier. But Qazai had the statesman’s assumption of authority, and to Webster looked like his least favourite kind of client – the kind that wholly believes what he

  says.




  ‘Cyrus Mehr, then,’ Qazai went on, ‘was a great man. A man of principles in a world that has eroded them. A man who stood for something.’ He paused. ‘Something

  important.’ Looking around the church and up at the vaulted ceiling, as if drawing inspiration from the gods, he took another long breath, and when he spoke again there was a new intensity in

  his face.




  ‘It has been two months since my friend Cyrus was murdered. Since he was brutally taken in the country of his birth which, despite everything, he continued to love. As many here still love

  it. As I still love it. And still we do not know who killed him; still we do not know why it was done. The Iranian government will not tell us, though I believe they know only too well, for they

  have long ago forgotten the value of a human life.




  ‘They say that he was smuggling, that he was murdered by his criminal friends. This, everyone here knows, is a nonsense. Cyrus was a defender of beauty, and of truth, and in today’s

  Iran, to defend those things will get you killed. A land of ancient poetry has been destroyed, and its rulers become mere pedlars of terror, and hatred, and above all fear.




  ‘But I will tell you this, friends of Cyrus, friends of mine.’ He paused once more, and in that moment the zeal in his eyes seemed to glow through the mask. ‘Cyrus Mehr did not

  die in vain. Cyrus Mehr stood for something, and his life meant something. Something beautiful, and true, and, yes, worth dying for. For Cyrus, the vale of death will not be dark.’




  Qazai bowed his head for a second, and when he looked up again Webster thought he could make out a tear glistening in his eye. If this was all performance, he was some performer.




  Outside, London was warm and bright with evening sun and the noise of Trafalgar Square an assault after the peace of the church. Webster and Hammer were among the last to

  emerge into the crowd gathered on the great broad steps and stood to one side, awaiting their instructions, while Qazai moved smoothly from group to group like the host at a party.




  ‘What do you think?’ said Hammer.




  ‘Like I said. You can have him.’




  ‘Tell me you’re not intrigued.’




  Webster squinted against the low sun. ‘That was quite a speech.’




  Hammer smiled. ‘If he didn’t have an ego he wouldn’t be a great man.’




  ‘I don’t trust great men,’ said Webster as a small, precise-looking figure broke away from a cluster of people and walked towards them. He was slight, and so pale that the sun

  seemed to shine through him. He shook Webster’s hand, exchanged nods with him and turned to Hammer.




  ‘Mr Hammer? Yves Senechal. Mr Qazai’s personal representative.’ His accent was softly French, his voice scratchy, insubstantial.




  ‘Delighted, Mr Senechal. Ben’s told me a lot about you.’




  ‘Gentlemen,’ said Senechal, ‘the car is round the corner. Mr Qazai sends his apologies – he cannot break away. He will join us shortly.’




  And with that Senechal turned and headed north, towards Charing Cross Road, at no great speed and with a curious, weightless walk.




  Hammer leaned in to Webster and whispered, mischief on his face: ‘So this is your spooky friend.’




  







  CHAPTER TWO




  As a boy Webster had been a chorister, until his voice had broken, and he still felt the pull of the church’s rituals even if its teachings had long ago lost their hold.

  Some of the stories had stayed with him, the narratives shaky but the mood – the sunlit, rock-like clarity of both Testaments – still clear, and with little effort he could recall how

  they had once made him feel: pained, guilty, compassionate, at one with sinners everywhere. When he was twelve he had been asked to serve on Good Friday, a great honour, and following the priest in

  his procession from one Station of the Cross to the next he had had to pinch the soft flesh on his upper arm to hold back the tears.




  There were twenty-five years now between him and that devout, perhaps better incarnation. A full ten years, even, since he had left Russia, all traces of his faith trodden out, and in that time

  he had built, with his wife Elsa, a happy, blessed life that he gave thanks for every day. The thanks were undirected now, but he gave them nonetheless, and until this year had rarely stopped to

  wonder where he meant them to go. But ever since Lock’s funeral, scenes from distant childhood had been breaking in on his thoughts and causing him to wonder whether they were a message or an

  indulgence; whether they were trying to tell him something or merely offer some obscure comfort to his subconscious.




  Lock had died just before Christmas; the funeral, which Webster had attended discreetly, had been held on Christmas Eve; and for the rest of winter and all of the spring his death had occupied

  Webster without let-up. The Germans had wanted him back for further questioning, and then to give evidence to the inquest – whose predictable verdict, finally, was that Lock had been murdered

  in Berlin by sinister forces ( finsteren Mächte in German) who had meant to assassinate his client, Konstantin Malin. The report hadn’t said so, of course, but Webster knew that

  one of the few clear conclusions to be made from the whole episode was that without his meddling Lock would be alive.




  So perhaps it wasn’t surprising if his mind was searching around for solace. Let it; he couldn’t control it. But for himself, he didn’t want to be soothed. All he wanted was to

  work, concentrate, be a good father – and let time and fate decide whether he was doing the right thing.




  Three days before Mehr’s memorial service, then, on a dark, wet afternoon in early May that was more like winter than the end of spring, Webster had found himself in a boardroom by St

  Paul’s delivering findings to a firm of private equity investors. Through the glass that covered one side of the building he could see a few tourists scattered over the cathedral steps, the

  freshly cleaned stone of the facade shining in the rain, the great dome above, and across the river, the dull brown of Bankside tower cutting across the grey line of the Sydenham Hills ten miles

  beyond. It was a grand view, even in the half-light, and a grand backdrop for two young men in suits, one of them taking notes, the other playing with a hand press (which, he had explained, was

  part of the therapy for a boxing injury). They seemed as keen to be there as he was.




  Four weeks earlier they had given him a routine piece of work: to find out whether there was anything about a man called Richard Clifford that might embarrass them when they came to sell his

  fashion business on the Stock Exchange. It was due to list the following month, and because the market was quiet, and the company prominent, the world, Webster had been told, would be watching.




  Clifford’s reputation was good, his visible profile, in the accepted phrase, spotless: no scandal, no litigation, no bankruptcies. But a particularly voluble former client had mentioned

  ‘that business in the newspapers’ – light-heartedly almost, joking that such things would be viewed rather more seriously now – and when pressed had tightened up, saying it

  had been a long time ago and that was all he was prepared to say. After a day in the library, Webster’s researcher had found two articles, both from the late 1980s, that set out with typical

  clarity how the News of the World had caught Clifford in a sting operation handing over money in exchange for sex with an underage prostitute. A picture showed him bearded and young, all

  of thirty-one, shielding his face from the photographer he had found on his doorstep one morning.




  ‘You’re kidding,’ said the man with the injured hand, leaning forward on the table between them, his shoulders massive under a shirt that seemed too small for him. He had a

  taut, blockish face framed with thinning fair hair and set in the constant frown of the important man. His colleague, making notes, merely shook his head and exhaled slowly.




  ‘I’m not,’ said Webster.




  ‘How could he have kept that quiet?’




  ‘He was charged with procuring but it never went to court.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘I don’t know. I suspect his lawyer claimed it was entrapment and the CPS got nervous.’




  ‘Bullshit.’




  Webster raised an eyebrow.




  ‘He can’t have known she was underage.’




  ‘He knew.’ From the wallet of documents in front of him Webster picked a large, folded piece of paper and slid it across the table. ‘They printed the advert they

  used.’




  The boxer opened the article, studied it for perhaps ten seconds, and as he passed it to his friend stared at Webster for a long moment as if that might force him to stop this nonsense and

  finally tell the truth. There was sweat on his brow and the frown had turned from grave to incredulous. Webster knew what he was thinking: there goes my fucking deal.




  ‘Is that your only source? The News of the World?’




  Webster nodded.




  ‘Well it’s not surprising it never went to court, is it?’




  ‘The News of the World didn’t make things up. Not like that. Not then.’




  ‘Of course not.’




  ‘They had more lawyers than any other newspaper in London. I talked to the journalist. There were two, one died. It was part of a series of stings. They advertised in a Dutch contact

  magazine and reeled them in. Clifford’s was the first letter they received.’




  ‘For fuck’s sake. Are you making this up?’ He shook his head, took his phone from his pocket and left the room.




  For a moment Webster and the boxer’s colleague looked at each other.




  ‘How bad is this?’ said the colleague, finally.




  ‘What he did or what it means?’ Webster was losing patience.




  ‘You know.’




  ‘It means your man used to be repugnant. He may still be. And if I know, others know.’




  The client nodded once and sighed. ‘Christ.’ He wrote something in his notebook. ‘Who else?’




  ‘The journalist. She’s retired. Her editor, if he remembers. And then you tell me. Circulation was about three million at the time.’




  The boxer came back into the room, finishing his call, and stood at one end of the conference table.




  ‘No . . . no. I’ll tell him . . . Fuck, I don’t know.’ He hung up and looked at Webster. ‘Have you written this down?’




  His colleague stopped writing. Webster sighed. ‘This,’ he took a thin document from the plastic wallet in front of him, ‘is a draft report. Of all the things I made

  up.’




  ‘Take it home. Shred it. And if this appears in the fucking papers I’ll know how it got there.’




  Webster stared at him. ‘Excuse me?’




  He held Webster’s eye. ‘You’re loving this. Do you have any idea how much work we’ve done?’




  Webster gathered his papers and stood up.




  ‘You’ll have my bill in the morning. If I were you I’d think seriously about quietly retiring Mr Clifford. At the very least.’




  He made to leave, but the boxer blocked his way, standing at the end of the table by the door.




  ‘Two years,’ he said. ‘Two years of my time, his time. Half this office has worked on this.’




  Webster studied him for a moment; there was sweat along his hairline and his neck was tight against his collar. He was giving another of his deliberate stares, and tilting his head forwards

  slightly, presumably for menace.




  ‘Perhaps you should have come to me earlier,’ Webster said.




  The boxer put his good hand on Webster’s chest. Webster left it there and looked him in the eye, wondering for a moment what would happen if he were to bring his head down hard on that

  stubby, flattened nose.




  ‘I’m leaving now.’




  ‘If this deal doesn’t go through, you don’t get paid.’




  ‘If I don’t get paid, you break our contract, and I tell everyone about the company you keep. Now take your hand off, and move.’




  ‘You’d do that, wouldn’t you?’




  ‘If it was up to me I’d have done it already.’




  The boxer finally stepped back a full pace and Webster passed him, nodding to his colleague and thanking him politely for his time.




  A fine, cold spring rain fell as Webster walked back to Ikertu through old streets towards the Inner Temple, where warm squares of light glowed in the dusk. This whole block of

  London, half a square mile to the west of the City, was given over to the service of clients. The lawyers had been here for hundreds of years, and after them had come accountants and advisors and

  consultants of every stripe. And a certain sort of detective, Webster thought.




  In the rooms all around him lawsuits were being compiled, audits made, presentations pored over, efficiencies mooted, debts rationalized, strategies dreamt up by a legion of associates and

  directors and partners, all recording their hours, some their minutes, all billing at a healthy rate. It was its own world with its own etiquette, rituals, dress, but Webster, in his tenth year of

  this, still struggled to feel like he belonged. When he sent out a bill to a client and saw that they were paying thousands of pounds a day for him, he wondered first how it could be so much, then

  how any client could possibly afford to pay, then what possible value his work might have. He didn’t doubt himself; he knew that he was good at what he did. Rather, he watched the hours being

  worked and noted and charged and found it hard to believe that any of them were contributing much to the well-being of the world.




  There was a message for him from the office. Waiting at Ikertu was a new client who had dropped in unannounced, asked to speak to Hammer, and in his absence said that he was happy to wait for

  Webster’s return. The ones who didn’t make appointments were usually flakes, and Webster found himself hoping that it wouldn’t take long.




  His first thought, on seeing the strange figure across the Ikertu lobby, was that he must have been raised in the dark – forced, perhaps, in an unlit shed, and not yet coloured in. He was

  rigidly monochrome: black hair, precisely parted against the palest skin; a white shirt framed by a black tie and suit; black socks, black shoes and beside him a briefcase, also black, which had

  folded over it a dark-grey macintosh. He read a newspaper at arm’s length and sat so still that he might have been set from a mould. An hour had passed since he had called but he seemed

  unconcerned, as if time, like colour, was something worldly that he scorned.




  Sensing that someone was approaching he looked up and stood. He was a head shorter than Webster, insubstantial inside his well-cut clothes, and gave a strange, confusing impression of

  lifelessness competing with great energy. Webster couldn’t tell how old he was: forty, perhaps, or fifty.




  ‘Ben Webster,’ said Webster. ‘Sorry to have kept you. I had a meeting.’




  The man’s hand was cool as Webster shook it, but dry, the bony grip weak. He held Webster’s for a moment and smiled an empty smile. Up close his skin was like wax, tight against his

  cheekbones and faintly translucent, and his eyes were a deep petrol grey, the fine red lines in the whites the only colour in his face. But what was most striking as he talked were his teeth, which

  were little and sharp like a badger’s and discoloured almost to blackness.




  ‘Delighted, Mr Webster.’ The voice was thin and slightly hoarse. He reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out a wallet and drew from it a business card which he handed to Webster.

  On thick cream card were the words Yves Senechal. Avocat à la Cour, Paris. No address, no telephone number. Webster had not expected him to be a lawyer. Lawyers tended to try harder

  to make a first impression benign.




  ‘Mr Hammer, he is not here?’




  ‘I’m afraid not. Did you have an appointment?’




  ‘I prefer to see you as I find you. You are his partner?’




  ‘I’m his associate.’




  Senechal thought for a moment, the smile gone.




  ‘Very well. Can we talk in private?’




  Webster nodded and led him down a dark corridor past several closed doors to a meeting room, Senechal following with a slow, light step. When Ikertu had taken this office, a floor in a tall

  glass-lined box, Hammer had named each of these rooms after his favourite fictional detectives: Marlowe, Maigret, Beck. This, the largest of them all, was the Wolfe room. Through the window that

  made up one wall it looked west across Lincoln’s Inn, today a dull green square in the spring gloom.




  Senechal declined coffee, took a glass of water, sipped it almost imperceptibly through his thin lips and began. He sat upright, tucked in close to the table, perfectly still.




  ‘I am not here on my own behalf. I have a client who needs your assistance, perhaps.’




  Webster let him go on.




  ‘He is a very significant man.’ He spoke slowly, his accent heavily French, and his eyes never left Webster’s. ‘Very significant.’




  Webster waited again, struggling to maintain Senechal’s gaze and finding his ghostly face difficult to address. There was something unfinished about it.




  ‘Before I begin,’ said Senechal, showing no signs of losing his self-possession, ‘can I ask you who you are? What is your career. I like to know who people are.’




  So do I, thought Webster, but let it go. ‘I’ve worked here for six years, more or less. Before that for a large American company doing much the same thing.’




  ‘You have always done this work?’




  ‘I used to be a journalist. In Russia.’




  Senechal nodded. ‘So you know about lies. That is good.’ He looked at Webster for a moment, as if assessing him dispassionately. ‘Why did you move companies?’




  ‘Why did I come here? For the chance to work with Ike. With Mr Hammer.’




  Another nod, and a pause.




  ‘My client, he has a problem with his reputation,’ Senechal said at last. ‘We believe that someone has said things that are unjust about him.’




  Webster thought he knew what that meant. Some powerful man who had grown accustomed to his lawyers smoothing out every problem had been refused a visa or a loan and was experiencing an

  unfamiliar sense of powerlessness. He sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. ‘You’d like us to find out who?’




  ‘Later, perhaps. No. That is not it.’ Senechal shook his head once, an exact movement. ‘He would like you to investigate himself. To discover that which can be

  discovered.’




  ‘And then?’




  ‘And then, if there are lies, you can correct them.’




  ‘If they’re lies.’




  ‘They are lies.’ Senechal’s meagre lips pressed tight in a line.




  Webster thought for a moment. ‘We don’t often do that sort of work.’ He paused, watching his guest. ‘How bad is it?’




  ‘Excuse me?’




  ‘The damage. To your client.’




  ‘It is an irritant.’




  ‘Because this is expensive work.’




  ‘I know,’ said Senechal, with another unexpressive smile.




  ‘Who is your client?’




  ‘I cannot say.’




  ‘I can’t help you until you do.’




  Senechal reached down for his briefcase and put it on the table. He took a key from a ticket pocket inside his jacket, unlocked the single clasp and from within drew out two or three pages of

  paper bound in a perspex folder. Sliding the briefcase to one side he placed the document neatly in front of him.




  ‘This’, he said, ‘is an agreement I wish you to sign. It commits you to make a proposal in general terms. You will tell us how you work and how much it will cost. If we are

  satisfied I will reveal my client’s identity to you and we can decide the specific things. Between times you will not tell anyone of this conversation.’




  Webster smiled. ‘I’m afraid we don’t work like that.’




  Senechal shifted forward in his chair and leaned his elbows carefully on the table.




  ‘This matter is sensitive. Very sensitive. If we do not like the way you work, my client must have protection.’




  ‘Everything you say in this room is confidential. As is the fact that you’re here. But I’m afraid I won’t sign anything until I know who you work for.’




  Senechal’s eyes registered a moment’s confusion, as if he found something illogical. ‘This is a lucrative project. For a significant client.’




  ‘I won’t make commitments to a man I don’t know.’




  Senechal breathed in sharply, rubbed his chin, made to say something and after some internal calculation thought better of it. Fixing his gaze on Webster and letting him know by it what a

  foolish decision he had just made, he stood up. ‘Very well. We can go elsewhere. Thank you for your time.’ Webster nodded and at that moment realized what had been troubling him:

  Senechal’s eyes did not belong in his face. Somewhere deep inside them, behind the grey irises, there was a fervour, all too alive, that his pallid body struggled to contain.




  He saw his peculiar visitor to the lifts, thanked him, and without anxiety filed him amongst Ikertu’s discarded clients, a motley group of suspicious husbands, miserly bankers and sinister

  fantasists whose cases were too slippery or too preposterous to take. The client who was too grand to be identified was a rare sub-class that would usually have piqued his interest, but some strong

  instinct told him that he had been right not to compromise – that whatever conflicting forces drove this odd, unpalatable man they were not worth closer acquaintance.




  Senechal, though, was too ghostly not to haunt him, and he wasn’t surprised when he returned. Two days later an envelope had arrived at Ikertu’s offices, of the finest cream paper,

  addressed to Webster in looping black ink. It had been delivered by hand. The lettering was bold, just short of elaborate, and on the flap was embossed a capital Q. Inside was an invitation to

  Mehr’s memorial service and a note, in the same hand, on a small sheet of paper with another Q at its head:




  

    

      Dear Mr Webster




      I would be honoured if you and Mr Hammer would join me at this important service. We will have time to talk afterwards. I may need to call upon your

      assistance.




      Yours sincerely




      Darius Qazai


    


  




  Looking back, Webster thought that this had been a fitting introduction – grand, proper, apparently frank but in the end thoroughly calculated – but at the beginning he was

  intrigued, as anyone would be. Qazai had never been a target, nor a client, but if the rich lists were to be believed, it was only a matter of time before he became one or the other. And if this

  was Senechal’s master, he might become both.




  







  CHAPTER THREE




  After the service Senechal’s driver took them west across town through Knightsbridge and Kensington, the sun now low ahead of them and London, all red brick and cream

  stucco, lit up with spring light. The trees of Hyde Park were newly in leaf. Hammer talked, as he always did, quizzing Senechal about his business, his acquaintances in Paris, his views on colonial

  corruption, Camus, football. Senechal’s replies were courteous, brief and unsatisfying. Webster watched the city glide past and listened to Hammer show off his range.




  The car eventually stopped outside a restaurant on an otherwise residential street in Olympia. Lavash, it was called: Iranian cuisine, Berian our speciality. It was early

  still, and they were the first people in the place. Senechal was clearly known here, and the manager ushered them through the cramped restaurant to a private room that gave onto a courtyard at the

  back of the building. The simple decoration did its best to conjure Iran. Two of the walls were hung with a gold fabric; a third with a dozen photographs of Iranian landscapes: a fortress in the

  mountains, a palace on a lake, shepherds’ huts on green foothills. Opposite, through the French doors, a band of light touched the roofs of the houses beyond.




  Drinks were brought, with olives and flat bread, and the three men sat, Senechal unhurriedly typing emails on his BlackBerry, Hammer – finally out of questions – stirring his Scotch

  and soda, and Webster wondering silently whether a glass of white wine was likely to do much to encourage Senechal to open up. He eventually broke the silence.




  ‘So it was Qazai.’




  Senechal tapped a few last keys and put down his phone. He looked no more human than he had under the bright office lights of Cursitor Street, and his black teeth showed as he talked.




  ‘Yes. It was Qazai.’




  ‘When I looked you up after our meeting I found no mention of him.’




  ‘Good. That is as it should be. I am Mr Qazai’s personal lawyer. I never engage with his public affairs.’




  A moment’s silence, broken by Hammer. ‘Who else do you represent, Mr Senechal?’




  ‘That is not relevant here. But most of my time I dedicate to Mr Qazai and his family.’




  Hammer nodded. ‘The faithful retainer. Could you tell us a little about him? While we’re waiting.’




  ‘You have done some research, I imagine,’ said Senechal. Not an objection, just a statement of fact.




  ‘Only so much.’




  Senechal paused a moment, looking at Hammer and making a decision.




  ‘I will start with his business, then I will talk about him and finally his family.’ He said it with the air of a man who leaves nothing unorganized.




  Senechal gave them a well-rehearsed account, beginning with some figures that were clearly intended to impress. Tabriz Asset Management was one of the largest asset management companies in the

  world. Its headquarters were in London but a large office in Dubai, run by Qazai’s son Timur, looked after its many clients and investments in the Middle East. Altogether it looked after some

  sixty-three billion dollars of clients’ money, investing it in debt, properties, currencies, public companies, private companies – anywhere it believed it could make money. And it made

  money. In the previous decade it had made a return, on average, of twelve per cent a year: a million dollars invested in 2000 was now worth three. Hammer said that he wished he’d had a

  million dollars back then, and Senechal ignored the pleasantry as completely as if it made no sense to him at all. Hammer sat back and let their stand-in host continue his eulogy uninterrupted.




  Tabriz was not a company, it was an institution. It had been built by the vision and fortitude of one man, and if they took the job they would soon discover how great Darius Qazai truly was. In

  1978, still young, he and his family, alongside so many of his countrymen, had been forced to flee to London from Iran; and with his father, a senior banker and confidant of the Shah, he had set up

  the first Tabriz company. Poor health had seen the father retire not long afterwards, but Qazai was unstoppable. He had invested heavily in property in the eighties and emerging markets in the

  nineties, had made a fortune in both and today could be said to be the most successful Iranian businessman in the world.




  His success had been others’ good fortune, too. He was a generous and enlightened philanthropist who funded educational projects throughout the Middle East, favouring those that helped

  women to raise their families out of poverty. Schools in Palestine, Yemen and Oman bore his name. And he was perhaps the world’s most serious collector of Persian art, his foundation the

  leading authority on pre-Islamic and Islamic art from the region.




  Senechal was certainly a loyal evangelist for his client. Most of this Webster had found out for himself in the last day or two but hearing it delivered coherently – and not without an odd

  vehemence, even passion – Qazai’s life story was impressive. He was not wholly self-made, since his family had been rich before the revolution and wealthy enough afterwards, but his

  achievements were his and his talents clear. One of the articles that Webster had read had put it simply: ‘a canny investor and a brilliant salesman, not least in selling himself’. His

  clients loved him, if Senechal and the newspapers were to be believed, and his commitment to education seemed genuine. For Webster, schooled in the ways of Russia, where it was almost impossible to

  be a billionaire without stealing something from someone, all this seemed strange, refreshing and unlikely.




  Senechal had more, but before he could move on to his master’s family, Qazai himself arrived, immediately supplying all the colour that his lawyer seemed to drain from the room. As

  everyone stood, he made for Hammer, took his hand and shook it vigorously, his other hand on Hammer’s elbow, his face smiling and earnest.




  ‘Mr Hammer. It is a great honour to meet a leader in his field. A great honour.’ For once, though he wouldn’t have disagreed with Qazai’s judgement, Hammer seemed off

  balance, and despite himself Webster smiled.




  ‘I have read about your exploits with pleasure,’ Hammer said. ‘If I was not doing what I do I should want your job.’




  Qazai moved around the table to Webster. ‘You must be Mr Webster. A Russian expert, if I am not mistaken. Of some distinction, I understand. I must thank you for seeing Mr Senechal, and

  apologize for the clumsy introduction we tried to make. I have got used to guarding my personal affairs more closely than perhaps is necessary.’ Webster was wary of the flattery, but had to

  concede this was elegant. ‘Gentlemen, many thanks to you both for coming all this way. I appreciate it greatly. Please, sit, sit.’




  Qazai sat down at the head of the table with his back to the window, smiled at Hammer and Webster in turn, took an olive and chewed. He seemed as invincible in this small room as he had in

  church, but what Webster saw for the first time was his health. He glowed. According to the articles Webster had read he was sixty-one, but he moved and talked with the force of a much younger man;

  his cheeks were taut beneath the beard, his eyes glitteringly clear, and he held himself as an athlete might, as if every muscle was only for the moment in repose.




  Webster had the sense, without understanding quite why, that Qazai was not a private man. His life was lived in view, and he liked it there. You had to read his face carefully to detect the

  faintest signs of what might be within: in the eyes and the lines around them you could see experience – hard-won, guarded – and a watchfulness that suggested he was slow to trust.




  ‘Gentlemen, you will like this place. I have been coming here once a week for the last twenty-five years. It is nothing fancy, but trust me, the fancy places get it wrong. This is real

  Iranian food.’ He took another olive and smiled benignly. Like a king condescending to visit his people, thought Webster, saying nothing.




  Qazai, continuing to beam at his guests, shook out his napkin, and the others did the same. Hammer took his and, as he always did, tucked it into his shirt collar, a New York habit that he

  insisted was merely practical but clearly gave him pleasure; Senechal, for his part, carefully unfolded his and smoothed it out precisely on his lap. Waiters came and poured water.




  ‘That was a beautiful service,’ said Hammer.




  ‘Wasn’t it? More so for being so sad. Thank you for indulging me. I had thought that we could come on here together but there were people to talk to. I was moved that so many

  came.’




  Hammer gave a respectful nod in acknowledgement.




  ‘How do you think he died?’ said Webster, sensing that Hammer was shooting him a look for his directness.




  ‘Like a hero. Or like a dog. You take your pick.’ Qazai held Webster’s eye for a moment. ‘Mr Webster, even the simplest things in Iran are difficult. Insanely difficult.

  They were hard before but now they are impossible. The Arab Spring is not a term I like. My people are not Arabs. But we are all caged together by these, these little men. These vicious little

  men.’ He sighed and shook his head. ‘You were a journalist, I think?’ Webster held his eye and nodded. ‘In Iran this simple thing – to find something out, to tell

  people about it – cannot be done. Journalists there are stooges of the state, or scared, or in prison.’ He paused to allow the weight of his words to be felt. ‘So you see how

  impossible it is to investigate anything. Honestly speaking, to know what happened to Cyrus . . . You understand Russia. Iran has its similarities. You understand that some things will never be

  known in such places. I fear that this will be one of them.’




  ‘Would you like to know?’




  Qazai’s lips pressed together, his eyes lost their shine and for a moment Webster thought his composure was about to slip; but he caught himself, and his smile reappeared. ‘When we

  are done with this first piece of work, Mr Webster, perhaps then I will send you to Isfahan to find out.’ The smile stayed on his lips.




  Two waiters came in bearing trays of food: small plates of smoked aubergine and spinach in yoghurt; three bowls together, one containing walnut halves, one smoked fish, one unshelled broad

  beans; a basket of the thinnest flat-bread; and a huge plate of radishes, spring onions, deep red tomatoes, bushy green bunches of coriander, tarragon and mint. Qazai passed the bread to Hammer and

  signalled that everyone should help themselves, while Webster watched him, marvelling at the deep shine of the man.




  ‘Now, gentlemen. To why I called you here. I will not insult you again by insisting what we say in this room is confidential. It is delicate. It goes to the heart of my affairs.’

  Qazai took sea salt from a small glass bowl, ground it between his fingertips onto his plate and rolled a radish slowly over it.




  ‘I have been working for some time – quietly, you understand – to sell my business. Or some of my business. I plan to retire from the day-to-day and leave my son in charge. One

  day his reputation will eclipse mine, but he needs room. He is ready to move past his father. It is time. And I want to take some money out, for this and that.’ He turned from Hammer to

  Webster and back again, diligently dividing his attention, underscoring his words with slow, deliberate gestures. ‘Now, for my investors to be happy I need a buyer with a name as powerful as

  my own, and up until two weeks ago I thought I’d found one. A fund manager in the US. You would know the name. A perfect fit. Talented people. They wanted emerging markets exposure, we have

  much the same risk profile – perfect.’




  He paused to check that his audience was keeping pace; Hammer nodded for him to go on.




  ‘The sale was agreed, we were due to announce it, and at the eleventh hour they called it off. Wouldn’t tell me why.’ He put the radish in his mouth, chewed deliberately, and

  swallowed, frowning now at the thought of this reversal like a child who had been refused its way. ‘Yves and I,’ he gestured to Senechal, ‘could not get them to tell us. I called

  and called. And then finally their legal counsel tells us that – what did he say, Yves?’




  ‘That you did not pass the test.’ Senechal let the words slip from his mouth with distaste.




  ‘Ridiculous. That I didn’t pass the test, and that they were sorry. He wouldn’t elaborate. When I asked him was this final, could I do anything, all he said was that I might

  talk to you.’




  ‘Who was he?’ said Hammer.




  ‘Can we come to that in a moment?’ Qazai took another radish and dredged it in salt. ‘Now, what does this suggest to you, Mr Hammer?’




  ‘That you failed the due diligence.’




  ‘Exactly. I failed the due diligence. They ran the rule over me, and they think they have found something.’ Arms wide he appealed to Hammer and Webster in turn.

  ‘Preposterous.’




  ‘Have you any idea what that might be?’ Webster asked.




  ‘None at all, gentlemen. That’s what I want you to find out.’




  ‘What they think they know?’ asked Hammer.




  ‘Whatever nonsense they think they know. Then I want you to tell everybody that it is nonsense.’




  Webster asked the next question. ‘Is this for your pride, or to complete the sale?’




  Qazai smiled, a different smile with steel in it, and scratched at the beard along his jawbone. ‘For my honour, Mr Webster.’ Webster held his eye, something stern in it now, and gave

  the merest nod.




  ‘Why don’t you just sell to someone else?’




  ‘Because they may find the same thing.’




  Hammer interposed. ‘You know we only do this when we’re fairly sure we won’t find anything?’




  As he turned to Hammer Qazai’s brow relaxed. ‘I am confident you will find nothing to trouble you.’




  Hammer sat back in his chair. ‘We need their report,’ he said finally. ‘Have you asked for it?’




  ‘I have not seen it.’ Qazai looked to Senechal.




  ‘We asked for any documents that might help. They gave us nothing.’




  ‘We’ll get a copy,’ said Hammer. ‘If we decide to take you on we’ll need to investigate that problem, whatever it is, and we’ll need to investigate you. I

  can’t say that this little piece of you is OK until I know that the rest of you is OK.’ He stopped to check that Qazai had understood.




  ‘OK.’ He went on. ‘You’ll give us full access – to files, colleagues, yourself. Perhaps even your family. We’ll ask a lot of questions, and we’ll poke

  around. Then we’ll write a report. What’s in the report is entirely up to us; where it goes is up to you. Tell us to destroy it and we’ll destroy it. The whole thing will cost a

  lot of money and you’ll have to pay us up front because otherwise no one will believe that we’re telling the truth.’




  Qazai laughed. ‘You’ve done this before.’




  ‘Not often. We turn most people down.’




  ‘Excellent. I do not like ambiguity.’




  ‘Neither do I. Questions?’




  ‘No. I don’t think so.’ He looked down the table at Senechal. ‘Yves?’




  Senechal, Webster realized, hadn’t yet eaten anything. Throughout the conversation he had been sitting perfectly still at the end of the table, his hands in his lap, moving only to take

  the occasional sip of his wine. ‘Who will do the work?’




  ‘If we take it on, Ben.’




  ‘This is not a Russian matter.’




  Hammer smiled. ‘It might be. You never know.’ He turned to Qazai. ‘He’s the best I have. Whatever’s ailing you, he’ll figure it out.’




  Qazai gave a single deep nod and looked at Senechal. ‘Are you happy?’




  ‘I think so.’




  ‘Yves is never sure if he is happy.’ Another smile, bold and reassuring, to contrast with his lawyer’s empty expression. ‘When will you decide?’




  ‘Give us a week.’




  ‘A week it is. And if you say no, who else might we consider?’




  Hammer smiled. ‘Mr Qazai, I can with a clear conscience tell you that no one else could do this work. Everyone else is too small to take it on or too big and ugly to be

  believed.’




  ‘And people believe you?’




  ‘They appear to.’




  Qazai nodded slowly, looking down at the table, considering something new. ‘So you and Mr Webster, you are whiter than white? For you to judge my reputation yours must be spotless,

  no?’ He turned to Webster; though smiling, he had a certain challenge in his eyes.




  ‘We don’t judge it,’ said Webster. ‘We report it.’




  Qazai thought for a moment. ‘But to be good at your job you must lie from time to time?’




  Hammer answered for him. ‘You’re confusing two things. We don’t lie about what we find.’




  ‘But you might lie to find it?’




  Hammer’s smile became a little fixed. ‘We will be very happy to lie on your behalf. With your permission.’




  Qazai laughed, beamed at Hammer and raised his glass.




  The next morning, in the hope that air and water might bring some order to them, Webster woke early and took his thoughts to the bathing pond on Hampstead Heath. Long before

  six the sun was already full over the City but a northerly wind blew, and as he cycled uphill along the quiet streets it froze his hands until they were raw and locked on the handlebars. He passed

  milkmen crawling from house to house, dogs being walked, minicabs waiting for their passengers, until abruptly the houses ran out, the roads turned into tracks and he was on the heath,

  nature’s stronghold in the north, extravagantly free and green this morning, the freshly opened leaves of the oaks and beeches calming the gusting wind and dulling the noise of London

  below.




  To swim here through the winter you had to start in late summer and allow your body to adapt as the water gradually chilled, fooling it into accepting the unnatural cold. Webster had been coming

  here for years and knew its reserved rhythms. Even in May it was truly icy; by August, perhaps July, it would warm a little, and the summer swimmers would come – until October, when the

  temperature would drop and the pool would empty once again. There were no casual cold swimmers. Today there were a half-dozen people at most, and no one paid any attention to anyone else.




  The water, as it always did, seemed to strip him of himself. In the changing room he shed his clothes, and as he dived into the still green-black the rest of him was sheared away. The cold left

  no space for thought. He swam lengths, dutifully, taking oxygen deep into his lungs, refreshing his blood, but the swimming was not why he came here: the water alone, that first dive, took all his

  clashing thoughts from him, and when they came back they were different. They had shape; they had order. They fitted together.




  He swam briskly from end to end, a mechanical crawl, his mind empty of everything except strains of organ music and images of the day before. Qazai in the pulpit; Senechal sitting rigid, not

  touching his food; Qazai’s set smile, with its hint of what, exactly? Superiority. Or menace.




  Hammer had liked Qazai, that was clear. When Webster had first met Ike Hammer, he had thought that two things governed him: logic, and a love of games. Games and battles. He lived on his own,

  and when he wasn’t working or running over the heath he was reading – countless books of military history and game theory, accounts of political contests and corporate disputes,

  biographies of generals, statesmen and revolutionaries. The book he made reference to most often was Napoleon’s Military Campaigns, a volume eight inches thick that he loved so much

  he kept two copies, one in his office, one in his study at home. But if he had a favourite subject it was boxing, the purest contest of all. He had no television in his house, but would watch film

  of old fights on his computer, and if you drew him out could talk entertainingly for hours about the relative merits of his four favourites: Muhammed Ali, Jack Johnson, Sugar Ray Robinson and Joe

  Louis. Robinson always came out on top: ‘Brains will outfox power every time,’ he would say, in what might have been a summary of his personal creed. One of the few times Webster had

  seen him lose his temper was when a colleague had suggested that to fight for the pleasure of others was barbaric.




  For all this, and it had taken Webster some time to realize it, Hammer was not a cold man. He liked people, and more than anything he liked to talk to them, energetically and at length, so that

  when he discreetly grilled a client as he had Qazai and Senechal the night before, he wasn’t just mining them for information, he was enjoying himself. Before founding Ikertu he had been a

  journalist, and a good one. His writing, which Webster had made the effort over the years to track down, had great range, moving from political scandal through corporate corruption to straight

  war-reporting during a spell in Afghanistan. But it had great compassion too. During his first few months with the company Webster had thought that Ike enjoyed a good fight for fighting’s

  sake and had found his zeal ghoulish, but he realized now that in conflict he found not just intellectual satisfaction (because conflict was always complex and always changing) but also the

  opportunity to see human beings at their best and their worst. More than anything he had become used to observing life when it was exaggerated, heightened in some way, and was impatient, as a

  result, with the mundane. This, Webster had come to believe, was why he lived alone.




  Hammer’s enthusiasm for people was catholic, and refused to discriminate between rich and poor, young and old, men and women. It also tended to be instant: he was all curiosity, and for a

  man who had made his life’s work the discovery and keeping of secrets, strangely open. Webster was wholly different. Ever since his time in Russia he had been wary of the powerful. Unlike

  Hammer he was no logician, and had never stopped to analyse his condition, but he simply felt that people who sought wealth and influence beyond a decent norm were not to be trusted – that

  there was no honest motive for being an oligarch or a billionaire. The best were vainglorious, the worst vicious, and all, as far as he could see, in a world where most still had nothing, had much

  more than they could ever justify.




  But Qazai was an interesting case. His fortune was innocuous, his reputation honourable, his politics sound. He gave to charity, helped preserve an ancient, delicate culture, railed publicly

  against a sinister and repugnant regime; Webster couldn’t hope to emulate the good that he had done, certainly not while he himself continued in this compromised job. He was even courteous

  – a little fond of himself, perhaps, but on the available evidence, with reason. And yet Webster sensed, with no strong grounds but great conviction, that Qazai was somehow not right.




  He struggled as he swam to assemble his case. The uneasy register of Mehr’s memorial; the theatrics of the meeting; Qazai’s quick charm; cold, rigid Senechal, a man for hiding

  secrets if ever he had seen one, and for resenting them, too, perhaps. And the story – the sale of the company, the affront to the great man’s honour – was it plausible? Perhaps,

  but he had a feeling that a man like Qazai wouldn’t come to a lowly detective agency to restore his formidable dignity.




  On the fortieth length he began to tire and his thoughts defaulted to Richard Lock, as they often did in this place: it was here that he tried to make sense of what had happened in Berlin half a

  year before. Lock had been a lawyer, paid to hide money and assets, claiming them as his own so that his powerful Russian client could continue to steal unobserved. Webster had been paid to reveal

  those lies, not by someone who wanted to see them corrected but by someone who wanted the liar exposed, for his own, less than noble ends. He and Lock had both been middlemen. They had both been

  manipulated. And the deepest source of Webster’s shame was that though he repented Lock’s murder his anger lay in having been made a fool. It would never sit easily with him, and when

  he looked now at Qazai he saw, behind the charm and the polish, someone bent on deceiving him once more.




  The house was still asleep when he returned. He showered, shaved and took Elsa a cup of tea, sliding into bed beside her; barely awake, she worked her back into his embrace.

  The room was cool and dark, but through an open window the wind, softly flapping a blind, let in an occasional flash of morning light.




  ‘Jesus, your hands are cold.’ Her voice was laden with sleep.




  ‘They’re not. You’re just warm.’




  They lay there for a minute or two, breathing in time.




  ‘No one up?’




  ‘No. Just us.’




  Elsa grunted. ‘Good swim?’




  ‘All right. Quiet.’




  ‘What time did you get up?’




  ‘About six.’




  ‘It was earlier than that.’




  Webster didn’t say anything.




  ‘What’s the matter?’




  ‘Nothing’s the matter.’




  ‘Ben. Come on.’




  ‘It’s fine.’




  She turned onto her other side, facing him, and propped her head on her hand.




  ‘I’m going to tell Ike I won’t do it.’




  She didn’t reply.




  ‘He’ll make a better job of it in any case.’




  After a minute of silence she said, ‘I think he’s trying to help you.’




  ‘How would that be?’ He regretted the irritation in his voice.




  ‘By getting you out of a rut.’




  ‘I don’t see how this’ll help.’




  Elsa was quiet again. She had the psychotherapist’s knack of creating silence for her patient to fill.




  ‘I just don’t trust him,’ he said. ‘Not Ike, although he’s being too clever by half. The client.’ He moved onto his back. ‘He’s not a good man.

  And he wants us to say he is.’




  A pause. ‘I don’t think that’s it.’ He turned his head to look at her, and she went on. ‘Part of you was impressed by him. And that was confusing. You’ve got

  used to seeing the rich as the enemy. They’re all corrupt.’ He looked away. ‘That’s dangerous. It lessens you. It’s an irrational fear.’




  ‘It’s not a fear. It’s an observation.’




  ‘All right, what about this one? He’s charming, he gives his money away, he makes a good speech. What if he’s OK? He’s not an oligarch. He didn’t have to steal

  anything. He just invests money.’ She paused. ‘But that doesn’t fit, does it?’




  ‘He makes a fortune doing nothing useful. I don’t particularly like that. And I don’t like the idea of being paid to give him a new lick of paint. I’m surprised Ike does.

  It’s not what we do.’




  Elsa sat up in bed, reached for her tea and took a sip. She looked down at him but he didn’t meet her eye.




  ‘Poor Ike,’ she said. ‘One day he’s going to lose patience. Do you ever worry about that? I do.’ He looked at her. ‘I don’t know how long it can go on.

  You resent your clients. It’s a strange form of self-loathing. If you’re not careful it’ll spread so you won’t trust anyone.’




  Webster sighed. There were times when he would have preferred to be left alone with his delusions, but she was right. Five minutes into a new day, only half awake, without the benefit of cold

  and exercise, and she was effortlessly right.




  







  CHAPTER FOUR




  The offices of Tabriz Asset Management filled four floors at the top of an unexceptional modern tower, clad in pristine white panels and dark glass, that rose high above

  Liverpool Street Station. Hammer and Webster exchanged their names for plastic passes and took the lift to the twenty-sixth floor.




  The doors opened on a grand lobby of polished wood and grey marble. Vast windows looked west across the City to St Paul’s on one side, and on the other towards a scrappier, lower London

  that spread east for miles over the flat plain of the Thames. Ahead, three young women in identical dark suits sat behind a long, gently curved counter, on either end of which lilies and irises in

  bold displays did little to soften the strict, corporate space. Hammer, genial as always, told the first receptionist that they were a little early for a meeting with Darius Qazai and at her

  invitation found a seat, reaching for a copy of the company’s latest report to investors as he sat. Webster stood by the glass with his hands in his pockets and let his eyes wander over the

  view. From this height he could see the ancient plan of the city, though plan was a poor word for it: it was a twisted mess of old streets, high and narrow, set with squat Edwardian boxes and ugly

  postmodern towers and half-a-dozen piercing little church spires, all brightly lit by the noon sun.




  ‘It’s an odd business,’ he said, turning and sitting by Hammer on one of the low chrome and leather chairs.




  ‘What is?’ said Hammer, not looking up.




  ‘This. Making money by making money.’




  Hammer raised his eyebrows half an inch. ‘They make a lot of it. He wasn’t kidding.’




  ‘Not least because it’s so new.’




  Hammer, frowning and shaking his head in friendly irritation, closed the report and put it back on the coffee table in front of them. ‘What’s new?’




  ‘This industry. Investing other people’s money. It’s been around what, a hundred years? If that? There’s a reason no one trusts them.’




  Hammer looked at him and smiled. ‘Why you don’t trust them.’




  ‘I’m not the only one.’




  Neither said anything for a moment. Webster reached across Hammer for the Tabriz newsletter and started leafing through it.




  ‘Are you going to tell me what it is?’ said Hammer at last.




  ‘What?’




  ‘The reason.’




  Webster thought for a moment. ‘All right. If someone you didn’t know said to you, give me a hundred pounds and in a year’s time I’ll give you back a hundred and ten,

  you’d tell them to piss off.’




  ‘I might.’




  ‘It’s not a natural relationship.’




  Hammer thrummed his fingers on his knee. ‘If they’d done it a thousand times for other people I might be tempted.’




  ‘But you still wouldn’t have earned it. That’s the other problem.’




  ‘You want to opt out of the pension scheme?’




  Webster smiled. ‘Not just yet.’




  For a minute he skimmed the pages in his hands, failing to concentrate. It was full of unfamiliar words and phrases that might have meant something in another context: asset classes, alpha,

  multiples, net asset value, uncorrelated returns. He pinched his eyes closed and gave his head a small shake.




  ‘Do I take it,’ said Hammer, ‘that you have taken against our client?’




  Webster breathed in deeply and rubbed his chin. ‘I’m just not sure why you don’t give the job to someone else. Julia could do it.’




  ‘Yes she could. Perfectly well. But she’d treat him like a client, and you won’t.’




  Webster waited for him to explain.




  ‘He’s buying a little chunk of the brand,’ said Hammer. ‘A piece of my name. I want to make sure he deserves it. You were made to persecute your clients. Now’s your

  chance.’




  Webster nodded, and thought for a moment. He was still suspicious of Ike’s logic. Like many of his ideas it had a neatness and a symmetry that he admired but didn’t wholly trust.

  One’s client should not be one’s subject. It was too circular. Clients paid money and expected a result, and without doubt Qazai thought he was buying a crisp, neatly bound report that

  would somehow perfume the air before him. He might smile and agree now, but in time he would no more expect Ikertu to contradict his version than he would his chef refuse to cook. A deal had been

  done, funds transferred, and value was due. Webster knew clients like this, and it was usually a long time since anyone in their pay had dared to cross them.
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