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Dedication

For my sister Rosie, my partner in (art) crime, who is always there to walk and talk.




Epigraph

‘I shall use my time.’

Ian Fleming, You Only Live Twice

(after Jack London)
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PART I

DETONATION




1

Breaking News

London

Moneypenny’s worst fear is not being on time. It keeps her up at night: that as the head of the Double O Section, she might have before her the cogs, the wheels, the pins, and yet fail to visualise the whole machine. At 1.25 p.m., a bomb will explode at BBC New Broadcasting House. She might not be on time to stop it, just like she didn’t stop the Egyptian Embassy bombing last month, or the shooting at the synagogue in Paris the week before that, or the hack on the International Monetary Fund two months ago. She knows the bomber’s name is Jason Kent. He is twenty-five years old, white, unemployed; he has been arrested and charged repeatedly with domestic abuse; he is connected to international far-right extremist groups, where MI6’s involvement began, leading to this partnership with MI5 on home soil. She knows all this and yet it’s quarter past one and 004 and 008 have yet to ID the bomber on site.

Moneypenny leans on the back of Aisha Asante’s chair, peering over Aisha’s head at the screens sifting surveillance footage. Beyond the wall of screens, the glass chamber containing Q seems thick to her with invisible electricity as the quantum computer works the data sets, its golden rods like the tendrils of an octopus pressed to some task. In reality, the tuneless hum is coming from Ibrahim Suleiman, who is monitoring the audio streaming from 004’s brain-computer interface, installed – if one could use that word – in Joseph Dryden’s skull after he suffered traumatic brain injury while serving in the Special Forces. The blast lacerated the vestibular nerve beneath his right ear, leaving him sensory neural deaf on one side, while the shockwave damaged the language centre in the brain. The hidden microphone embedded in his ear canal by Q Branch, coupled with the brain-computer interface, bypasses both the cut nerve and the damaged tissue, and serve to link 004 to Q. But his ears aren’t picking up anything useful today.

‘No matches,’ says Aisha, more to herself than to Moneypenny. She’s pushed the sleeves of her hot pink blazer to her elbows. ‘How can there be no voice match? No facial recognition match?’

‘Maybe Jason Kent decided against mass murder for today,’ mutters Ibrahim, messing up his already wild hair with a frantic hand.

Moneypenny stretches to hit the comms button. ‘004, 008, report.’

Joseph Dryden’s voice blooms into the underground chamber. ‘I know M ruled out evac to avoid spooking the target into early detonation, but we’re running out of tarmac here, ma’am.’

Moneypenny longs for Mrs Keator’s sharp tones, but the bastion of Q Branch retired after Bill Tanner was revealed to be a traitor and hanged himself four months ago. She raises a phone to her ear – the line is open to M at Vauxhall, and to Vallance at MI5. ‘Moneypenny here – recommend evac.’

Vallance’s voice is crisp: ‘Agree.’

M’s is soft: ‘Agree.’

Moneypenny stabs the comms button. ‘008, start the evacuation. 004, keep hunting.’

Dryden says, ‘Yes, ma’am.’

Dodger Macintyre – Roger to his parents, Dodger since his schooldays at Wideawake Airfield on Ascension Island – has only recently moved from the role of intelligence officer at MI6 to Double O. A pilot and a language graduate, he spent most of his life abroad, from childhood to university to operating. He expected that trend to continue as 008, not to find himself working with MI5 and Scotland Yard to evacuate the BBC.

New Broadcasting House was designed with transparency in mind: a glass-fronted curve swishing between the original 1932 building and the East Wing to create an atrium the shape of a running teardrop. The idea of transparency – a BBC funded by the people, belonging to the people, seen by the people – continues inside. Audiences glimpse the 4,000-square-metre news floor sitting in the glass well of the building in the background of daily broadcasts. There are transparent meeting rooms decorated with photographs of Doctor Who and EastEnders. Breakout spaces glow red beneath Perspex lights. That’s a lot of glass to go boom.

008 gathers people from the back-to-back booths lining the atrium, where the cyclorama of the London sky promises nothing but rain. He ignores padded doors calling for silence to tell presenters to get off the air now.

‘Maintain calm, look like you’re simply stepping out for lunch.’

He expects panic from the six thousand staff members but gets none, the broadcasters switching to back-up programmes without question. Each desk is a habitat, whether it’s a lipstick-stained KeepCup or a swivel chair with a scrap of paper taped to the back that reads Helen’s Supplied by HR – DO NOT Remove. Hot desks flap with wearied Post-its: In Use or Back in 5 minutes. Journalists grab coats or phones and follow 008, exchanging grim chatter, some clustering uncertainly beneath banners that instruct, red-on-yellow: People Gathering Point. This is where they’ve been trained to seek safety in case of a bomb threat, well away from the glass facade. But Dodger ushers the journalists on, telling them to ignore the glass lifts sheathed in orange steel, and instead file through the doors leading to the 1932 wing.

All the bright lights and gleaming screens of the twenty-first century disappear, replaced by cold stone and a brown dado that follows the Art Deco curves of the stairwell. Dodger is gambling that, by avoiding the main entrance and exit, he can avoid spooking the bomber. ‘Keep going, keep going, keep going’ – Dodger hopes his intent doesn’t show as he scrutinises each passing face, searching for the washed-out, almost invisible features of Jason Kent.

The busy hush of New Broadcasting House reminds Joseph Dryden of a Forward Operating Base. People show up here to get the job done. There is solidarity to the snaking workspaces, a sense of belonging to the same rare club, something sacred even, but held lightly, with an eye-roll at the whimsical puzzle piece sofas. Now, the thrum goes up a few notches. Dryden can smell violence in the air. It’s coming. Will the bomber wait until 1.25 p.m. as planned or detonate early? Dryden strolls past the Middle East desk, then the neighbouring section devoted to reporting on jihadism. He nods to the journalists scooping up their Tupperware and hurrying out, footfall absorbed into thick grey carpets. He takes the spiral staircase down to the news floor.

It is surreal to stand behind the glass backdrop. BBC News at One is still broadcasting. Dryden can see the presenters’ legs under the desk jiggling up and down – they’ve been alerted of the threat through their earpieces, but told to keep broadcasting until the last possible minute. The journalists around Dryden, who feature daily in the background of the news, are rigid at their monitors, watching colleagues evacuate out of shot of the cameras.

‘We should evacuate the news floor,’ he says. ‘We’re getting too close.’

‘If the news stops,’ says Moneypenny, ‘he’ll know he’s caught and detonate early. We’ve told them to cut to packaged footage. As soon as that happens, people in the background can leave. But the presenters have to stay put for as long as possible.’

Dryden says, ‘008, you got anything?’

Dodger Macintyre’s voice burrs in Dryden’s skull, patched through his neural link. ‘Negative, sir.’

A small smile makes it on to Dryden’s face. ‘004 is fine. I’d even stretch to Joe if you ID this son of a bitch for me.’

A nervous laugh. ‘Yes, sir.’

In the periphery of Dryden’s vision, a lift starts to descend from the top floor. Lifts are only to be used in an evacuation by disabled staff members. The screen flashes that the lift’s destination is the news floor. Evacuating staff wouldn’t come down to the ground floor, where there is no exit onto street level. The lift is transparent on three sides. Inside is a white man with red hair wearing a combat jacket. Not Jason Kent. Wrong man. But that doesn’t make him right, either.

‘Descending lift,’ he says. ‘News floor.’

Moneypenny holds her breath as Aisha pulls the security feed from the lift, which is playing BBC Radio Asian Network, according to the poster above the panel of buttons. The man is carrying a messenger bag with the logo of a reputable delivery company – easy to fake, and the post room is nowhere near the news floor.

‘Running his face now,’ says Ibrahim.

‘What do you think?’ says Moneypenny.

‘I’d cross the street,’ says Aisha.

‘Mm hmm. He’s getting fidgety – he’s watching people leave.’

‘They could be going for lunch,’ says Aisha.

Moneypenny bunches her fists, remembering: ‘They play radio in the lifts. Has it gone quiet?’

Aisha flips her braided hair, picking up headphones. ‘BBC Radio Asian is still playing.’

Moneypenny says, ‘004, I thought you evacuated the broadcast studios? We’re still hearing radio.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ says Dryden. ‘They’ve switched to back-up.’

Moneypenny takes a breath. She knows that. She knows the BBC never stops broadcasting. The day the radio goes quiet, that’s when you know you are in real trouble.

‘How can 004 get into that lift?’

‘He could climb the shaft, it’s all steel girders. But it’s coming to him. At alarming speed.’

‘Got the ID!’ calls Ibrahim. ‘Grant Bishop. He plays that social media terror game, points for attacks on minorities IRL. Multiple contacts with Kent.’

Moneypenny raises the phone to her ear. ‘Vallance? Anything on Kent?’

Vallance says, ‘Still nothing since he alighted from the Tube at Oxford Street.’

‘How’s that possible? How can a terrorist just disappear from our surveillance?’ says Ibrahim, before answering himself: ‘It’s not possible.’

Moneypenny swears. Another jab at the button. ‘004, the man in the lift poses a lethal threat.’

Joseph Dryden says, ‘Understood,’ and walks with long, easy strides through the anxious journalists towards the lift. No time for aerial heroics, though he likes Aisha’s faith in him. He doesn’t think the target will blow himself up inside the lift alone – he’d get structural damage, sure, but no fatalities. He figures the target will step out onto the news floor, in sight of the running cameras and surrounded by journalists. Dryden moves just feet from where the lift will open. He sits on a desk and takes out his phone, as if idling while waiting for a colleague to meet him. He crosses one leg over the other. Allows his foot to tap. Three floors. Two. 1.23 p.m.

‘008, monitor the street,’ he says. ‘This may be a tag team.’

One floor.

008 says, ‘Good luck’ – but Dryden isn’t focusing on voices anymore.

The lift doors sigh open.

Dryden stands up and draws his gun from his shoulder holster, training it in one fluid motion on the man who takes a tentative step from the lift and freezes, blue eyes wide as overly pumped balloons.

Grant Bishop registers the reality of this six-foot-four Black man in a three-piece suit with cropped hair carrying fourteen stone of muscle, who could be an actor or a bigshot producer, but is in fact holding a real weapon and saying loudly but levelly as people dive beneath desks, one muffled scream amongst them – ‘Police, hands up.’

Bishop squints, then his hand darts inside the messenger bag.

Dryden fires.

Brain matter splatters in a red mist to the back of the lift. The doors ding shut and the lift rises, carrying forensic evidence to the floor above.

‘Everybody stay down,’ says Dryden, his voice warping in his own ears, swallowed by the fearful quiet. He harnesses his weapon and kneels by the corpse. A hole the size of a five-pence piece through the forehead of the skull leads to a two-pound coin crater at the back. He delicately wraps his fingers around the target’s thin arm and lifts the flap of the bag.

It is empty. The fool was playing out a deadly bluff fatal only to himself. But that means …

Dryden shouts, ‘Dodger, it was a decoy! Evacuate!’

He sprints up the spiral staircase, racing past a model of the TARDIS. He’s just paces now from the glass doors leading to the plaza. Outside, journalists form orderly lines beyond the security bollards around All Souls church. Dryden picks out Dodger talking with a huddle of MI5 agents and police. He sees, but cannot hear through the glass, a police dog bark at what looks like a drain.

‘008,’ he says, ‘come in 008—’

Dodger Macintyre doesn’t hear his radio over the buzzing mobile phones and the journalists talking to camera – breaking the news. Then he realises a dog is barking, and remembers what three barks means. He pushes through officers congratulating him on 004’s success. He bumps into the back of the dog’s handler. The dog is pawing at a grated ventilation shaft in the paving, which would connect with the Tube.

‘Get back!’ shouts Dodger. ‘Everyone back!’

But the bollards are up, and traffic is shooting by, penning people to the spot, and the crowd is too big to corral. Dodger checks his watch: 1.25 p.m. He hauls the grate open.

The bomb is duct-taped to the roof of the tunnel. He swallows – he can hear himself swallow. It is a big enough IED to bring the floor of the plaza and everyone standing on it crashing down into the Tube. He has to get the device away from the public.

They evacuated All Souls.

Dodger rips the bomb from its silver straps.

‘Bomb! Move!’

He is sprinting towards the church, past the luminous yellow jackets of policemen and the distraught frozen faces of journalists and the blinking lights of cameras – into the tranquillity of All Souls. He lobs the bomb down the nave and it explodes mid-air, thrusting him out through the doors, hurling policemen off their feet, spraying stained glass, caving columns, ringing bells.

Dryden is running with the dead man’s blood on the soles of his shoes, leaving a long streak as he skids to a halt in the lobby.

The glass doors of the building turn to sand, knocking him down. He hugs his head, inside of which Moneypenny’s voice clamours for a report. Dryden swallows dust. He stands up. Runs through the smoke towards the steps of the church.

Moneypenny presses her hand to her mouth, nails digging into her cheek. She wasn’t on time.




2

Vibrations

London

A ring road outlines the heart of London. The northern boundary of this heart is Euston Road, a malodorous, raging bypass pushing traffic inch by fuming inch. Anybody who walks the pavements hurries, bent against the din of eternal construction and choking engines. Nobody stops to consider University College Hospital; it’s best ignored, the subconscious says; push on by foot to the hush of the British Library, or seize a green light to escape the congestion of orange cones. Only, tonight is different. London’s heart has faltered somewhere between faith and failure. The teal facade of the hospital is criss-crossed by the headlights of ambulances and press vans. Lorry drivers linger. Pedestrians bound for a night shift or returning from a party stop to peer up at the hundreds of illuminated windows, beacons of the worst kind, and the best.

Behind one of those windows, 008’s life is on the line. Behind another, 004’s conviction is on the far side.

Joseph Dryden tells the doctor he cut himself shaving. She has the grace to laugh. He lies with a sheet protecting his modesty while the Scottish junior doctor who misses Glasgow and finds London too impersonal tweezes glass from his body and maintains this soothing small talk. When Ibrahim arrives to test his implant, Dryden tells him to go check 008’s hearing. Ibrahim bites his lip, rocking from foot to foot, and then leaves with his shoulders hunched. The doctor purses her lips but says nothing.

Dryden studies the waiting room TV, visible through the glass door. If he never sees a glass door again, he’ll be happy. It is switched to BBC News 24, showing the explosion on a loop: the flying masonry, grey mushroom, and then the camera knocked skyward, peering tremblingly up at clouds that seem to swing like a child’s mobile. Captioned politicians – addressing the nation with ashy faces – describe the calm reaction of the journalists and public as ‘the Blitz spirit’. Dryden’s skull is ringing like the bells of the church. Not because the implant has failed and his brain is scrambling his words – the improvements Aisha and Ibrahim made after a knock-out punch disabled the device last year fixed that – but because he is too angry.

When the news switches away from London, the doctor notices every muscle in his body jump. She searches his face, then turns to the TV, seeing the coverage is now Afghanistan. The footage shows the Taliban driving triumphantly through Kabul. Approaching a year since the pull-out.

‘Did you serve?’ she asks.

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘For all the good it did.’

The doctor says, ‘You did a lot of good today.’

He snorts. ‘You ever feel like you’re fighting a losing battle?’

‘I work for the NHS. What do you think?’

For the first time, Dryden notices the silver bags beneath her eyes. ‘Workers of the world, unite.’

The doctor mimes bumping his fist, leaving an inch of space around his bloody knuckles. ‘Amen.’

The sign reads, Used walking sticks. The sticks lean in a jumble in the corner of the hospital corridor. Aluminium and plastic, flaked and flecked with time and pressure, scuffed at the base from poorly paved roads. The sign isn’t really a sign, but a strip of masking tape holding up a scrap of paper. Moneypenny waits in a row of hard chairs, wondering if 008 will need a walking stick.

If.

To an observer, she might be a mother worried about the outcome of a child’s emergency, her curls pulled flat, hands buried in her amber trench coat, the laces on one of her oxblood brogues untied and unnoticed, her stare – usually direct and cool – empty as a dry well.

When she hears her name, she snaps back to herself.

Another walking stick has moved into view, this one polished beech with a gold collar and an ivory head, gripped in M’s red fist. A recent addition. She raises her chin. The neon hospital light plays on the bald dome of his head. His short white beard is bristled, like a cat stroked backwards. His coat is buttoned wrongly. She’s never known Sir Emery Ware to have so much as a loose thread to his appearance. Now, he could be a patient here. She says, ‘I suppose the PM wants my resignation.’

‘The PM wants your head and my balls, and he’s not particularly fussed in what order,’ says M good-naturedly. He sits beside her, hitching his trousers.

‘What did you tell him?’

M peers down the corridor, empty but for security officers, who drop back to give them a thirty-foot radius of sacred silence. ‘I reminded him respectfully that two dozen injuries are better than two dozen deaths, our NHS surgeons are doing what they do best, and a beloved British institution was saved – sparing some glass – thanks to the bravery of our agents.’

‘That’s not good enough,’ says Moneypenny.

M raises an eyebrow. ‘Are you doing his part of the conversation too?’

She returns his gaze levelly. ‘We don’t know what the body count is yet.’

M glances at the clock.

‘008 has a collapsed lung.’

‘And enough loose bones for a fortune teller’s trick. I know.’ He rubs his nose. ‘You wanted the job, Penny. This is the job.’

She shakes her shoulders loose. ‘Yes, sir.’ She weighs her blank phone. ‘I don’t see how Kent was able to move into the Tube’s service shafts without CCTV picking him up.’

M lays a hand on her arm. ‘Give it time. MI5’s search of the bomber’s home revealed much of what you’d expect. A small cell of far-right, homegrown extremists connected to international neo-Nazis. They targeted the BBC because they believe the organisation stands for a “fake news agenda supporting the liberal elite”, which they are intent on destroying. Speaking as a liberal elite, I will admit to having had better days. Still, one doesn’t like to give the bastards the satisfaction, hey?’

Moneypenny can hear the whomp-whomp-whomp of military helicopters passing over London, joined by a siren. There is no other sound – no shouting, no panic-induced riots on the street. This is her experience of terror on British soil. The quieter things get, the worse they are.

M cocks his ear, too, saying, ‘I must get back to COBRA. Of course, the threat level has been raised to critical and will remain there while the cell is rolled up. There will be hand-wringing and soul-searching, all the harder when there is no foreign flag to target, simply unlooked-for questions about the rise of fascism amongst our own. There will be recriminations against us and MI5, of course, for letting one get through. But we’ll let the politicians deliver the speeches. We work best in the dark. Call 000 home. Put him on this with 004.’

‘You know he and 004 don’t play well together,’ says Moneypenny.

M shrugs. ‘Conrad Harthrop-Vane is arrogant and cold. So was Bond. That’s what makes them good weapons, for heaven’s sake.’

‘So was Bond?’

M clears his throat. Doors swing open, letting in the noise of a fresh wave of emergency victims. ‘You know what I mean. A man must believe he’s the best to take the risks this job demands. And he’s got to do it with ice in him if he’s going to make the kind of sacrifices philosophy candidates sweat over at Oxbridge interviews. Granted, 000 doesn’t always display modern niceties. He doesn’t need to. He’s charming, fills out a suit and has the brains to go with it. Conrad was dealt raw cards as a boy and he’s turned them into a winning hand for his country. I’d back him any day of the week. To the hilt. I have.’

Moneypenny nods. Raw cards is one way to put it. 000’s father came from an aristocratic line that lost it all, leaving Conrad Harthrop-Vane the First hovering somewhere between conman, diplomat and spy, a contact for MI6 in the criminal and political underworlds. Divorce and a gnawing custody battle were swiftly followed by cancer taking Conrad’s mother’s life. The psychiatrist at Shrublands said it was then that two key tenets were embedded in young Conrad Harthrop-Vane the Second. The first was a belief that the world isn’t right, it isn’t fair, there’s no justice, and no point in trusting anyone. The second was perhaps more a question than a belief – if he’d been a better son, could he have kept his mother from dying?

Of course, orphans are MI6’s bread and butter. The psychiatrist noted that unmourned grief turns to rage, and this is what happened after Conrad’s mother died and his father placed him in boarding school, where he had to toughen up, channelling an iced-over fury into beating other boys at boxing, running and fencing, receiving medals and applause. In the summer holidays, however, Conrad wasn’t the big fish in the little pond; he was a minnow in his father’s piranha pool.

In Conrad’s first term at Cambridge, his father committed suicide. Abandonment, rejection – and, if he’d been a better son, could he have kept his father from dying?

There was one safe presence in his life: M, an old school chum of his father. After Conrad Harthrop-Vane the First died, M threw the son a lifeline, and MI6 reeled in the broken boy. Alone in the world, angry, desperate to shine and eager to please. The perfect recruit.

Of course, temperamentally and socially, he is the direct opposite of 004. Moneypenny says, ‘You’re right that we need all our talent on this, but I’d sooner pair 004 and 003, and let 000 work alone. It’s what he does best.’

M’s phone buzzes. He says with a frown at the screen, ‘I need not remind you, Moneypenny, that Johanna Harwood isn’t cleared for active duty.’

‘We just had our transparent face punched in, live on the news for all the world to see,’ says Moneypenny. ‘I don’t care what Shrublands says. When I punch back, I’m going to do it with a heavyweight in the ring.’

‘Boxing and poker,’ says M as his phone chimes again. ‘Have you noticed that when we employ imagery for the Great Game of espionage – itself a metaphor – we always use sports that require only a single actor? It was Kipling who said: When he comes to the Great Game he must go alone.’

‘What’s your point?’

‘This isn’t a team sport. Not everyone gets to play.’

‘You know the rest of that line?’

‘Hm?’ M clutches the black box with its song of death.

‘When he comes to the Great Game he must go alone – alone, and at peril of his head. Personally, I’d rather have someone watching my back.’

‘Be that as it may,’ says M, ‘sometimes a head is what’s required. And this time, I fear it may be my own. Not that I expect or invite sympathy. Only that a man knows when he’s played out. An attack like this happening on our own turf. Vallance and MI5 will be obvious candidates for the chopping block. But I can feel it in my bones, as my mother used to say. I’m growing too old for this game.’

Moneypenny notices his hand trembling on the head of the cane. She brushes his cold fingers. ‘You’re not playing it alone,’ she says, ‘and neither am I. We need you, so don’t offer your head too readily.’

M catches her fingers, planting a kiss on her knuckles.

Moneypenny snorts. ‘What I want to know is where this far-right cell got the funding, training and weaponry. And who 004 needs to shoot next to stop another detonation.’

The squeak of trainers on linoleum. Ibrahim Suleiman clears his throat. He is twisting his hands in a pouch formed from his oversized T-shirt. He says, ‘Q has something.’

Aisha Asante is grey with adrenaline fatigue, but when Moneypenny asks her to explain it again, she wets her lips and points to the quantum computer dangling in the vacuum behind her.

‘Q has identified a pattern,’ she says. ‘I fed in the data from today’s’ – a glance at the time – ‘yesterday’s attack along with all other terror attacks in the last twelve months. I coupled it with significant financial transactions in a month’s window of the attack. Six days prior to seventy-five per cent of the attacks, a sale was made at Sotheby’s worth over a million pounds.’

M says, ‘Surely they make sales like that every day.’

‘They do, sir,’ says Aisha. ‘But the objects sold within a six-day window of the attack all moved through the same two free ports, one in Heraklion, Crete, and the other in Venice, Italy. Given the number of tax-free ports in Europe, it’s a statistic that stands out.’

Vallance, the Director of MI5, appears on Aisha’s screen as a silhouetted head in a video call box. ‘The neo-Nazi group we’re investigating for the BBC blast doesn’t seem organised or wealthy enough to be tied to regular art sales.’

Moneypenny says, ‘We could be looking at one larger organisation funding distinct groups through the sale of art, antiquities and other high-value items to carry out attacks.’ She turns to M. ‘Rattenfänger.’

M shakes his head. ‘Rattenfänger is – or was – a private military company involved in coups, conflicts and civil wars. And we have their top man in our jail.’

‘Rattenfänger was also implicated in embassy bombings, kidnapping, data breaches … We’ve never discovered where they get their funding, who controls them or how deep their tendrils run. Since we detained Colonel Mora, terror attacks have only increased globally. Perhaps Rattenfänger has shifted towards sponsoring separate terror groups.’

M crosses his arms. ‘And they’re doing that through selling shiny baubles?’

Moneypenny leans on Aisha’s chair. ‘Were these items all sold by the same person?’

Aisha says, ‘It’s hard to know, because sellers often use agents. Sotheby’s do perform background checks to verify provenance, however, so we might discover more of a pattern with access to their files.’

Vallance says, ‘Do they vet buyers?’

‘To a point, sir,’ says Aisha. ‘Sotheby’s verify that buyers have the funds in place to make the purchase. It’s not their business to find out where the money came from. They’ve lost a lot of business, for example, since Russian oligarchs suddenly found their assets frozen. It was never Sotheby’s job to make a moral judgement call on those oligarchs’ bank accounts.’ A glance at M. ‘It was ours.’

‘All right, all right,’ says M. ‘I get enough of this from my granddaughter.’

Aisha grins. ‘Q has run a check on regular Sotheby’s buyers from the last year. One name stands out because she’s currently under investigation by the National Crime Agency, as an adjunct rather than a target. Marilyn Aliyeva, the mistress of Valentin Wiltshire. He’s the target.’

‘Teddy Wiltshire?’ says M, bumping his stick against the ground.

Ibrahim is just entering the room. ‘Watch out for vibrations.’

M looks waspish. ‘Are you concerned I might tickle Q, young man?’

‘Yes,’ says Ibrahim frankly, before sitting down at his console and pulling up a file.

M and Moneypenny share a smile.

‘What have you got, Ibrahim?’ says Moneypenny.

‘The NCA have just sent over Wiltshire’s record. Born in Turkmenistan in 1970. Moved to the UK in 1995, where he changed his surname from Kerimov to Wiltshire because, he said, he felt a spiritual connection to Stonehenge. Full name Valentin Eduard Wiltshire, known as Teddy.’

‘Lives up to the name, too,’ says M. ‘Crossed paths with him a few times at fundraising events, parties where everyone has too much money and no idea how to spend it, but they would like to bend my ear if only I don’t mind terribly. Teddy always struck me as a playboy run to fat. No bite to him.’

‘Well, he must have had teeth in his head at some point, because he bit off a thirty-million-pound house in Tite Street, Chelsea, a couple of years ago,’ says Ibrahim, ‘where he lives with his wife, ironically named Chelsea, and their daughters Virginia, Adelaide, India and Paris. Son Jordan is studying business at NYU.’

‘He collects places as well as antiques then,’ says Moneypenny. She points to Aisha’s screen. ‘What sort of things does Marilyn Aliyeva buy on Teddy’s behalf?’

Aisha scrolls. ‘No real pattern. Dinosaur skulls. Art. Wine. Furniture. Ancient masks. Statues of gods. Anything very rare and very expensive.’

‘Where has all this money come from?’

Ibrahim says, ‘That’s what the National Crime Agency want to know. His background is shipping and banking, but his taxes don’t add up. The NCA is investigating him under an Unexplained Wealth Order in accordance with the Proceeds of Crime Act.’

‘When did Marilyn last make a purchase?’

Aisha clicks on one of the endless tabs. She turns to lock eyes with Moneypenny. ‘Six days ago. Something called a blind man’s watch. She hasn’t collected it yet.’

‘Why not?’

More scrolling. ‘Because she was arrested last week for causing a scene in some shop. She’s being held while the NCA try to strike a deal with her.’

Vallance’s voice slices through the speaker: ‘Banner day for the NCA, I’d say. I’ll just check. Yes, here we go … NCA have been pressuring her to speak up about Teddy but to no avail.’

‘Maybe we’d have better luck,’ says Moneypenny.

Vallance cuts in: ‘You’re not permitted to work on UK soil. Today – or yesterday, rather – was an exception.’

M clears his throat. ‘Come on, old chap. The BBC bombing was the exception. Most of these attacks are taking place internationally. This is our field. Let us till the earth, ay?’

Vallance says, ‘The corner of this field is forever England, old chap. Your field is over the water.’

‘And who stopped the death count in your field?’ snaps M.

‘An MI6 agent,’ says Vallance, ‘who thought it best to destroy a Nash church in the process, because why only damage one symbol when we can see two damaged?’

‘That agent is now fighting for his life, so watch it.’

Moneypenny holds up her hands. ‘Let’s compromise. We’ll use our Wild Card. 003 needs something to get her teeth into besides night duty, anyway.’

M says, ‘I told you, Harwood isn’t ready. Shrublands are insisting …’

‘It’s only one interrogation,’ says Moneypenny. ‘Besides, persuasion is what Johanna Harwood does best.’

‘A delicate job, this.’

‘I have faith in 003.’

M heaves a sigh. ‘That’s usually when they break your heart. All right, Moneypenny. Play the Wild Card.’
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Wild Card

London

One hundred and sixty-one thousand, six hundred and forty minutes unspent. Forty-one. Forty-two.

Johanna Harwood now wears two watches. Her Hermès watch with its gold and orange horses on the ceramic dial remains on her right wrist. It is this watch that was equipped with a simple Morse code emitter, allowing 003 to communicate with Moneypenny while she risked her life, body and soul as a triple agent, first tortured then ‘flipped’, embedded with Rattenfänger. It was with this watch that she sent the signal to Moneypenny identifying the mole in MI6 – Bill Tanner, the trusted Chief of Staff.

That betrayal is the reason Harwood now wears a second watch. A World Time Casio AE1200WHD-1A, with a silver case and a stainless-steel band. A classic of sorts, with a compass and map, though there is nothing too rare about it. Still, this particular Casio is more valuable to Johanna Harwood than any other possession. Sid died wearing it. 009, Aazar Siddig Bashir. Johanna’s fiancé. Sid set the timer on the watch running when he and Harwood split up in the tunnels that laddered the hillside in Syria. A fork in the road. Though Tanner committed suicide in isolation, somebody tipped off Mora, the Rattenfänger colonel, that she and Sid were preparing an ambush. It took, Harwood calculated, another twenty-six minutes for the shot to find him – Sid stepping in front of the bullet meant for 003 and Dr Nowak, the climate scientist whose safety was the Double Os’ mission. Then another five minutes for Sid to bleed to death in Harwood’s arms. It was remarkable how rapidly one could lose everything that mattered.

It wasn’t until the coroner released 009’s effects that Harwood realised the watch was still counting the minutes Sid Bashir would not live. Something was broken, keeping the stopwatch function from resetting every eleven hours, fifty-nine minutes and fifty-nine seconds. Time continued regardless. She strapped the Casio to her right forearm, where it slips up and down by fractions.

Now, Harwood unnecessarily presses the button that backlights the digits with a soft orange glow. It is foreign to her to be outside in daylight. Since the death of 009, Harwood has been deemed unfit for active fieldwork by the psychologist at Shrublands. There is nothing wrong with her physically, but it is considered that Sid’s death requires the ‘healing process of time, as 003’s loss of 009 represents the loss of not only a colleague but a lover and fiancé – note: this is why intimate relationships between Double Os are not recommended, especially as 003 had already been involved with 007, who was 009’s mentor …’ Harwood watched Dr Kowalczyk write this in the reflection of the steel tissue holder in the therapy room and almost smiled, gripped by an urge to reach across the cheerful carpet and still Dr Kowalczyk’s pen. To tell the psychologist: ‘I know you mean well, but the bomb has already gone off. Can’t you see I’m too broken for time to matter?’

But she knew that if she did that, Dr Kowalczyk would ask her yet again: ‘Then why are you still wearing two watches?’

As it happens, time is all she has, as the two watches remind her, joint seconds measuring hours on night duties shopped between outfits as a Wild Card. This is a new initiative – that when not on active duty, Double Os should operate on home soil and learn about their sister organisations by staffing the emergency phone lines across London at night. She is kept from anything where the stakes matter. Kept from protecting the BBC yesterday, standing on her balcony watching smoke spiral from central London, as breaking news came over Sid’s green world receiver radio and TVs flashed on in every window. But now she has been thrown onto the steps of a Knightsbridge police station, a Wild Card tossed after a thin lead, told by Moneypenny to get the job done – and by M not to push herself too hard, recovery is a game of patience …

Harwood knows she’s remained employed only because of Moneypenny’s insistence. Following Sid’s funeral, M seemed to know what the Shrublands reports would say before Harwood was even processed. He took her to one side at the Barton Hill community centre, a gentle hand at her elbow.

‘Johanna, you don’t have a father, so let me be one for a moment. I did promise Sid I’d walk you down the aisle, after all. You’ve given everything to your country. What your country owes you now is peace.’

Harwood told him: ‘I don’t want peace.’

‘That’s the problem. You and I both know there are invisible wounds worse than any X-ray could show, no matter what your training as a surgeon might tell you. There are some wounds we never recover from. If I could have any wish for you now, Johanna, it would be a new life. There are too many ghosts in this one. First James. Now Sid.’

Harwood removed her arm from his grip. ‘James is alive. I am going to find him.’ She waited for a reply. ‘Don’t you believe that?’

M ran red-veined eyes over the heads of the mourners. At last he spoke, but it was as if he forgot who he was speaking to – as if he were speaking to himself, down the decades. ‘I believe I have attended too many funerals.’

When Harwood discovered the numbers 007 carved into the rockface of a cave with iron bars for a door, along with the marks of a struggle as a prisoner was dragged outside, she was seized by the certainty that James Bond was still alive. She demanded MI6 give her the task of finding where Rattenfänger relocated him. But Moneypenny and M both said Q Branch was still applying what they’d learned about Rattenfänger’s method for concealing people from satellites to the new intelligence she’d supplied. 003 would be told when there was a trail to follow. The briefing was yet to come, her Hermès watch yet to sing its haunting dots and dashes – for Harwood refused to believe that Tanner had acted alone. Who warned Mora that she and Sid were coming? She spent the seconds, minutes and hours of night duty imagining Moneypenny briefing her through Morse on another hush-hush mission: to uncover the second mole responsible for Sid’s death, and find James Bond. But no orders came.

Now, 003 slips into her jacket and crosses the threshold of the police station, avoiding the unavoidable fact that her hands are shaking. Once, on night duty at MI6, she crossed paths with 000. Conrad Harthrop-Vane asked her cheerfully: ‘Still rusting here, Harwood? Careful. Get too rusty and you’ll crack up.’

Well, how about it, Johanna? Are you rusted shut?

Marilyn Aliyeva has recast her surroundings. Someone supplied her with a takeaway tea that wouldn’t taste of dust – the tag says Darjeeling – and water rather absurdly in a wine glass most likely kept at the back of a cupboard for Christmas parties. The rim is red with the person of interest’s lipstick. She wears fur, which should have been confiscated when she was transferred to general holding. She wears more money than Johanna has ever touched in a whole lifetime. She wears it in her posture and her highlights and her heavy sunglasses. The boarded-up vulnerability tells Harwood to defuse, defer, and then reflect the same trauma back in order to win the subject’s confidence – tactics she once could have articulated, but now wades towards uncertainly.

Harwood raises the chipped mug she was given. ‘Now why didn’t I think to order out?’ She takes the seat across the table. ‘I’m told you haven’t spoken to anyone for a few days. Neither have I, as it happens, and I’m afraid I’m a little rusty. You might have to start.’

‘Who are you? You do not look like a policewoman.’

Harwood scratches her forehead. ‘What do I look like?’

‘A refugee washed up on the shores of a disaster I want to know nothing about, so spare me your conversational gambits.’

Harwood is silent for a moment, and then laughs. There’s modelling understanding as an interrogational tactic, and then there’s walking into the cell with an open wound. Maybe M’s right.

‘What is so funny?’ says Marilyn.

‘Oh, nothing. Only, perhaps you haven’t seen yourself in a mirror lately. Or perhaps I’m too much of one.’

Marilyn hunches in her fur. ‘I am not going to talk to any policewoman without my lawyer.’

‘Your lawyer would tell you to seize the opportunity to get out of a minor mess instead of pushing deeper into the major disaster you’re already in. That is, if Teddy wasn’t keeping all lawyers from visiting you.’

Marilyn stiffens. ‘What do you know about Teddy?’

‘Not as much as I’d like,’ says Harwood, crossing her legs. ‘He’s your – patron?’

Marilyn Aliyeva throws up her arms. Her bracelets are a windchime in the wake of a slammed door. ‘You think he funds me like an art museum? You think I am a prostitute?’

Harwood asks with mild curiosity, ‘Do you think you’re a prostitute?’

‘Where are you from? Dark hair, olive skin, English accent – are you only English?’

‘Why do you ask?’

‘I am wondering how naive you are, to ask me if I see myself as a whore.’

Harwood pulls a file from her bag. ‘You’ve spent thirteen million pounds over the course of a decade at Harrods.’

Marilyn’s coat ripples as she shrugs. ‘It is very nearby for me, very convenient.’

‘Twenty-four thousand pounds on tea and coffee. Ten thousand pounds on fruit and vegetables. Thirty-two thousand pounds on chocolates.’

‘You do not buy these things from your corner shop?’

Harwood smiles. ‘They don’t sell Cartier at my corner shop. Nearly five million on jewellery. Tens of thousands on Disney princess experiences. Teddy Wiltshire calls you his princess, doesn’t he?’ She drops her smile. ‘Do you feel like a princess, Ms Aliyeva?’

Marilyn pulls off her sunglasses and throws them across the table. They fall and clatter at Harwood’s feet. ‘I am not a victim,’ she says. Her eyes are bruised red and grey.

‘Does Mr Wiltshire feel better after he’s hit you?’

Marilyn snorts. ‘You are as naive as I thought.’

‘Do you know why you’ve been brought to talk to me today?’

No response.

‘Here’s what I think is happening. Mr Wiltshire gave you a credit card, to be spent only at Harrods. He gets the bill. He sees everything you buy. Everything you do. He likes it that way. But he’s often abroad. With his wife and children. And there are things you want that he wouldn’t approve of. So you buy a bag or a coat in Harrods, and you take it to one of the many nearby “boutiques”, who buy it for cash and re-sell it. You then have cash to spend that Teddy can’t monitor. Some of that cash you stockpile for … emergencies. I’m here to tell you, Marilyn, because maybe you’ve waited so long for it to come knocking you think you’re imagining the bang. The emergency is here now.’

‘There is nothing illegal about selling things from Harrods. All the girlfriends do it.’

‘Do you know what the Unexplained Wealth Order is?’

Marilyn searches the corners of the room for an answer. ‘It is not my money.’

‘It’s not Teddy’s either. He embezzled it from a Turkmen bank and launders it through fraudulent loans purchasing buildings and businesses around the world that he runs into the ground and sells off.’

‘Nobody can prove that.’

‘I would guess Teddy grew more violent around a year ago, when his assets came under scrutiny. He needed to translate his money some other way – to launder it.’

‘I have no idea about any of that.’

‘But you know about his interests in art and antiquities, don’t you? You buy pieces for him with dirty money.’

Marilyn says, ‘You have a problem in your head. You are making things up.’

Harwood clenches her jaw. ‘You were arguing with the shopkeeper about the price. She said you became aggressive. Are you panicking, Marilyn?’

‘Why should I panic?’

‘Teddy is in trouble. When his ship goes down, do you think he’ll make room for you on the lifeboat next to his wife? He’ll drop you overboard first. We can throw you a line.’

Marilyn tosses her heavy hair. ‘If you wish to talk in cliché, here’s one. I am mistress of my own fate. I have my own plans.’

‘Your plans make Teddy laugh; do you see that?’

‘He loves me.’

‘He’ll be laughing after he buries you,’ says Harwood. ‘I don’t mean to be malicious. It’s just the way he is. But you don’t need me to tell you that.’ Harwood picks up the sunglasses, closes them, and slides them across the table. ‘We can help you, if you help us.’

Marilyn almost sips from the wine glass of water, then pushes it away, causing a tiny tidal wave.

‘We want to know if he’s more than a state embezzler. More than just a crook.’

‘What more? There are only crooks. Big crooks and little crooks.’

‘Elegantly put. Did Teddy start out in life as a little crook?’

‘How should I know?’

‘He’s been paying your rent for a decade.’

‘You people have been watching him for a whole year! What does your watching tell you? Nothing that is hard truth, otherwise this NCA would have arrested him.’

Harwood opens the file, fanning out surveillance photographs. Teddy dining with his wife at the Connaught. Teddy dining with Marilyn at St John’s. Teddy playing golf. Teddy dropping his daughters off at school. Teddy at the opening of a friend’s club. Teddy eating a steak covered in gold foil. ‘Our watching tells us he’s very careful in all ways except one. A truly careful crook would hide his money. Teddy’s not the inconspicuous type. He wants to show off. That’s why he gave you the card for Harrods rather than a discreet account at a private bank. He wants to display things.’ She swivels a photograph showing Marilyn naked on her roof garden at a gathering with Teddy and his friends, who are all male, and all dressed. ‘He wants to display you.’

Marilyn considers Harwood straight. ‘He’s earned the right.’

Harwood purses her lips. ‘Do you believe one human being can buy another?’

‘I know it.’

‘So he can do what he likes to you. Until one day you’re displayed on a slab in the morgue.’

‘That won’t happen. I can manage him.’

Harwood says, ‘We know he’s laundering money through Sotheby’s.’

‘If you could prove that you would have arrested him.’

‘True.’ Harwood sits back. ‘What we can currently prove is that you’re laundering money through Sotheby’s. What’s this life that Teddy pays for worth to you, Marilyn? We can give you a whole new one. It might not come with a line of credit at Harrods. But it will come with peace. What would you give not to be afraid anymore? What would you give to sleep well?’

It is one in a series of gambles, and when she delivers it Harwood has no particular faith it will be the one that works. But Marilyn’s gaze – which was flitting about the interrogation room like a robin after crumbs – now settles on Harwood side-on, the same robin frozen, staring at the human it realises has seen it. Marilyn says, ‘You do not sleep either. Do you?’

Harwood swallows. ‘Not for a long time.’

‘Why?’

Harwood picks up the three truest words she can manage. ‘I lost everything.’

‘What does it feel like?’

Harwood says, ‘You tell me.’

The gaze remains rigid, an urgent scrutiny. ‘You could really protect me?’

‘Yes.’

‘But I do not know anything about his past or what he does when he’s not with me.’

‘What do you know?’

Marilyn places her hand flat over the photographs. ‘These pictures show Teddy clothed.’

‘And?’

‘Underneath his clothes, he is covered in tattoos. He doesn’t ever swim anywhere people can see. He doesn’t even steam at the club. But he won’t have the tattoos removed.’

‘What sort of tattoos?’

‘The tattoos of the vor. The thieves-in-law.’

Harwood doesn’t risk breathing. ‘You’re saying Teddy was a member of the thieves-in-law, the mafia that began in the USSR gulag system?’

A fractional nod.

Harwood continues, ‘But to become a thief-in-law you have to serve prison time, and take an oath to never cooperate with prison guards, police, or any state representative. Teddy ran a state bank.’

‘I told you,’ Marilyn says. ‘There are little crooks. And there are big crooks. Things are not as they used to be. Today, the big crooks run governments. Then they retire from their service, rich and reborn. There’s a reason you’ll never be able to arrest Teddy, no matter your evidence and your theories. He has the money to buy a new, grand future. The biggest crooks of all are no longer criminals.’

Harwood finally breathes. ‘We can give you that new future. He won’t find you.’

Marilyn shakes her head. Tears spill over, but her mascara is too high quality to run. ‘He will. I am a fool. His job is to disappear people. No one can stay hidden from him.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘When he’s angry, he tells me he can make me disappear. Make anyone disappear. For good.’

Rattenfänger had nearly disappeared her for good when she went undercover. They’d disappeared James. Could Teddy be the magician? ‘Marilyn – can you describe his tattoos?’

‘Why?’

‘Russian prison tattoos are a language. They tell the story of a man’s crimes. Teddy keeps them hidden because they’re as good as a confession – to past misdemeanours, anyway. If a man wears a tattoo of three cats, it means he’s a human trafficker. Does Teddy have a tattoo like that?’

Marilyn touches her right hand to her chest. ‘Yes. Here. They are almost cute, if it weren’t for the design around them.’

‘What design?’

‘A moth. A horrible moth.’

Unconsciously, Harwood mirrors Marilyn’s action, shielding her own heart. The tattoo on Colonel Mora’s chest seems to appear before her now, the death’s head hawkmoth that flaps over her face whenever she dips too deeply into sleep – she can feel it in the interrogation room, batting any next question back into her mouth, smothering her, and with it Mora’s horrible mouth, the bloodied stump of his tongue, just like the kikimora he was named for, squatting on its victim’s chest, sucking out their last breath – their soul.

How about it, Johanna? Are you cracking up?
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Property of a Lady

London

The hour of delivery on New Bond Street. A yellow DHL van idles in front of Sotheby’s. The tidy entrance of the auction house is flanked by shops whose windows display handbags and crystal-ware, projecting a frictionless life. The BBC is only a short walk away. Police with sniffer dogs cluster at the corner. Sotheby’s has a humble facade, the blue flag draped over a neat portico, but behind its neighbours’ backs it sprawls through most of the block. There is no braggadocio to announce this. Only two small windows; one promising Impressionist paintings, the other timelessness in frosted cursive over sparkling stones. The neat lettering reads Jewels of Time. A fifth-generation banker who’s suddenly remembered an anniversary stops to study the diamonds.

Joseph Dryden leans against the drainpipe painted the same cream as the building. He wonders, with mild curiosity, if the grey-suited man will notice him, or whether he is just as invisible as the drainpipe, or the deliverymen, all of whom are also Black.

The banker trots inside. He’ll purchase a necklace from the luxury division, to be collected by his chauffeur or delivered to Dubai or Paris. Delayed gratification is a dying art.

Dryden turns his attention from the broad-smiling doorman bowing the anxious customer inside to Johanna Harwood, watching as she slips her matte thunder grey Alpine A110S into a spot created by a departing taxi.

When 003 opens the door and rises from the bucket seat, he is struck first by her high-waisted trousers in pale green silk paired with a tight grey cotton T-shirt and a cream linen jacket, realising he’s seen her only in black recently; and then by the purpose in her stride as Harwood crosses towards him and meets his handshake.

‘You don’t look too bad,’ she says. ‘A little banged up at the edges, maybe.’

He laughs. ‘A high-explosive device will do that to you. But I leave the worrying to Q these days. My body ain’t mine to fret about it.’

They fall in step, nodding to the doorman.

‘If you tell me your body belongs to Queen and country,’ says Harwood, ‘I’m going to have to stick you on a recruiting poster.’

He shrugs. ‘Call it duty. Call it Operator’s Syndrome. I’ve given up trying to figure it out.’

‘I know the feeling.’

The foyer possesses the quiet of a first-class lounge. Dryden supplies his name and the receptionist asks them to wait just a moment. They drift towards the adjacent gallery where a case contains pearls and early Air Jordans.

Harwood says, ‘There’s a black market for trainers these days.’ At his expression she adds, ‘Night duty leaves a lot of time for reading. There’s even a black market for oil stolen from chippies.’

Dryden says, ‘During my tours in Afghanistan, everything was for sale. NATO equipment, heroin, oil.’

‘Still,’ says Harwood, ‘I’d rather have the pearls.’

He chuckles. ‘I wouldn’t say no to the Jordans. Half the stuff for sale in Afghanistan wouldn’t be out of place here. 1978, a Soviet archaeologist discovered the Bactrian Hoard out there in the desert. Relics of the Silk Road. Some of the bravest people I ever met were the curators of the National Museum of Afghanistan, who stashed what remained from the Hill of Gold dig and never gave it up to the Taliban. We convinced them it was finally safe to exhibit the national treasure, and they pulled the gold out of the deepest hole in the ground you ever saw. Now we’ve left them and their country to the Taliban and God knows what’ll happen to it all. Or to the curators.’

Harwood says, ‘You know people who are still there.’

‘Yeah.’ Dryden swipes a thumb over his chin. ‘My interpreter and his family. Doesn’t seem to matter how many doors I knock on, I can’t get ’em on a plane to London. I used to feel powerful. Maybe it was always an illusion. I’ve been fighting my entire life, and things only get worse. Now the bad guys think they can kick in our doors. They’re not wrong.’

Harwood says, ‘Marilyn Aliyeva told me there are crooks everywhere, it’s just a matter of scale. In a sense, Marilyn selling coats from Harrods is only a scaled-up version of petty thieves stealing cooking oil. So, what’s Teddy Wiltshire’s scale?’

That brings animation to Dryden’s face. ‘Difference is, the lads stealing from the chippie are far more likely to be arrested.’

Harwood elbows him softly. ‘So let’s see what we can do about that.’

He smiles down at her. ‘Let’s.’

Moneypenny clears her throat. The agents turn around, finding Moneypenny next to a man in his late fifties she introduces as James Chadwick, the Head of Clocks and Barometers. The tan is surprising because there’s something about his deferential squint that suggests he spends most of his time in a temperature-controlled room peering through a magnifying glass.

Chadwick says, ‘It’s a pleasure to meet colleagues of Ms Moneypenny. If you’ll please step this way.’

The main auction room is lit by natural spring sunshine, which floods the glass roof of the vaulted ceiling. Decorators are painting the walls jewel green to complement Jewels of Time, an exhibition and sale representing a fraction of Lisl Baum’s famous collection, which will be installed as soon as the paint dries. The exhibition will show for a fortnight before the auction, when the usual apprehensions – what success will it meet with, how many people shall attend – will not apply. There is every expectation the sale should go well. Once the sale starts, the concentration will be so intense for the auctioneer that there won’t be time to think about anything other than the lot at hand, watching for bids from clients in the room, colleagues on the telephones, online, or the clerk sitting nearby. The pressure will be especially potent for this auction because every lot is of high value. Elation will build in the auctioneer, culminating in a real high once the sale is over, much like an actor when the curtain drops.

Joseph Dryden has never attended an auction and doesn’t care to know much about it. What he cares about is 008, now out of surgery, and the stunned silence gripping central London. Chadwick murmurs, ‘This way please’ – and Dryden follows him through a door locked with a keypad and a fingerprint scanner, into a room where jewels blind him. Dryden grins when he sees Ibrahim Suleiman hugging his elbows miserably on a stool in the corner.

Johanna Harwood does take an interest in jewellery and recognises the significance of the splendour half-unloaded from steel cases. The Württemberg topaz and diamond parure, a Hellenistic gold and turquoise tiara, the Duke of Wellington’s watch, a ruby gimmel memento mori ring, diamonds, sapphires, emeralds … Moneypenny has drifted to the head of a long bench, where she gazes down at a Fabergé egg on a velvet bed – a gaze that is totally blank. She might appear fixed on the intricate pattern of frosted glass and diamonds, but Harwood knows her mind is examining a different pattern altogether.

James Chadwick says, ‘Once again, I wish to convey Sotheby’s sincere shock and regret at this situation. We offer any and all assistance. The blind man’s watch in question
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