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Dedication

For Nick. Nobody does it better.
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An Appointment with the Devil

The White Helmet said, ‘To save one soul is to save all of humanity.’

Sid Bashir didn’t take the shot. He lowered his camera. His finger lifted from the shutter release.

The White Helmet gave him a friendly knock on the arm. ‘You must know this, brother. The White Helmets are committed to these words from the Quran. Whoever saves a life, saves all of humanity.’

Bashir bowed his head. ‘My mother used to tell me that.’

‘May Allah bless her. She taught you well. I used to carry arms. But it is better to give my life to my people than take lives.’

‘May Allah bless your family also.’ Bashir gripped the bench seat as the truck swerved to avoid a crater. His chest was tight with smoke, which had poured down his throat like concrete eager to fill a void as he followed the Syrian search-and-rescue volunteers into the fire, digging through rubble for survivors in the long minutes’ wake of a cluster bomb, the Red Crescent warehouse groaning, keening, until it swayed, walls crumpling, and crashed in a cloud of render. Bashir pulled the sleeve of his battered Barbour back from his Casio watch. There was a gash on his forearm. He wiped blood from his watch face. Every vanishing second reduced her chances. Five minutes until the drop.

The man beside him removed the white helmet with his name written in indelible pen, shook dust and debris free from his hair, and replaced the helmet. He played along as Bashir took his portrait, but the gaze fixed on Bashir was probing. ‘I have known other photojournalists, sir. Even other men from Reuters. I have seen them pull victims into their cars and drive them to hospitals under live fire. Shield children from shells. Give their flak jackets away.’ The White Helmet sniffed. ‘But I’ve never seen a photojournalist do any of that without taking a photograph first. You ran into the fire, and you didn’t take a single shot. Not until we’d cleared the dead for burial. You might be a noble man. But you are not a war photographer. And you hold your camera like a gun.’

Bashir looked down. Three fingers on the grip, thumb on the barrel, finger at the trigger. His heart was haring. ‘It’s my first war.’ He tried a smile. ‘I haven’t developed a defence against my humanity yet.’

The man studied Bashir. The thick sweat of the other volunteers in the cabin, the squeak of their fireproof overalls, the screams of pain from the medical truck behind, the wind chasing down the mountainside to push at the wheelbase, the sudden rumble overhead, the muscles in each man’s thighs tensing, carrying them to their feet before anyone exchanged a word, until one raised a hand and called, ‘It’s only a civilian aircraft’ – it all filled the breach of silence. The White Helmet shrugged. ‘I do not think so, sir. I think you are more concerned for your own little war than ours. But I thank you for your help. You may have saved your soul, today. I believe this is where you wished to be dropped … for your next photo assignment.’

Bashir could not summon a reply, and had no chance to do so, the truck rolling to a stop.

The White Helmet clapped his palms together, a slick stickiness, as if wiping his hands free of Bashir. But still he added, ‘Remember, brother: to save one soul is to save all of humanity.’

Bashir had to stoop as he rose. His mother had raised him to keep that sentiment tucked into his heart, though he had long since subscribed to another philosophy. Sid Bashir had been given a number and licence to kill. He was 009, and to him the faith that saving one soul could save something of the world’s humanity was harder to maintain in the face of the calculations his job demanded. He would more readily sacrifice one life for the good of the many. It might be cold, but then logic didn’t have a heart with corners to spare.

Tonight, though – tonight, Bashir would try to save just one life, one soul, and if it did not matter a great deal to the world, it mattered a great deal to him.

The doors opened. Bashir gave his thanks and jumped onto a single road snaking the foot of the mountains, the beaten earth and blistered tarmac etched by a faint moon.

The trucks rattled on, headlights fading, and with them the sound of the engine, until the only thing that moved on the hulking slope of the mountain was one small black spot, the figure of Bashir inching ever upwards, his outline stretched, flung and swallowed in the pinstripe shadows of pine trees. As the minutes ticked down, high above a second black spot seemed to ripple from the lily pad shadow of drifting clouds, descending the mountain. This second black spot zig-zagged, and its own shadow was distorted by the unmistakable silhouette of a gun. The gun, and the shadow, belonged to Corporal Ilyasov, who was serving his first mission for Rattenfänger PMC.

Rattenfänger PMC offered a year’s average salary in whatever denomination you worshipped for just one month’s service and a trip to the Front, wherever the Front happened to be, however official or unofficial – Yemen, a concert hall or temple, the Central African Republic, a subway in a world capital. PMC stood for Private Military Company, or Pretty Much Crap, because to call Rattenfänger a private military company was like calling the mafia a social club. Registered in ever-changing shell companies, Rattenfänger were terrorists for profit, marauders who turned fluid situations into war zones and peaceful streets into settings for the nightly news. Their soldiers and bases were international. Their fingerprints were all over embassy bombings, kidnapping, grand larceny, under-reported civil wars, and data breaches. But those fingerprints could never be traced, and neither could their backers.

None of that mattered to Corporal Ilyasov, apart from the 1,240,000 roubles a month. He had a wife and three children, and that mattered a lot. Before Rattenfänger, Ilyasov might have hoped to earn that in a year, if he held his pockets wide open. This was his first posting. Pulling off his mask so he could spit out the taste of that evening’s third-rate vodka, Ilyasov continued down the mountain, treading carefully, just as they’d taught him in Molkino. Though there was little risk of attack so far into Assad’s territory, and so far up this godforsaken rock where nothing worth a damn grew. That was why they’d chosen the eastern slopes for the makeshift black site, the mountain showing its back to the Mediterranean and the few towns that straggled down towards Tripoli.

The ground beneath his boots was hard but the trees clung to their fir coats. Ilyasov peered up to locate the moon, but she was sulking, just like him. He didn’t see the point in patrolling so far out from the base – suspected Colonel Mora of punishing him for winning at cards. The other boys were watching the show, and he was listening to the wind.

Ilyasov was calculating how much longer the woman they were holding would last when a shape in the trees moved too quickly to be a swaying branch, and then a glitter in the black told him a knife was spinning towards him. That information registered too late. The knife found his jugular and Ilyasov pitched sideways.

The last thing he was conscious of was a boot tipping him onto his back, and then a needle-thin light on his face. In its trembling beam, Ilyasov made out eyes like antique gold and a nose that bumped over a break. He had only another thirty seconds to live, and would not report this to anyone.

Ilyasov’s body would be returned to his wife by a courteous, silver-haired gentleman, who would leave five million roubles of ‘insurance money’ on the kitchen table, along with a medal for blood and bravery. When his wife called up newspapers and her local councilman to demand answers, she would be shown her error by foreign men in cheap, dark suits.

Bashir pulled the flat throwing knife free and cleaned the blade on the dead man’s arm, at the bicep, where he expected a Syrian flag. He turned the torch onto the man’s sleeve. Nothing. He looked back at the face.

Bashir tapped his earpiece. ‘How do you feel about surprises, boss?’

A chirp, then Moneypenny’s voice: ‘Depends who jumps out of the cake, 009.’

‘I know you were hoping for worn out soldiers of the Syrian Armed Forces. But how about a well-armed, well-trained, if very dead, soldier with no flag?’

‘Rattenfänger?’

‘Quiet extraction is looking like wishful thinking.’

‘Stand by, 009.’

Bashir scanned the trees, hunting for a sign of a second patrolman. He remembered Bill Tanner briefing him and the other new recruits about Rattenfänger. Bill had been perched on the desk at the front of the seminar room, and rolled his sleeves up as if settling into a bedtime story: a folk tale for the ages. ‘Rattenfänger are out to make money, whether that’s by holding a city to ransom, or lending their services to the highest bidder. Every member has a stake in the profits. Like a diabolical Waitrose.’ Bill laughed at his own joke, then hunched closer for the grisly part. ‘For those who flunked German, Rattenfänger means Rat Catcher, the original name of the Pied Piper. They earned their name bombing a school track and field day after a Russian oligarch refused to pay Rattenfänger for their services kidnapping the son of this oligarch’s rival. They killed their own client’s son, and his whole class too, and were paid for their efforts by the original target. The US levelled both businessmen with sanctions. The rival shrugs and says: I am a businessman. That is all. If they want to see the devil, let them see him. But that’s overstating his position. He’s only a disciple. Rattenfänger are the real devil.’

009 waited for the devil now. M had denied permission to carry a handgun into Syria, in case he was searched as a photojournalist. Bashir was glad of the throwing knife now, which he’d concealed in the hinges of his camera case, knowing Customs would consent to a hand search in order to avoid X-rays damaging the kit. Rattenfänger had shot 008 in the head last month and left him in the scrub in the Central African Republic. And Donovan had been good. Still, Bashir bent down, prised the RPK-74M from the dead mercenary’s hands, and slung it over his shoulder. Then he took the man’s radio, lowered the volume, and pocketed it.

‘Home front to 009. Stand down. I say again, stand down.’

Bashir felt his body temperature drop. ‘That’s a bad copy, say again?’

‘Listen, 009. Rattenfänger must be leasing the base. Q says Rattenfänger’s SOP is to station at least thirty agents inside the compound, most likely alongside the Syrian Armed Forces. The chance of mission success is less than zero. We don’t even know she’s alive. It’s been nineteen days. You know the odds.’

Bashir chewed his lip. He wondered if Moneypenny was conscious of slipping from the language of a strategist, the language she used when hoping to appeal to Bashir’s better angels, to the language of a gambler – into his language. So: what would Bond say? Life is nothing but a heap of six to four against, Penny. That doesn’t mean I leave the table. But that didn’t help him. What would 009 say?

‘She’s more valuable than I am. This isn’t a zero-sum game. My death is worth the chance of her life.’

White noise. Then: ‘As romantic as that is, 009, the bank wins this time. Stand down. It’s too dangerous.’

Bashir clenched his jaw. What now? Leave her to die, if she wasn’t dead already. Leave her to the devil, and only in order to save his own skin? Exfil to Istanbul, back to London, and then the Tube to the Regent’s Park office, the silent journey in the lift, the walk along the corridor, avoiding the commiserating or disappointed eyes of the others, refusing Moneypenny’s understanding, and finally facing M’s sympathetic eyes across the table, his ‘better luck next time’, when, of course, there couldn’t be one, because Bashir would have failed to save her, just as he had failed James Bond.

Bashir straightened up. ‘Someone once told me it’s always too dangerous. That’s the fun.’

‘Sid—’

A soft sound, and then that stern voice came on: ‘009?’ It was M.

‘Sir.’

‘Try and bring it off. And watch out.’

Bashir smiled. ‘Sir.’ He heard Moneypenny raising an objection, and then tapped his earpiece, silencing the debate on how short his odds were. It was then he heard a boot catching in the undergrowth.

He turned, drew the knife, threw.

A thud.

Bashir inspected the dying patrolman. A second pawn.

He slid his knife out of the man’s thorax, and eased the RPK-74M into a comfortable grip. He searched the soldier, found more magazines, which he pocketed. The camera hung from his left shoulder, and Bashir raised it now, switching to infrared. The forest was clear of moving bodies. A walled-off compound with a single watchtower crouched at the peak of the mountain, another fifteen-minute sharp hike. Bashir brought the sniper waiting there into focus, and then moved off, considering where they might set up the kitchen. In private military operations like this one, locals put on the food, usually in poorly constructed huts with little regard for regulations. That would be his strategy.
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Bête Noire

The compound occupied a half-moon of cleared forest at the peak of the hill: inside the walls, a grid of tents surrounded a stone barracks. At the rear of the compound, a soldier guarding the service entrance stood whistling the same few bars of a song. He seemed to be having trouble finding the bridge. It wouldn’t bother him for long. He slumped forward.

009 caught the man’s Makarov PM before it could clatter across the ground. The favourite pistol of Soviet policemen, before Bashir’s time. Eight rounds in the chamber. Hauling the body into the shadows, Bashir stripped the man of his jacket, and pulled it on. He skirted around to the kitchen, a tent with wires straggling from it like the tangled limbs of a dead octopus. Bashir ducked through the door, and found the cook reading on a cot – a skinny man who, Bashir imagined, lived on leftovers. The man started up. With one hand, Bashir covered the cook’s mouth. With the other, he held the pistol to his head.

‘One chance,’ Bashir whispered, and then switched to Levantine Arabic. ‘The back door is open. Disappear, quietly. Or burn to death.’

The hand Bashir had clamped over the man’s mouth grew clammy with sweat. The cook nodded. Bashir let go. The cook glanced around, as if the fire had already started and he was considering what to save. Then he looked back into Bashir’s eyes, where he seemed to recognise something. He swallowed, picked up his book, and ducked through the back.

Bashir made a study of the kitchen. He wanted as big an explosion as possible. If he was right, it would draw most of the Syrian troops from their posts, and at least half Rattenfänger, who would have the urge to take command of a crisis. Bashir supposed four or five Rattenfänger had been ordered to remain with the prisoner at all times, and would not stir despite the kitchen finally doing what everyone on base would have joked about at one time or another, given the state of this generator: gone up in flames. Their fear would be the fire spreading to other tents, hovering in the wind, roosting in trees. It would be the forest that killed them, a slow collapse of blazing timber.

Well, there was no point being subtle about it. Bashir kicked over the petrol generator. The back end clunked to the ground. Liquid oozed onto the dirt floor. He popped the back of the camera, prised out the battery, and chucked it in the microwave. He set the thing to one minute, maximum heat. This represented only a marginal departure from his usual culinary skills anyway.

Bashir grabbed a small knife that smelt of onions from the sink, and retreated out the back. After forty-two seconds a bolt of hot air and flame shot from the tent. Twelve seconds later, the whole kitchen went up, slapping the night white with shock. The air twanged, and then there was the sound of boots running, and soldiers shouting.

Bashir raced towards the stone barracks, keeping his head down, buffeted by the panic of running Syrian soldiers, who saw his jacket and did not question him. Inside was the usual filth of men in close quarters. Bashir hurried past the Officers’ Mess, where a game of cards had been left abandoned. He was about to take the next turn when he heard orders barked in choppy English. Bashir drew up against the wall, and held his breath as at least five Rattenfänger passed by without looking around the corner.

As the fifth man passed, Bashir grabbed him by the collar and jerked him back. The man twisted in his grip. Bashir slammed his elbow down on the man’s wrist. He dropped his gun in shock.

Bashir jammed his gun into the man’s gut. ‘Take me to her.’

A moment’s hesitation, then a quick nod.

Bashir followed the soldier deeper into the compound, tracking left turns and right. The hallway lights doused, replaced by the flickering aqua of a back-up generator. He noticed prison tattoos crawling up the man’s neck.

‘In there,’ the soldier whispered. ‘The bitch is in there.’

Bashir peered around the next corner. At the end of the short passage was a locked steel door.

‘Do you have the key?’

‘No.’

‘And you had so much potential.’

Bashir struck the man with the butt of the pistol. He stepped over his unconscious body and around the corner, considering the locked door. And him without a wall charge to his name.

Bashir was slinging the RPK-74M around when he heard the door rattle. He pulled back to the corner.

Three soldiers came out, locking the door behind them, and formed up in front of it: the Rattenfänger men ordered to stay with the prisoner.

He could take them with a burst from the machine gun, but that would draw the others back – if they heard it over the hunger of the fire.

Regardless of whether the troops outside heard it, the Rattenfänger undoubtedly behind the door with a gun to her head would. A steel door could only muffle so much. And the man would follow his orders without question, just as Bashir would.

Quiet it is.

Let’s call it a sample of convenience. Can two knives kill three guards?

Bashir moved into the open, registering three masked soldiers coiled with excitement, fingers on triggers. Before any of them could make a sound, Bashir threw his own knife and the kitchen knife, picking off the left and right men. The man on the right staggered and fell, eliminated. The kitchen knife was poorly weighted and found the cheek of the man on the left. He was about to howl, just as the man in the middle raised his rifle. Bashir rolled forward, hooked one foot behind the man’s ankle, and then smashed the man’s knee. He went down flat. The rifle clattered away. Bashir pulled the knife out of the cheek of the man on the left and slashed his throat just as he clambered to his feet. Bashir elbowed back. The soldier hit the wall, drawing his pistol for a point-blank shot. Bashir slammed him into the wall, nothing clever in it, just body against body. Bashir’s ribs shuddered, close to breaking. He held on.

‘You think you beat Rattenfänger?’ the man spat. ‘Pied Piper is unbeatable.’

Bashir clamped his hand over the soldier’s mouth, as he had the cook’s, only this time he did not let go. The soldier thrashed and pounded. Bashir held on.

As the man sagged, Bashir panted: ‘I don’t believe in fairy tales.’

‘I see you don’t like to give your enemy the chance to surrender, Mr Bashir.’

Bashir hunched, absurdly readying himself for a bullet to the back of the head. None came. The next thought: they know my name. Bashir turned, his back to the steel door now. At the end of the short passage stood a man whose presence seemed to make the nearby crash of fire seem irrelevant, foolish even. He was a giant, with at least fifteen years on Bashir. He had buzzed, greying hair. He wore the uniform with no flag of Rattenfänger. His arms were unusually long, his empty hands hanging by his sides unusually big, seeming to wait for something. The stripes on his shoulder said he was a colonel. The king, and probably the only man who knew who was funding Rattenfänger, who was calling the shots. In the flickering light, Bashir could see the man was smiling indulgently.

The colonel gestured to the bodies. ‘Not very sporting. I thought you Englishmen had rules.’

‘I skipped Civics,’ said Bashir, and hurled the kitchen knife.

The colonel plucked it from the air. He laughed, and then weighed the blade in his great palm. ‘Next time, I suggest stealing a bigger knife.’

Bashir was about to pull the Makarov PM and fire when he remembered the gun to her head, just behind the door.

‘No need to give less than your best,’ said the colonel. ‘It doesn’t matter who hears. She’s already dead.’

Bashir rocked a little, then planted his feet. ‘She’s a high-value target. You’d keep her alive as long as possible.’

The colonel shrugged. ‘She broke.’ He said it lightly as if they were discussing a faulty bicycle. ‘We extracted what we wanted, and disposed of the remains.’

Bashir listened, tried to locate noises from behind the door. There were none.

‘And now all that’s left,’ said the colonel, ‘is to break you.’ He tossed the knife away, and came on with his arms still hanging loosely.

Instinct told Bashir to shoot. There was no sound from behind the door. She was dead. He was too late, and she was dead. But he did not draw. His mission was to bring her home. So what if this man said she was dead? A certain event with a probability rate of 100 per cent still might not occur.

Bashir crouched forward in the starting position of krav maga. He threw a right. The colonel swayed back, quicker than Bashir imagined, despite his bulk. Then the colonel’s hand shot out, his fingers stiff, and jabbed Bashir in the brachial plexus.

Bashir almost threw up. His right hand went numb. It would not form a fist. Shock sliced through him.

The colonel stabbed Bashir’s tibialis anterior muscle with his boot. Bashir folded to his knees. He swung with his left.

The colonel caught the punch and dug his thumb between Bashir’s fingers. Bashir’s hand was suddenly boneless. He was attacking Bashir’s nerve points. The colonel knocked behind Bashir’s ear with one knuckle, finding the pit between jaw and neck. Bashir choked. He couldn’t move. He was paralysed.

The colonel sniffed. He seized Bashir by the lapel and hauled. Bashir swung from his fist. His eyes were streaming.

‘This does not reflect well,’ said the colonel. ‘Not well at all. I was led to believe you were something special. 009: the next bright thing from Her Majesty’s Secret Service. Strategic, smart, ruthless. First-class degree with Honours in Philosophy and Mathematics from King’s. Fights with tenacity. High threshold for pain. A promising young man with an exciting future as a professional murderer. Only weakness that big brain of his, persuading him to take measures a mere mortal might shudder at. But this over-thinking looks very much like not thinking at all. You are letting yourself down, boy. You couldn’t even die for her. You’re too late. You failed her. And now you’re failing me. Come on, son. Play up, play up and play the game – isn’t that what M would say?’

Bashir flailed about inside, but his limbs would not respond. He’d been rendered impotent with just a few jabs. Fear and revulsion gripped him.

Remember your training. Remember Bond’s words. At the heart of every agent is a hurricane room: in the tropics, the room a house keeps empty at its centre so that when a storm begins to shake the skies, the family can retreat to this citadel without fear of flying chairs or the shrapnel of smashed crockery. The hurricane room inside you is painted white, so clean it shines. You retreat there when a situation is beyond your control and no other action can be taken – retreat there, and wait for the storm to rage into exhaustion, for the moment you can step out and ask the heavens: Is that all you’ve got? The moment you can say: Give me your worst, I’ll take it. So, retreat to your hurricane room, and wait for your nerves to come back. They’ll come back to you, and then you’ll stick your thumb into this man’s eye. Until then, lock the door, Sid. For God’s sake, lock the door.

‘What would dear Moneypenny think, if she could see you now? Her shiny new toy, to replace all the toys she’s lost, but you’re broken out of the box. Bête noire of the world’s terrorists and criminals?’ He laughed. ‘You’re just a scared little boy, hoping mother will come along and save him – and knowing she never will.’

The hurricane door burst open. The storm was coming in.

Bashir kicked out, aiming for the colonel’s groin. The colonel caught his ankle, and hurled him against the wall. Bashir hit the floor.

He was trying to shift his arms when the colonel stamped on Bashir’s solar plexus, with all the pressure he’d give a cockroach.

Bashir almost blacked out.

When the colonel knelt down on his chest, the weight was an ocean. Bashir tried to buck and thrash, but he could not move the monster an inch – he could not move.

Hands like giant pink crabs closed around his throat.

He could not scream.

The walls of Bashir’s hurricane room caved in. She was dead. He had failed her. He could not move, could not breathe, could not scream. He was a child, screaming from night terrors after his mum’s funeral. There was a malevolent ghost squatting on his chest. For all he’d prayed, it was not his mum’s spirit that returned to comfort him, but something vicious and hateful, and his mum did not cross over to save him.

This is how he would die. A child again. A failure. Alone.

As the light faded, Bashir noticed a tattoo spread over the colonel’s chest and neck. A death’s head hawkmoth. His mother had designed her garden to attract butterflies and taught Bashir their names. Must report the tattoo to M, Bashir thought, and then laughed at himself. The moth’s wings fluttered as the cords in the colonel’s neck bulged, and then began to flap as the colonel started to pant, not from any exertion – he batted away Bashir’s protests – but from pleasure. The moth came closer. It wanted to smother him. The monster seemed to want to drink his last gasp. The fingers squeezed. Bashir could not breathe. He could not breathe.

A single gunshot.

The moth panicked, wings hot against his face, and then reared away.

Bashir gasped, swallowing the bitter smell of gunpowder.

The colonel lay on his side next to Bashir. Blood pooled under him, warming Bashir’s fingers back to life.

Air rushed into him. His stomach folded inside out. His nerves blazed. He sat up.

003 stepped through the smoke.

Bashir rested his head against the wall. Breathed out. Tried to laugh. ‘I’m here to rescue you.’

Harwood smiled back at him. ‘I can see that.’

She put out her hand. Bashir’s skin crawled as he moved his arm, took her hand, and got shakily to his feet. He looked over her shoulder. The steel door was open, revealing a room with no windows, a chair with restraints hanging from the back, a table with a box of used syringes, and a man lying on the floor, bleeding from the temple.

‘I like what you’ve done with the place,’ he said.

Her eyes glittered in the half-light. ‘I thought you might.’

‘You got any plans this evening?’

‘What did you have in mind?’

‘How about breakfast in Istanbul?’
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003

Johanna Harwood had stayed with James Bond in the Golden Horn suite of the Pera Palace Hotel twice, once on their first joint mission, and then for a weekend away. Built in 1892 by a French-Turkish architect to neoclassical proportions for passengers of the Orient Express, the hotel was within firing range of crowded Istiklal Avenue, as well as a roulette of consulates, from British to Russian. The guest list had once included Mata Hari and Ernest Hemingway. On that second visit, the concierge gave Bond the keys to the Agatha Christie suite, where Harwood tested whether the typewriter still worked, now preserved behind a velvet rope. It did. Things like that happened with Bond. He was fun. He made her laugh. Bond lived up to his belief that an agent should take refuge in great luxury to efface the memory of danger and the shadow of death. She knew that if he were here now, that’s what he’d be doing: four in the morning by the Belle Époque mantel clock on the marble sideboard, and Bond would be pouring them both a glass of Dom Pérignon.

‘What shall we drink to?’ said Bashir.

Harwood looked down at the glass of water now in her hand. She couldn’t remember taking it. In fact, she couldn’t remember sitting down on the bed, with its polished mahogany headboard, and the antique Turkish silk rug employed as a wall hanging. She was no longer wearing the jumpsuit they’d forced her into. Instead, she wore a red peshtemal dressing gown.

Yes – that was it. She had stripped from the thing with Bashir’s help, her own hands trembling. Then she had spent fifteen minutes at the bathroom sink with the first aid kit and a glass of whisky. She studied her bare feet. The bruises had soured yellow.

The last few hours – stealing a UAZ, the breakneck drive down the Homs Gap, Bashir at the wheel, Rattenfänger close at their heels, Harwood spraying the forest with machine-gun fire, reaching the Druze militia, who smuggled them into Tripoli, and then the sigh of relief as they made it to the boat Bashir had arranged – it felt just as much a dream as the last nineteen days was a nightmare.

Bashir seemed to know this, for he didn’t sit down beside her, but in the corner armchair.

Harwood said, ‘Let’s just drink.’

‘I’m too scared of that look in your eyes to argue.’

‘Coward.’ She noticed the suitcase in the corner. ‘That’s mine.’

‘That’s good news,’ he said. ‘Otherwise I broke into the wrong flat.’

‘You broke into my flat?’ she said, sitting up a little straighter.

‘Well, if you’re going to insist a man returns his key when he breaks off the engagement, what else do you expect? Besides, living in that Brutalist eyesore attracts all the wrong elements.’

‘The Barbican is a ground-breaking mixed-use site of housing and art for the people.’

‘I should’ve brought your little red book too, I see. I thought you might want your own things, after …’

Harwood swallowed, then laughed shakily. ‘A little overconfident of mission success, there, 009?’

A shadow seemed to touch his face. ‘Not much point being anything else.’

‘That’s what they teach us,’ she said, studying him in the glow of the bedside lamp. The black curls swept into a haphazard quiff, which fell into his face more often than not; thick eyebrows; eyes that deepened to near-black in the gloom; cheekbones that threw shadows down his face; nose like a blade and lips so full he always seemed to be pouting. He was perhaps the most beautiful man she’d ever met. All sharp angles, he kept himself from feeling ungainly by stooping a little over the person he was talking to and shoving his hands in the pockets of his trousers, giving him the habit of gesturing with his elbows – something he did now, hunched in the armchair, the muscles of his right arm twitching indignantly. His well-tuned body, framed by the close-fitting black cashmere – which made the bloodstains harder to see – was quietly wringing out his panic and pain. She knew she’d have to tell him her story for the initial report soon, and bear the look in his eyes. ‘I suppose this is the part where I say, Oh Sid, I knew you’d come for me.’

‘Did you?’

She put her empty glass down on the bedside table. ‘They caught me in Damascus. I thought I’d picked up Bond’s trail. But it was a trap. I should have taken more precautions, after … after everything.’

He coloured, took her glass, filled it from the bathroom tap. When he returned, she did not look up at him.

‘I know what comes next,’ she said.

Bashir sat down, reclining so that his face was in shadow. ‘I don’t.’

‘You need to know if I broke,’ she said. ‘What I told them. How many assets I jeopardised. If I could have been turned. My loyalty, scale of one to ten. Anything under six, you take the Glock 17 you removed from the safe when we walked in here, shoot me in the head, and save M the paperwork. My only question is why Moneypenny sent my ex-fiancé to do the job. Does she think you’re that cold?’ She opened her hands. ‘Maybe you are.’

He shifted in the dark. ‘I know you didn’t give them anything.’

‘Your faith in me is touching.’

‘Those are fresh injection marks on your arm. I’d guess a cocktail to relax you, and disorientate you. Possibly make you hallucinate. And those are new burn marks on your shoulder. New, and angry. You didn’t tell them anything, because you didn’t break. And they were pissed off about it.’

Harwood stood up. She opened the curtains of the French windows and looked down onto one of the most famous views in the world. On the right, the still waters of the Golden Horn streamed in pink and green neon, the lights from floating fish restaurants, and on the left the unsheltered Bosphorus surged, black and gold, a winking semaphore that told the story of sleepless shipping. The Pera Palace was at the tail end of a tourist district; diplomats and delegates used most of the surrounding hotels, and the night was soft. Soon, the cough of engines and the call to prayer would herald the working day, and the two continents threaded together by water would carry on about their business. Someone once told her Istanbul is a small town that just happens to be very big. It reminded her of Paris, of home.

Harwood closed her eyes, steering away from that thought, and towards the last time she was here, to breakfast with James on this balcony – remembering the deep yellow yoghurt in the blue china bowl, the blushing figs, the jet-black Turkish coffee, that burnt taste of freshly ground beans; sitting in James’ lap, taking his cup from his hand, and untying her peshtemal gown; the smile on his face when he saw she wore nothing beneath it – remembering all this so vividly it made this moment seem like nothing but a dress rehearsal.

Except it wasn’t make-believe, and it wasn’t Bond, because she still hadn’t found him, and he was probably dead by now. It was Bashir, the man she’d finally left Bond for, the man she loved, the man who now could not love her back because he’d been on a joint mission with Bond when 007 went missing, and could no longer hold her gaze. But still, perhaps the person who knew her best, and the best person she knew.

She said, ‘I was close. I almost broke.’

‘We’re always close.’

Harwood turned to face him. ‘So that’s my debrief? You don’t want to give me a physical?’

Bashir cleared his throat. ‘Are you suffering from any life-threatening injuries?’

‘No.’

‘Anything else you want me to know?’ he said.

Harwood let go of the curtain’s velvet cord. She didn’t remember gripping it. ‘No.’

‘Then, no, I’m not going to give you a physical.’ Bashir stood up, and stepped into the light. He was smiling suddenly. ‘Unless you want me to.’

‘I’d rather you order room service.’

‘I’ll never recover,’ he said, loping across the room to the phone. ‘What have you missed?’

Harwood’s shoulders dropped. The urge to laugh came over her. She considered him, the hunch of his broad shoulders, refusing to put down some weight. The pull of his jumper as he glanced at his watch, revealing two inches of his stomach, straining muscle and a line of dark hair disappearing down. The urge to laugh was replaced by the urge to kiss him.

She crossed the carpet to stand beside him, drawing his chin down with her finger and thumb, and pressing her lips to his. He remained stiff for a moment, and then he pulled her to him, kissing her with an intensity that matched their first time.

Then the voice of the concierge desk interrupted them.

‘Your order, ma’am?’ said Bashir, his voice the way she remembered in these moments, heavy with want.

‘I don’t care.’

Bashir chuckled, bent to kiss her again, tangling a hand in her hair – and then told the desk they’d have the biggest breakfast on the menu, twice. ‘It’ll be half an hour,’ he said.

‘Half an hour?’

‘That’s what the man said.’

‘Enough time to wash my hair.’

Bashir nodded. ‘That’s a serious job. You’ll need a safe pair of hands.’

Harwood felt the mood slip from her, but she wanted to stay in it, wanted to stay in this warmth, away from reality. ‘Are you a safe pair of hands?’ she asked, looking into those eyes, which weren’t black any more, but gold. She knew it didn’t quite make sense: was she asking whether she’d be safe with him, or whether he was safe with her? But he didn’t seem to mind, for he simply drew a gentle hand over her shaking arms. His arms were shaking too.

‘Yes,’ he said.

003 woke with the call to prayer floating in through the window, which had been cracked open an inch, admitting the mixed scent of the Bosphorus rushing coldly on; the market nearby, selling spices, sugar, nuts, paprika, baklava; and beneath all that the mulch of rotting vegetables and broken drains.

Sitting up, she winced as the bedsheet brushed her burns, and looked around, expecting to find Bashir on his knees.

‘Over here.’

He was standing naked in the door to the bathroom, holding her jewellery pouch. ‘I know you can’t be separated long.’ His chest was a spider’s web of bruises.

She said, ‘If you’ve ordered coffee too then I’ll know you love me.’

He grinned. ‘On the way up. I’ve got your Charlotte Perriand ball bearing necklace, and those earrings we found in the flea market in Nice.’

Harwood stroked a thumb over the needle marks on her arm. ‘I feel more human already.’

‘And this.’ He tipped something from the bag into his palm, a lapis lazuli ring. ‘You kept it.’

‘I’m thinking of starting a collection. Engagement rings in transit.’

‘Oh yeah? How many men have proposed to you lately?’

‘That depends. What do you think you’re doing right now?’

He ducked his head, then sat on the edge of the bed, making the mattress bounce with the jerks of his foot. ‘Listen, Johanna. I know I owe you an apology.’

‘Never accept a man’s vowels.’

‘I’m good for it.’

She bit down on the lurch of feeling. ‘We’re all sorry, Sid. Was there something in particular you were thinking of?’

‘In particular?’

‘Yes.’

He closed his fist around the ring, bent down, and kissed her, a kiss that tugged at her like an undercurrent. ‘I never stopped loving you, Johanna.’

‘Say that again for the people in back.’

The sun swung on its axis, puncturing the curtains and scattering jewel drops across the floor, casting him in stained glass. He pulled back. ‘You don’t believe me?’

‘Should I?’

He swallowed. ‘I thought I’d never see you again. I thought you were dead. Everything that happened – I don’t want to lose you again.’

‘You didn’t lose me, Sid. Just like you didn’t lose James.’

Harwood linked fingers with his, tracing the bump of his knuckles. He bowed over her, and she felt a tear fall into her hair.

She said, ‘I did know.’

‘Know what?’

Harwood drew a quick breath. ‘I knew you’d come for me. That’s why I didn’t break. I knew you’d come.’
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Blank Sun

The security officer who presided over the lifts of the Regent’s Park office was a navy veteran called Bob Simmons who rested the stump of his left arm against the panels only he could operate. He could read the building like few others. When a Double O stepped on at the basement, he would sniff the gun smoke on them, and either congratulate or commiserate on their score that day in the shooting gallery. He was always right. When the doors sighed open on the eighth floor, the offices of the Double O section, Simmons could tell from the pace of activity in the corridor – whose drab Ministry of Works green had long outlasted the Ministry – whether a crucial flash meant good news, or loss had thrown its shroud over the screens. When 008 had been killed in the field last month, the floor was muted. No one on Moneypenny’s staff let doors swing open, or bang shut. It was as if they had all agreed to a minute’s silence that would not end.

Simmons had only recently grown accustomed to thinking of the office on ninth as Moneypenny’s domain. Sir Emery Ware was mostly based these days at SIS HQ on the Thames – M described the building as a bureaucrat’s Aztec temple stranded in Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens – and he always hummed in the lift whenever he was called back to his Double Os. Simmons knew that’s how M still saw the Double O section, himself the only Double O to survive the racket, granting him legendary status and the crown, first as Section Chief and then M when his mentor Sir Miles Messervy retired. He’d overlapped with 007 and Moneypenny in their first years in the Section, introducing Bond to all brands of fun trouble, all the while telling Moneypenny he was giving her the gift of experience as she fished them out of it. Sir Emery appointed Moneypenny as Section Chief when he moved to Vauxhall to become Chief of MI6. But he’d never let go. These vainglorious but effective weapons were his children.

Today, Simmons felt the good news in the straining cords of the lift as staff came in and out, carrying word from floor to floor, though the message would have crossed every station already. This was news to share personally, a moment to savour. Regent’s Park had been living under a cloud for more years than Simmons cared to count. The original 009 was shot on a job. 0011, Harry Mace, disappeared on assignment in Singapore. Elizabeth Dumont and Anna Savarin, 002 and 0010, were killed in Dubai and Basra. 005, Ventnor, had fallen to his death while on a mission with 000, Harthrop-Vane, or Triple O as he was dubbed. 000’s wrist and fingers remained bruised for weeks, a souvenir of his efforts to pull Ventnor to safety. Add to that the day Bashir limped in without 007 at his side. He did not meet the security officer’s eyes. Bob understood Bashir and Harwood split up after that. But today, finally, some good news. 009 had brought 003 back home.

Simmons rode down to the garage, and stood to attention without quite realising it as the doors whispered open. He looked past the Aston Martin, which remained under dustsheets, to Harwood’s Alpine A110S in matte thunder grey, expecting to hear its 1.8-litre 4-cylinder 16-valve turbocharged engine easing to an echo. But the car was just as quiet as the DB3. Instead, there was the hiss of Ms Moneypenny’s Jaguar E-Type, whose quiet electric engine Simmons thought of as almost indecently spy-like.

Moneypenny pushed the door to with her elbow, waving at Simmons over the bonnet of the car. Simmons saluted.

‘Ninth, please, Bob.’

‘Ma’am.’ He touched his fingertips to the panel, and a set of symbols only he understood glowed briefly, then disappeared at a tap. She stepped on beside him. Simmons tried to detect any sense of satisfaction from her, but her cool stare was as direct and quizzical as usual, with no spark to give the game away. She wore oxblood brogues, grey slacks, a green silk shirt with the gold and turquoise insect brooch that Simmons thought she wore when she wanted to get away from here to warmer climes, and an amber trench coat with the collar up, catching her curls, which glistened wet. The splotchy newspaper under her arm showed a photograph of Sir Bertram Paradise posing outside his satellite megafactory in Wales. Simmons caught the clench of her jaw. ‘Rain again?’

‘Thirteen consecutive days,’ said Moneypenny. ‘I should have placed a bet.’

‘You want to bet on something,’ said Simmons, ‘bet on the sun.’

A small smile. ‘I don’t think bookies would take a bet on whether the sun will rise.’

‘Not rise, ma’am. Whether it will blink.’

She glanced up. ‘Excuse me?’

‘The sun is blank. No sunspots for over one hundred days. That’s a record.’

‘Does that mean anything?’

‘Now is a good time to take risks,’ he said, ‘but don’t be surprised if those closest to you, either at home or in the workplace, deliver a surprise. At least, that’s what my daughter posted on Instagram this morning.’

Moneypenny freed her hair from her collar. ‘I’ll look into that for her.’

‘Obliged, ma’am.’

‘Don’t expect 009 or 003 today.’ She looked at him sidelong. ‘I know the building’s humming, but Bashir is due to debrief at Vauxhall, and Harwood is bound for Shrublands.’

‘She got seven days without the option?’

‘Something like that.’ The lift slid to a stop. ‘Thanks, Bob.’

She turned left and walked past Communications, where sunspots and the movement of the Heaviside layer used to hold great significance. She made a note to ask the listeners if they ever got any intelligence on the sun these days, and pushed through the green baize door. Her assistant, Phoebe Taylor – a petite, young woman with a purple fringe, a smile brighter than the sun, whatever the sun’s movements, and an IQ brilliant enough for Op Management – rose from her seat.

‘Morning, ma’am. 009 and 003 have touched down.’

‘Thank you.’ She looked past Phoebe to the window, the glistening treetops of the English Gardens. ‘Any word on when he’ll be arriving?’

‘Not yet.’

Moneypenny touched her brooch. ‘Let me know.’ She slipped off her coat, turning to find Phoebe waiting; smiling, she let her take the wet thing. Moneypenny opened the door to her office, hearing the hum of the red light go on overhead – signalling she was not to be disturbed – then closed it behind her, resting for a moment against the soundproof padding.

So, Mikhail Petrov, the subject of Bond’s final mission, was dead.

Moneypenny crossed to the window, forcing the sashes to relent and let it up by the inch allowed by security. She wanted the smell of rain, wanted to wash the whole place out. Raindrops bounced on the sill and ran to the ground.

She sat behind the glass desk and tapped her screen. Her fingerprint swelled for a moment across the sensitive surface as if rippling across a pond, and then the crime scene photographs flashed up along with the report. The body in the bathtub. The wet tiles. The complimentary toothbrush glass broken.

Mikhail Petrov was dead, and Anna Petrov was missing.

Her first instinct: tell Phoebe to alert James. She and Bond had grown up in the Service, she as an agent runner in the field, he as the agent she was running. They had performed funeral rites and miracles over old wars and new wars, twenty years fighting nouns concrete and abstract, from drugs to terror; they had been rising stars, first sternly doted on by Sir Miles, then pinned together by Sir Emery to the top of the firmament. James would always be her first instinct.

Moneypenny pinched her fingers over her forehead, minimising the images of Mikhail’s murder in her mind. She imagined the swing of her door – for James never knocked – and there he’d be. The black comma of his fringe, always a little out of place; the grey-blue eyes that looked back at her with a hint of ironic inquiry; the longish nose; the straight and firm jaw; the slightly cruel mouth, smiling now as he said: ‘Miss me, Penny?’

She would start, hand to her heart. ‘Day and night, James, day and night.’

He’d sit down on the corner of her desk. ‘I hate to think of you losing sleep over me.’

‘Especially when it’s so much more fun losing sleep with you,’ she’d say, picking up her letter opener and tapping him on the shoulder. ‘Or so I’m reliably informed.’

A gasp. ‘Who’s been playing kiss and tell?’

‘Who hasn’t?’

‘You know you’ve spoiled all other women for me …’

Moneypenny wasn’t sure whether that was an actual conversation they’d once shared, when the idea that James Bond might one day fail to appear at her door seemed impossible, despite his insistence that he would die before the statutory retirement age of forty-five. An age he’d recently passed, refusing a promotion and a desk, in a grudging compromise between fieldwork and training. Why worry about the end, he’d say. Every mission carries a high probability of death. If it didn’t, Penny, you’d give it to somebody else. And the moments when it seems touch and go, he’d tell her – they just remind a man that being quick with a gun and easy with a smile doesn’t mean he’s invincible. He might be tarnished with years of treachery and ruthlessness and fear, but what waits in the dark isn’t afraid of him. Why should it be afraid of his cold arrogance and the flat bulge of a Walther PPK beneath his left armpit? There’s nothing to do about it. The whole of life is cutting through the pack with death. If a man makes it home to flirt with an old friend, that comes courtesy of his stars. Better thank them.

And then his stars had failed him. The sun went blank.
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Institutional Memory

What would James say about Mikhail Petrov’s death? Moneypenny remembered the briefing over at Vauxhall with M and Bill Tanner. 009 was in attendance too, the simple mission a chance to kick the boy wonder’s training wheels.

If Bond could have been said to have modelled himself after one man, it was M. Not in style, M was far too relaxed for Bond – scuffed red Converse, crisp jeans, striped T-shirt and linen blazer – but in charm. Under Sir Miles’ gruff oversight, Sir Emery had been an incorrigible older brother to Bond. When Sir Miles retired, Sir Emery took up the role of father at the point where Bond most needed one. A voice like honey over gravel that sometimes had to slip an octave higher in order to escape his closing throat. When M looked you in the eyes and smiled, you blushed and smiled back before you knew what you were doing. M had been a Double O himself, kicking up trouble in every quarter of the Cold War. There was something debonair and devil-may-care about M, a quality lauded then lamented by the four wives in the rear-view mirror. He had the body of a dancer or a fencer, though his arms were skinny and knotted now. Bald, a short white beard, white-grey eyebrows – which he just had to lift ever so slightly to make you feel he understood the weight of your pain, the whole world’s pain. This display of compassion was something he gifted cabinet secretaries and his driver, but it was out of place that day.

Bill Tanner, M’s roving Chief of Staff, was perched on the windowsill, hands shoved in his pockets, foot tapping.

Bond unbuttoned his jacket and sat down. ‘Didn’t expect to see you here, Bill.’

‘I’m protesting the cafeteria lunch.’

Moneypenny took the seat next to Bond. She read the coding upside down on the two files on M’s desk, then studied M’s face.

Adjusting his cuffs, Bond looked across the desk at the spy chief who after all these years, Moneypenny knew, held a great deal of his love, and all his loyalty and obedience. 009 remained standing behind them at the centre of the rug, hands clasped behind his back – Moneypenny observed his unusually erect posture in the reflection of the framed portrait that hung over M’s head. If M was Bond’s mentor, and Bond was Bashir’s, the man behind the glass – Sir Miles Messervy – had been M’s, and his battleship eyes peered down on the generations now.

‘New call sheet,’ said M. ‘Mikhail Petrov’s grown bored of the walk-on husband bit. Thinks he deserves a better billing.’

Moneypenny heard 009’s shoe scuff the rug as the latest Double O brought all his attention to bear on Bond’s current case. She wondered if Sid Bashir truly represented the new and improved model, or only the next best thing to 007. She also wondered, with a grim smile, how Johanna Harwood would answer that question.

Tanner leaned forward. ‘Mikhail, Russia’s foremost climate scientist, wants you to wine, dine and fuck him. If you’re not too busy doing the same to his wife.’

Moneypenny spoke before Bond could. ‘When did this come in?’

M slid one of the files to her. ‘Confirmed in the last hour. Mikhail wants to come over to our side. Quaint, isn’t it? But only if Bond will meet him and Anna in Barcelona and do the niceties in two weeks’ time.’ He considered Bond. ‘We sent you to woo the wife in question so you could use her access to his files. We never imagined it would endear you to her husband.’

‘Mikhail Petrov wanted to be a poet,’ said Bond.

M sighed theatrically. ‘Didn’t we all?’

Bond gave a one-shouldered shrug. ‘When Mikhail told me that he knew about the nature of my relationship with Anna, he wasn’t angry. Had the idea it made us closer. Affection for the same woman, I suppose. Poetic.’

Bond was silent as Moneypenny, M and Tanner discussed how best to use Mikhail’s kamikaze love for poetry, Anna’s kamikaze love for Bond, and Bond’s kamikaze love of – what, duty? – until it was decided that Bond would meet the Petrovs in Barcelona. Bashir would shadow him, observe how to bring in a defector.

As the angles were debated, Bond’s gaze drifted to the portrait of Sir Miles Messervy, where 009 was reflected in the glass. Moneypenny could only imagine what Bond was thinking at the prospect of taking Bashir with him so 009 could study Bond’s charm with another man’s wife, when Harwood had so recently chosen Bashir and accepted his ring. Moneypenny glanced over her shoulder. Bashir’s hands were loose now, and he was fiddling with his ring finger.

But when M gave a friendly rap on the table, Bond’s expression gave nothing away. M said: ‘Let Bashir learn from the best, hm?’

A small smile. ‘That’s what I did, sir.’

M pushed back from his desk. ‘You’ll get me all a-flutter, 007.’

Bond winked to Moneypenny. ‘I meant her, sir.’

Moneypenny remembered this with a stone dropping through her stomach. Because now James was missing, presumed dead after seventeen months, Mikhail had been found poisoned in a hotel room in Sydney, and Anna had disappeared.

She tapped the intercom. ‘Any sign of him, Phoebe?’

‘The lift’s just gone down, ma’am.’

Moneypenny twisted her brooch. James had stopped her as they summoned the lift that afternoon, told her he knew what Tanner had said to Harwood: James is a good-looking chap, but don’t fall for him. I don’t think he’s got much heart. That might be true. His heart might have been buried in Scotland at his parents’ empty graves, or Royale-les-Eaux, or on the road north of Rosenheim, under the careless gaze of the white peaks. Perhaps he wasn’t willing to hazard what remained. Or perhaps he’d never had much of a heart to begin with. Perhaps that’s how he ended up in this job.

Bond had been brought to his knees by love and luck only twice before, and knew if there were to be a third, Harwood could be the author of it. Either way, whatever was left of his capacity for love he had shared with 003, no matter how drifting the relationship – not that Bond would ever use such a word – and no matter what status their connection was given by those watching for vulnerabilities in Regent’s Park: active, inactive, as they pursued weekends away and embraces on his doorstep or hers, then retreated, then came back together for another mission, another night. Until Harwood chose Bashir. There were few people in the world Bond cared about and would do anything for. She was on a very short list.

Moneypenny thought of Harwood on her way to Shrublands now. A formidable agent, adaptable to the point of camouflage. Olive skin, brown hair so dark it was almost black, which curled at her shoulders. Eyebrows just as dark, a thick sweep. High cheekbones, a jawline that commanded respect, and a soft nose. Bronze eyes that could wither a man at forty paces, or light up with mischief. She’d gone undercover as everything from Albanian to Afghan to Ukrainian. Tall and slim, with a young face, she’d also cut off her hair and passed for a boy in Saudi Arabia. Bond liked to say they were both products of European unions, him Swiss-Scottish, her French-Northern Irish. Both were products of colonialism too, in different ways: Harwood’s mother Algerian-French, and Bond the poster boy for a waned empire.

He’d realised on their first mission he could fall and stay fallen, when 003 performed a tracheostomy on a boy under live fire in a public square with a biro for a tube. It’s not difficult to get a Double O number if you’re prepared to kill people in cold blood in the course of a job. You were told to take care of a bent Japanese cipher agent in New York or a Norwegian double agent in Stockholm, so you did. Your victims might have been decent people, but they were caught up in the gale of the world. But one wanted it to count. And Harwood made it count.

There by the lift, on that last day, Bond asked Moneypenny if she thought he had a cold heart.

‘No,’ she said. ‘That’s the problem.’

Before she could add another word, M had called James back, and she never told him what she meant. That his heart, or his sentiment, or whatever you wanted to call it – the wounds that never healed, the emptiness – that this broken heart of his would get him killed unless he gripped tight to that list of people he cared about. Because Moneypenny knew, and perhaps only she knew it, that James Bond, CMG, conqueror of SMERSH and defender of the realm, was running out of reasons to live.

And she very much wanted him to come home.

But she never got the chance to tell him any of that.

The door opened.

Moneypenny stood up, ludicrous hope at her throat.

004 said, ‘You expecting somebody else?’
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