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For Vick, for everything. Couldn’t have done it without you.




Kali

The human body is a very fragile thing. We float through our lives on a cloud of thoughtless optimism, wilfully oblivious to the reality that we’re all of us only ever moments away from annihilation.

Depending on your level of fitness and how much fat you’re carrying, cut off the food supply and you can last for up to three months. Without water you can last maybe three days. Without oxygen you’ve only got a matter of minutes.

And yet, shoot a man in the head from a few feet away with a narrow-calibre .380 round and they might just survive for years.

If they’re lucky.

Mahesh Chandry couldn’t help but reflect on this as he studied the body lying on the operating table, tubes sprouting from it like emergency plumbing. The usual theatre scrum was clustered around his head – nurses, anaesthetists, junior surgeons – preparing him for the neurosurgery Chandry was about to perform. That Chandry was not actually in the room with the patient, but nearly 3,000 kilometres away in Mumbai, was, he had to admit, something of a novelty. A novelty verging on a miracle. And yet, how many miracles had taken place during his lifetime which had now become routine, even mundane? Heart transplants, keyhole surgery, ever more sophisticated imaging, endoscopy, angioplasty (he, himself, had had three stents fitted – never felt better), the development of robotic prosthetics, face transplants …

And all anybody did was complain about waiting times.

Chandry realized that he was enjoying all this. The fact that he hadn’t had to scrub up felt strange and wrong and yet liberating. He needed no mask, or sweaty cap to cover his hair. Instead of the usual blue pyjama-like surgical scrubs, rubber Crocs and gown, he was wearing crisp chinos and a pair of unnecessarily expensive Ferragamo loafers with gold buckles. He’d bought the shoes in one of the overpriced designer shops in Infiniti Mall. They were wine red and matched his fresh Ralph Lauren polo shirt. He was being paid so much to perform this demonstration surgery that he’d treated himself to some little luxuries that would also be permanent mementoes.

There was a smell peculiar to operating theatres, or perhaps it was best described as a lack of smell. A cold, dead clinical atmosphere, which, when you started to cut bodies open, was soon replaced with the stench of pus, or stool, or dead flesh. Often, he would smear the inside of his mask with oil of wintergreen or, if he knew it was going to be a particularly bad case (like a perirectal abscess), benzoin tincture. Today he would need none of that. There was a diffuser somewhere, filling this five-star hotel suite with the rich and musky scent of jasmine. And, while operating theatres were usually windowless and all activity was focused inwards at the patient, from here, 150 metres above Mumbai, he had a splendid view out past the buildings on Salsette Island to the deep blue waters of the Arabian Sea. He found these new luxury hotels in Mumbai unreal, and the floor-to-ceiling windows that ran along the entire length of one wall gave the impression of a cinema screen showing a futuristic film set on some alien planet.

He poured himself a glass of sparkling water from a bottle branded with the logo of the medical technology company that was running the operation – DeserTech – and took a sip. The aircon was keeping the water nicely chilled. This was so much more civilized than having a nurse stick a tube into his mouth and squirt water into it from a plastic bottle. He put his glass down next to a silver platter of untouched sandwiches, snacks and fruit. Maybe later. He could never eat before an operation. Even a relaxed and remote one like this.

He laughed at how incongruous it all was. His team here in Mumbai consisted of two eager tech guys, a smartly dressed young woman from DeserTech, whose name he had already forgotten, a two-man camera crew and a bulky guy in a suit who he’d not been properly introduced to. Chandry assumed he was security.

It was a very different matter in Riyadh. He could see a much more familiar scene on the LCD screens that had been installed as part of his operating kit – one large, curved screen at the centre, with three smaller ones underneath showing different angles, and speakers on either side emitting a faint hiss and hum. The set-up looked like it was waiting for a teenager to stroll in, sit down and start playing a computer game.

On all the screens, Chandry could see the body and its attendants, bent close to the patient’s head, intimate, vignetted by the intense overhead operating lights that gave the scene something of the feel of a Caravaggio painting. Normally, he would have been a figure in that painting – perhaps titled ‘The Surgeon at Work’ – oblivious to his surroundings, immersed in the preparations. But from this remove he could view it dispassionately and objectively.

Although the images on the screen were commonplace to him, there was one incongruous element – the surgical equipment itself. A large creamy-blue robot with four arms that extended into long, wormlike prehensile fingers. The machine’s official name, and the name for the whole programme, was FARSITE – Fully Articulated Remote Surgical Instrument Technology Extension. But Chandry had given it the nickname Kali, after the four-armed Hindu goddess of time, change, motherly love and power. And, despite having no head, it did have a certain human quality about it.

Human, or godlike?

Chandry was all too aware that Kali was also the goddess of destruction and death. Best not think about that. But, then again, wasn’t that duality central to the surgeon’s art? Any operation could end in success and a new life for the patient – or failure and death.

He looked at the time on the screen – 11.37. In an hour he would find out what the outcome of this operation was.

A female voice came over the speakers. ‘Hello, this is Riyadh. Are you ready, Mumbai?’

‘I am.’ Chandry had a small microphone fixed to his lapel. ‘Can you hear me all right?’

‘Loud and clear, Mr Chandry. We have some final preparations to make at this end and then we’ll get right back to you.’

‘I’m going nowhere.’

In Riyadh, Nurse Mariam Aziz heard the exchange through her earpiece as she carefully wiped the circle of shaved skin around the patient’s wound, like a monk’s tonsure. It was the third time she’d taken a sterile gauze loaded with povidone-iodine scrub-paint and attended to the little puckered hole. She knew she was overdoing it, but she felt flustered and self-conscious under the gaze of the VIPs who were watching from the observation gallery next door. She knew what she was doing, but their scrutiny made her question herself.

She well knew why operating theatres were so-called. In the past, surgeons had performed in front of audiences, showing off their skills, competing with each other to see who could saw through a leg and amputate it the quickest. Mariam didn’t like being on stage. Many surgeons enjoyed the attention. She just liked helping people.

She looked up and caught the eye of Daniel Rutger, one of the other nurses, as he finished making a minute adjustment to the skull clamp and gave her a reassuring look. As if he knew exactly what she was thinking. She smiled back with her eyes and glanced over to the viewing window. On the other side, she could dimly see the three rows of specially invited guests. The smarmy exec from DeserTech standing in front of them with his back to the theatre.

She just hoped they enjoyed the show.

Tim Blaise, thirty-six years old, dressed in an expensive lightweight Louis Vuitton two-button suit with tightly fitting trousers, beamed at his audience. Smooth and slick and confident. Like the host of a game show.

‘Every moment of the operation will be recorded and logged remotely in the cloud, where our computers and our AI can study and learn from it just as if they were a team of medical students. The potential for what we’re developing is staggering. FARSITE can be fitted with any number of different tools, and we’re developing new ones every month. For this morning’s operation she’s carrying a nano-scalpel with an integrated cauterizing attachment, a suction device, an atraumatic grasper, and an adapted angioplasty device which can be used if the tract needs to be opened any wider. Each of the arms is also laparoscopic, with an integral LED light and camera. The device is synced to our own unique movable O-arm CT-imaging structure, developed for intraoperative 3D fluoroscopic imaging.’

Blaise was pleased that he’d remembered the jargon without consulting his notes. He looked at the faces of the men and women staring blankly at him.

‘That basically means that she can see inside the patient’s head at all times. And so can we.’ He grinned and then looked up as Paula Haydock, the technical supervisor, came in through the door at the top of the viewing gallery and hurried down the steps towards him. Not another bloody delay.

‘Can you keep going for another five minutes, Tim?’ Her voice was calm and low and carefully neutral.

Blaise kept his smile fixed in place. Nothing to see here. Turned away from the guests.

‘What now?’

‘It’s a communication glitch. We have a fifteen-millisecond delay. We can fix it. We just have to switch the connection over to a backup OS.’

Great.

Blaise turned back to his audience. He’d have to busk it.

‘Removing a foreign object from a brain risks causing more damage than the original injury,’ he said. ‘But today’s operation will demonstrate two key aspects of the FARSITE project, the intricacy and precision of the robot itself, and the fact that the operation can be done remotely. From anywhere in the world that has a fast and reliable internet or satellite connection. Mr Chandry could be performing the operation in Tokyo, New York, London, Dubai … but at the moment our technical headquarters are based in India and we felt that Mumbai was far enough away to show you the potential of FARSITE.’

Blaise paused and looked up at the clock on the back wall. How much longer could he keep this up? He smiled at the rows of faces, some starting to show signs of boredom.

Don’t let them see you sweat.

The invited audience was made up of surgeons, medical administrators, financial executives, targeted investors, some hand-picked science journalists, the director of the hospital, and various movers and shakers from the Arabian Peninsula, including several members of the Saudi royal family, who had been keen early investors. Half the Arabs were wearing western suits, the others, traditional floor-length white thobes and red-checked keffiyeh headdresses. The most senior among them, Sheikh Khalid Al-Asad, was wearing an expensive leather jacket and artfully ripped designer jeans. Sunglasses. Even though they were indoors and the room was dimly lit.

Blaise pressed on. ‘There’s a limited supply of brain surgeons out there and moving patients is very risky. The current estimate is that there are about fifty thousand neurosurgeons in the world. You might think that sounds like a lot, but the World Health Organization recommends that to care for a growing and ageing population, a country needs one neurosurgeon for every sixty thousand people. The highest density is in Japan, where about eight thousand neurosurgeons care for a population of approximately one hundred and twenty-seven million people. That’s roughly one per seventeen thousand. In the US it’s something like one per one hundred thousand people. At the other end of the scale, things are very different. In low- and middle-income countries, there’s a distinct lack of neurosurgeons. You’re looking at roughly one per million people in sub-Saharan Africa and South East Asia. The Democratic Republic of the Congo has, I think, only four neurosurgeons providing care for nearly seventy-five million people. Our remote system has the potential to change the world and lift a huge number of people out of health poverty.’

Blaise was grinning like a TV evangelist. Forget the philanthropic aspect, the potential for this project to generate billions of dollars was enough to make him hard.

If they could just get it working.

Ross Chaplain, one of three medical investment experts among the guests, raised a hand. ‘Does your FARSITE device only do brain surgery?’

‘At present, yes. That’s what we’ve trained her for. Once we’re certain she’s as good as she can get, we’ll roll the development out and train her, and many others, to carry out any surgical operation you can think of.’

‘How much of it is AI and how much is down to the surgeon’s input?’

‘At the moment it’s a bit like a self-driving car. People feel safer with a driver at the wheel.’

Blaise gave a little chuckle. Pleased to see his line had landed and raised a few smiles.

Paula Haydock came back in, and – thank Christ and all his angels – she was smiling. She nodded to Blaise. A discreet thumbs up.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said. ‘It’s showtime.’

‘Did you get that, Mumbai?’ came the voice over the speakers.

‘Clear as crystal,’ said Chandry and he moved towards the operating kit. ‘Shall we begin?’

He sat at the control desk and Santosh, the senior tech guy, fitted the VR set on to his head. Suddenly, Chandry wasn’t in the flashy hotel suite in Mumbai but in the operating theatre in Riyadh. The illusion was uncanny. He’d used the set before, but every time his breath was taken away by the pinpoint sharpness of the image and the sense of reality. He’d found it disconcerting at first and it still took a few seconds for his brain to adjust and then, as far as he was concerned, he was right there next to the patient, ready to get inside his head.

He looked down. There were the two handsets, like complex joysticks, perfectly replicated on the twin screens inside his headset. He fitted his hands around them and his fingers felt for the buttons and dials. He experimented, switching views – normal view, tighter, tighter still, wide. Then the God view, overhead and looking down. Now he switched to see the theatre from the POV of Kali’s different arms, scrolling through them one by one, via the miniature cameras in the tips of those rat-tail fingers. Finally, he settled on the default operating view. The main image was of the theatre – it was exactly what he would see if he were there in person. If he looked up, there was a second image suspended in the air that showed the camera view from whichever operating tool he selected. And there was another overlay in the bottom right corner, which he could see fully if he turned his head in that direction, that showed the 3D semi-transparent image of the patient’s head with the bullet lodged close to the centre, just above the cerebellum, almost touching the thalamus. The patient was a lucky man. A fraction to the right, to the left, up or down, and the consequences would have been catastrophic. As it was, there was no saying what brain damage he might have sustained, but, so far, his brain and body functions were still operating.

He was alive, if not exactly kicking.

Chandry studied the 3D image. There it was in real time, the human brain – the most complex structure in the known universe – in as much detail as he cared for. He rotated it, zoomed in. Checking that the bullet hadn’t moved in the process of prepping the patient for surgery.

‘Everything looks in order,’ he said.

Usually, the trickiest and most dangerous part of neurosurgery is getting inside. Peeling back the scalp, cutting out a section of the skull and removing it, and then penetrating the meninges to get to the brain. But, because this man had been shot, there was already a hole in his skull. As with any surgery, the less intrusive the better.

They had ascertained that there was a narrow, neat and straight passage running through the bone and brain to the bullet. A larger calibre round, fired at a higher velocity, would have done massive damage. The problem with head trauma was that any foreign object entering the brain creates a shockwave that has nowhere to go, trapped inside the reflecting dome of the skull. Leaving aside the initial damage caused by the bullet, there is then the risk of swelling. Encased in a hard shell, protected from the outside but very vulnerable from the inside, the brain can all too easily crush itself to death.

Chandry switched his view to one of the robot arms. Its digit fitted with the tiny grasping forceps. He checked that it was moving properly. The wonder of Kali’s extensions was that they could freely move in any direction, like a snake. He directed the arm to approach the entry wound. A bee homing in on a flower. Chandry and his team had gone over and over the requirements for the procedure and he had spent several days familiarizing himself with the controls and movement, getting used to working remotely. Tricking his own brain into believing that he was there in the operating theatre in Riyadh. Even though he knew that, like an aeroplane on autopilot, the equipment was able to do this job far better than him.

‘Right. OK, team,’ he said, switching back to normal view. ‘We’re going in.’

As he fingered the buttons and twisted the joysticks, the probe wormed its way closer towards the small hole in the man’s skull. Chandry’s commands and movements in the hotel suite were being exactly replicated in Saudi Arabia, with the help of another miracle – the magic of fibre-optic cables, computers and the internet. With the connection he had, there would be an infinitesimal time delay between his giving directions in Mumbai and Kali carrying out the operation in Saudi, but all the while he felt the guiding hand of Kali’s programming. If he did anything wrong, Kali would correct it. She was wired for safety and knew to stop if she detected any problems.

The plan was simple – follow the track of the bullet into the patient’s head along its entry path until the probe reached where the copper round had lodged. Grab the bullet with the forceps and, as gently as possible, retract it down the exact route it had taken to get in. It had been explained to Chandry that the patient had been chosen because the surgery, while being relatively straightforward (if you can call any neurosurgical operation straightforward), had a certain newsworthiness and glamour. Chandry didn’t know the man’s name, he was only ever referred to as Patient X, but he did know that he was a British diplomat who’d survived an assassination attempt.

Chandry concentrated on the portion of the screen that showed the laparoscopic view of the probe. He advanced it slowly, following dusky bruising and small haemorrhages through the injured brain using the lightest pressure possible, allowing the probe tip to navigate the track through the swollen tissue. They moved deeper, but the probe hadn’t penetrated more than a centimetre or so when it stopped.

‘There’s an obstruction,’ said Chandry, calm and matter-of-fact. Possibly the probe had deviated from the track. To force a way through could be damaging. Any further insult to the brain would cause the patient’s state to deteriorate. Chandry withdrew the grasper and sent in the angioplasty tool to widen the obstruction and leave a small inflated ring in place that would allow the grasper to penetrate further. When the operation was finished, and the bullet safely removed, the angioplasty digit would retrieve the ring.

Chandry was in his element, concentrating deeply, so utterly absorbed that he was unaware of the passage of time, his hands working away, trained by years of experience. Like a pianist, he wasn’t consciously directing each finger, but simply concentrating on the resulting music. Soon the grasper was back inside Patient X’s skull and moving slowly and with infinite care towards the bullet. Chandry looked over to the 3D image, and watched the passage of the long, thin digit as it gradually neared the dark shadow of the bullet. And now, on the upper ‘screen’, there it was, its base visible to the probe’s camera, lodged in the tissue of the brain like the bullseye in a target of localized blood clotting.

Guided by Kali’s sensors he gently opened the graspers, took hold of the bullet and tightened. The instant feedback loop built into the system informed him it was secure, so now all he needed to do was pull it clear then return to check whether there was any damage that could be safely repaired.

‘Very good,’ he said. ‘We’re coming out now.’

He checked the 3D image as the digit started to reverse. One centimetre. Two centimetres.

And then it stopped again.

Chandry frowned. Despite the air conditioning, he could feel sweat on his forehead. There was no nurse with him here to dab it away. So, he let go of one of the joysticks and wiped his face with the back of his hand.

The controller’s voice came from Riyadh: ‘Is there a problem, Mr Chandry?’

‘A small snag. I appear to have lost connection with FARSITE. Kali’s gone into safety mode and shut down.’

His eyes flicked around the virtual image as his fingers pulled up info stats. They all told him the same thing. Kali was dead to the world.

‘Is this serious?’

Blaise had taken an intense dislike to Ross Chaplain, the investment expert, who had an edge of cocky superiority. Behaving like a sneery, supercilious pupil at the back of the class.

‘A minor communication glitch by the sounds of it,’ said Blaise blandly.

‘Not what you want in the middle of brain surgery.’ Chaplain chuckled and looked to his neighbours for confirmation.

Blaise forced a smile. ‘Chandry’s one of the best in the world.’

‘But he’s not here, is he? And he’s lost touch with your robot.’

‘It’ll only take a moment, I’m sure.’ Blaise dearly wished he was sure. The technical team had argued with him that they needed another six months of testing, but each month cost DeserTech another few million, and this patient had been perfect. Several high-status investors had pushed for this.

Mariam was staring at Kali. Its long, thin finger inserted in the back of the patient’s skull. The machine was frozen, utterly lifeless. When it was active it gave off a steady hum. Now it was silent and inert. Two technicians approached it and started tapping away at the keyboard in its back, staring at the screen and muttering to each other.

Mariam fingered her mic. ‘Is there anything we can do, Mr Chandry?’ she asked.

‘Don’t worry,’ came the voice in her ear. ‘If we can’t get the connection back, I’ll simply switch to manual, and we can take it from there. The hard part’s done – oh, hang about – looks like we’re back online. Crisis over.’

Mariam smiled as the familiar, reassuring hum started up again. Kali had woken. The two technicians were nodding and pointing at something on the screen. Mariam switched her attention back to the slim black digit arcing into the patient’s skull.

‘Wait a minute.’ There was a note of anxiety in Chandry’s voice. ‘What’s it doing now?’

In Mumbai, Chandry was staring at the 3D image, trying to make sense of what was happening inside the skull. Hoping it was an error in the imaging. Because it looked as if the end of the digit holding the bullet was starting to curl upwards, deviating from the established track. The monitoring of the patient’s vital signs was showing trauma.

‘This is not good,’ he said. ‘We need to shut the thing down before it does any more damage.’

‘Are you sure?’ came the controller’s voice from Riyadh.

‘Of course I’m bloody sure,’ said Chandry, angry now. And scared. ‘The damned thing’s out of control. I’m switching over from automatic to manual.’

He worked away at the controls, just as he’d practised, anticipating every possible emergency, but he quickly realized his efforts were useless.

‘I’m not getting control,’ he said, almost shouting. ‘The thing’s got a mind of its own. Can’t you override the system from your end?’

‘Impossible,’ came the voice of the controller.

‘Everything is impossible until it actually happens,’ Chandry snapped. ‘Somebody do something, for God’s sake. Aziz, you’re going to have to see if you can somehow physically extract the probe from your end. Can you take over the controls there?’

‘What’s happened?’ asked Ross Chaplain. ‘What are we seeing on the screen?’

‘A glitch, just a glitch,’ said Blaise, jabbing at his remote control in an attempt to turn the monitors off.

Haydock came running down the stairs, her eyes wide with alarm.

‘Shut down the audio feed into the gallery,’ he hissed at her. ‘Now. Do it now.’

She nodded and hurried out again.

‘Just how serious is this?’ asked Chaplain, who had lost his edge of humour and looked genuinely concerned.

‘Not my area,’ said Blaise, already distancing himself. ‘I’m not part of the technical team.’

In Mumbai, Santosh and his assistant had joined Chandry at the control desk. Santosh put on the backup VR headset.

‘What the hell is going on?’ Chandry said. ‘Is this simply a communication issue? Why have we lost control? I might as well be unplugged here.’

‘We’ve been hacked,’ said Santosh’s assistant, bluntly.

‘Hacked? What do you mean we’ve been hacked?’

‘It’s a vulnerability in the system,’ said Santosh, his eyes darting over the controls. ‘Everybody involved in this operation is digitally linked, data being constantly downloaded and uploaded. FARSITE’s watertight. The hospital, though –’ He swore. ‘We warned them that their digital security was too lax.’

‘Are you trying to tell me that somebody else is now controlling this operation?’ asked Chandry, aghast.

‘Something like that,’ said Santosh. He was trying to remain calm on the outside, as if this were just some minor technical glitch, but Chandry could smell his sour body odour. ‘Problems like this – it’s usually ransomware of some sort – hand over a load of money, or you’ll never get back control, but this …’

Chandry had stopped listening. He was staring, appalled, into his headset. His eyes flicking from the 3D image of the skull and the POV image being streamed from Kali’s digit.

It was moving again, ploughing the bullet through the soft tissue of the brain, destroying everything as it went.

‘It’s going to kill him,’ he whispered. ‘Do something. Stop the bloody thing.’

‘It’s out of our hands.’

Chandry watched in horror as the finger moved faster and faster through the brain like someone stirring porridge with a stick to get rid of the lumps. He could see blood now, lots of it, amid a swirl of minced tissue. It was over. There was no way Patient X was going to survive this.

Mariam Aziz was screaming. There were manual controls on the back of Kali, but they may just as well have not been connected. The technical team were unable to take back the machine.

Mariam stepped in. Took hold of the digit and tried to pull it out with her bare hands.

The next moment Daniel Rutger yelled, ‘Mariam! Look out.’

She turned in time to see Kali’s arm fitted with the nano-scalpel whipping around towards her. She tried to get out of the way, but Kali plunged the scalpel with computer-guided accuracy into her left eye and drove back and down, cutting through her brain stem and killing her almost instantly.

Everybody in the operating theatre was yelling in panic now. Daniel Rutger rushed for the door, tried to pull it open and discovered it was locked tight. The hackers had taken control of the entire system. The bloody scalpel arm, dripping gore, moved through the air, sinuous and questing. It was hard not to believe that it was a living thing. A black mamba ready to strike. It darted at one of the technical team, who just managed to throw himself back in time, falling heavily against the anaesthetist’s equipment. As his partner went to help him, the scalpel at the end of the arm sliced across the back of his neck with uncanny strength, and he fell heavily on to his partner, drenching him with blood.

There was panic in the viewing gallery, as well. The guests unable to take in what they were seeing. Mercifully, a shutter came grinding down, closing off the scene in the theatre. People were getting out of their seats, jostling each other to get to the exit.

Blaise raised his hands. Wanted to say something. Don’t panic. Everything is under control. But no words would come out, because he knew how empty they were. This was the end. The end of everything. Fifteen years of intense work, many millions of dollars in development. For what? A bloodbath. Disgrace. Shame. Lawsuits. He sank to the floor and clasped his head in his hands.

Chandry had taken off the VR set. He didn’t want to be inside that charnel house any longer. Images were still showing on the screens around the desk, however. He staggered back, not believing what he was seeing. Luckily, Kali wasn’t mobile and there was a limit to the extension of her arms, but she was flailing about trying to reach the surviving members of the medical and technical teams who were cowering by the walls, scurrying out of the way like cornered rats when an arm came close.

The noise of their screams and shouts for help were dreadful and Chandry moved back to the desk and turned the sound off. Already his thoughts were turning to liability. Who was at fault? Could he be blamed for any of this? He was the surgeon in charge. Had he murdered these people, or had Kali?

The grasper arm withdrew from the patient’s skull, like a cork being pulled from a bottle. A grey-red mush of blood and brain extruded from the hole in the skull like toothpaste from a tube. Santosh’s assistant was throwing up. Santosh himself was rooted there, ashen-faced, shaking uncontrollably.

And then the screens went blank. All was peace and quiet. The nightmare images replaced by a swirling digital fog of ones and zeros, like a swarm of flies. They filled the screen before the ones receded, leaving only zeros. And then the zeros clustered together to form a single solid ring. A crude representation of a gorilla now appeared inside the ring, like the lion in the MGM logo. It raised its middle finger and winked. The last thing Chandry saw before the screen went dead was a single word, mockingly low-tech and old-fashioned, like the message you’d see on the screen when you were killed in an eight-bit computer game from the 1980s.

KHONG.




Part 1



JACK OF HEARTS




1

We Going to Kick Your Ass

James Bond felt a drearily familiar flush of weariness and disgust. How many missions had left him feeling this way? Whether he was on the winning or the losing side, it made little difference. He could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times he’d felt elated. Usually, things ended in a squalid compromise, or a sudden flurry of violence that left him drained.

Tonight, he was on a grubby little mission against a grubby little man. Playing cop. A favour for a friend and former opposite number. When he’d first met Ranieri Nuccio he’d been in the same line of work as Bond, an agent in the Italian internal intelligence service, Agenzia Informazioni e Sicurezza Interna, the AISI. But Nuccio was now embedded deep in the Italian banking system, working for a private security firm to keep a check on fraud and corruption. Bond almost forgave him for earning three times as much as he did.

Nuccio had managed to get himself invited to join a regular high-stakes private poker game that was popular with young bankers who had excess cash to wave around. He’d been keeping a close professional eye on the players for the last few months and had become convinced that one of the gamblers, Niall West, a junior official at the British consulate on Via S. Paolo, had been cheating.

Wanting to avoid a scandal for the Brits, and not being enough of an expert poker player himself to work out how exactly West might be doing it, Nuccio had asked Bond to look into it.

Poker wasn’t Bond’s card game of choice, but, as a lifelong gambler with a keen interest in the dark and rotten hearts of men, he had a well-calibrated radar for cheats.

It had taken him a while to figure it out, but now, at nearly four o’clock in the morning, he’d seen enough. He’d been disappointed, as he always was by men who let themselves get tainted. He always hoped in situations like this that the player was simply very good at his game, but every time they were nothing more than cheats. And, in the end, they always got found out.

West had lost a few games along the way tonight, before finally making his move when there was a large enough stake in the centre of the table. Now, trying to suppress a smile, he was clawing in his winnings. Not too much in one round to create resentment among the other players, but enough to earn their respect.

‘That was intense, guys,’ West said, getting up from his chair. And now he let himself smile. ‘My bladder is about to explode. This little boy needs the little boys’ room.’

Bond watched West go off to the toilet. He was late thirties, sandy hair, thick black-framed glasses, casual Italian suit, dark shirt, no tie. There was something tensed and tight about his walk. The man had never fully relaxed all evening.

Bond exchanged a barely discernible look with Nuccio and collected what remained of his own buy-in. He was about level with what he’d started out with. Maybe forty or fifty euros down. He stood up from the table and cast a glance around the room. They were on the top floor of a palazzo that had been remodelled into a party and entertainments space by the Milanese financier who owned it, Count Orsoline. The conversion had more of the feel of a try-hard nightclub than a private residence, with a lift that opened directly into the space. It was all hard surfaces and flashy Italian design that at four in the morning hurt the eyes. As well as the gaming area there was a bar, a small cinema, and a hot tub sitting on an outside terrace, gently steaming into the warm night. Bond had been out on the balcony earlier. It offered a fine view of Milan. At the time the tub had been filled by four bored young women in bikinis. Evidently hired for the evening. But the players had been more interested in the game and the girls had been sent home early.

It was now time for Bond to leave as well.

‘I’m done for the night,’ he said, heading for the lift.

‘Me too,’ said the Swedish music producer who’d been sitting to his immediate right.

The Swede had been less successful than Bond. He joked about it morosely as they started down in the lift, moving on to a listless conversation about the traffic problems in the city. When they arrived in the deserted and darkened lobby, a security guard let them out into the street where six cars were waiting by the kerb in a row. Three of the drivers were standing in a huddle smoking and laughing. The Swede said goodnight and found his driver. Bond took out his phone and went through the pretence of checking messages as he set it up to record.

Five minutes later, West came out of the palazzo alone, a smart leather Gucci manbag over one shoulder. He headed towards a Lexus ES with darkened windows, but, before he got there, Bond stepped forward and took hold of his elbow. ‘Can I have a word, West?’

‘Another time. It’s late,’ said West bluntly, trying to pull away.

Bond tightened his grip. ‘I’m afraid it can’t wait.’

‘I’m afraid it can.’ West gave him a dismissive look, but Bond could see fear in his eyes. Still holding on to his catch, Bond tapped on the driver’s window. It hummed down, revealing a bored-looking Middle Eastern guy at the wheel.

‘Sì?’

‘Il signor West non avrà bisogno di te stasera.’

‘What the bloody hell is this?’ West protested. ‘This is totally out of order.’

Bond moved away from the car, changing his grip and twisting West towards him so that his lips were close to his ear.

‘Shut your mouth and do what I tell you.’

There was enough venom in his voice to get West’s full attention.

‘Now walk – we’re going to have one last drink before the night’s over.’

‘Wait …’

‘You’ve been cheating, West, and not very well. I’m amazed you’ve got away with it for this long.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Save it. You could be in a whole lot of trouble, unless you do what you’re told.’

Five minutes later they were in a crowded bar off the main street that catered to young clubbers, who were either decompressing from a night out or getting ready to party. It was noisy enough for Bond and West to have a private conversation. In the short time it had taken them to walk here, West had gone from angry and affronted to sweaty and defensive. His eyes were darting around now, unable to fix on anything.

‘Look,’ he said, as Bond took him to the counter. ‘I only came with you because I want to explain that –’

‘Just shut up and listen. The last thing anyone wants is a scandal. A British government official exposed as a cheat.’

‘I’m not a cheat! You have to believe me.’

‘I don’t. And I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s just say, this is the last night you join that game.’

‘No. No. That’s not possible.’

‘Want a bet?’ Bond laughed humourlessly. He was tired. He wanted the night to be over.

West was struggling with how much he should say. ‘It’s just, you see …’ He fumbled his words. ‘I don’t have any choice. You have to believe me when I say –’

‘You’re clearly not working alone. The room’s rigged.’ Bond removed West’s glasses and studied them quickly. ‘Bone-conduction headphones in the arms? Yes?’

West was shaking now. ‘Please …’

Bond slipped the glasses into his pocket. ‘It’s not my business clearing up the rest of this mess. I need to shut you down and keep you clear of the fallout. So, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt and assume it’s a case of blackmail.’

‘If I tell you anything, I’m screwed.’

‘You’re screwed both ways, I’m afraid. But I can protect you. We’re both broadly in the same line of business.’

West went to say something and then his eyes widened and the blood drained from his face as he saw something over Bond’s shoulder. It was all 007 needed to tell him it was time to get out of there.

‘Move.’ He’d scouted the bar and the streets around it for the past two nights and his unremarkable Volvo XC40 was parked in a small, badly lit square behind the building that seemed to only be used by stray dogs. He steered West to the toilets at the rear of the bar, and out through a fire exit. It was a short walk to the square down an alley that stank of cigarettes, piss, drains and cooking oil.

Bond was dismayed to find three men standing by his car. Big thugs, casually dressed. Relaxed. Sure of themselves. Almost bored. One wore a Gucci T-shirt. Probably a knock-off. One was dressed head to toe in Nike. The third, who was older and bulkier than his friends, wore a thin leather jacket and a leather pork-pie hat. Their hands were empty, but Bond had to assume they were armed.

‘I told you.’ West sounded like a forlorn schoolboy.

‘We going to kick your ass, English,’ said the man in the Nike outfit.

Bond said nothing. Carried on walking, one hand pushing West forward, the other jammed in his trouser pocket. He felt tension rising within him, ready to burst out. He had to make sure he controlled the release of energy.

He didn’t stop. Kept walking steadily towards the men, feeling for his key fob and, when he was within a few paces of the welcoming committee, he pressed the unlock button. The squeak of his car alarm and the brief flash of its lights momentarily distracted the men and they turned towards the noise. Just long enough to give Bond an edge.

Still moving, he shoved West at the two men on the right – figuring they wouldn’t want to harm the golden goose. Nike grabbed hold of the terrified Englishman. That was good – it put the idiot out of action. At the same time, Bond turned side-on to Gucci and drove his heel into his knee, aiming at a point six inches behind the man’s leg. He felt and heard a snap as the knee bent the wrong way. The man cried out in pain and crumpled. Bond grabbed hold of him as he fell towards him and swung him round into Pork Pie, who was dragging a handgun out of his hoodie.

Bond didn’t stop to weigh up the situation and the odds – he needed to continue his vicious assault while it was going his way. With his left hand, he grabbed the barrel of Pork Pie’s gun from the outside and forced it round towards the gunman while his right hand chopped hard into his wrist. In a moment the gunman’s trigger finger broke and he let go of his weapon with a hiss. Bond kept hold of the ugly lump of metal and brought it down so hard on the top of the man’s skull that he collapsed like a cow stunned by a bolt gun.

Nike finally came to his senses and let go of West, slashing at Bond with a knife. Bond dropped below the arc of the man’s swing, shoved the muzzle of the gun into his foot and pulled the trigger. There was a muffled whump and the man squealed before crumpling and curling into a ball on the greasy cobblestones.

The whole thing had taken less than ten seconds.

‘I’m afraid your ass-kicking days are over,’ said Bond as he straightened up.

The man whose knee he’d broken was backing away, hands up in surrender, dragging his twisted and limp leg. Pork Pie was out cold.

Bond wrenched the right front door of the Volvo open. ‘Get in,’ he snapped at West, who was noisily vomiting into a drain. West wiped his mouth, apologized and collapsed into the passenger seat. Moments later, the car roared across the square, bumped round a tight corner, rumbled past a church and merged into the twenty-four-hour traffic of Milan.

The car was government issue. If any of the men chased down the registration, it would take them to a false front. A fake car-hire company.

‘If you’re going to throw up any more, try doing it out of the window,’ said Bond, easily slipping into the fast lane.

West tried to speak, and Bond shut him down.

‘Stop apologizing. I just want to hear your side of things, West. Better you give it to me now than it’s forced out of you by the Chaps in London.’

West swallowed. ‘Let me tell you a story,’ he said. ‘About nothing. A big bloody nothing …’
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Dead Drop

‘Are you any good with windows, Bond?’

‘Windows, sir? You mean the operating system? Have you got a computer problem?’

‘A computer problem? God, no. You’d be the last person I’d get up here to help me if I had a computer problem. Unless I wanted the infernal machine shot to pieces or punched into scrap.’ M allowed himself a brief snort of laughter. ‘You’re possibly even more of an antediluvian Luddite than I am. No, I mean windows, Bond, real windows, the opening and closing sort. Or, in this case, neither opening nor closing.’

Bond had entered M’s office to find him peering through the long, narrow window that looked out on to the inner courtyard of the complex in Regent’s Park. Never the most inspiring of views. On this cold, grey, drizzly April morning that was the best the British weather could do to imitate a spring day, the outlook was positively bleak. The courtyard had long ago been covered over with a steel and opaque glass roof that was home to pigeons and dead leaves. Bond appreciated the changing of the seasons and the contrasts they brought to life in London, but he always longed for winter to get out of the way and let summer have a go. He was a hot-weather man. Sun and blue skies. Waking to dim light and damp air never failed to lower his spirits. And they’d been particularly low lately. A long period of inactivity had meant days at his desk dealing with paperwork. Funny it was still called paperwork, even though it was all on a screen. And filling in forms. God, how he hated form-filling. You couldn’t blow your nose in the office without having to answer politely, passive-aggressive forms about diversity and working practices. This morning he’d arrived at his station a few minutes after ten to find a message from M’s assistant summoning him to a meeting at 10.37, and a small spark of hope had ignited. M had a habit of mathematically dividing up his time and making eccentrically precise appointments. Bond had questioned him about this once, only for M to point out, quite correctly, that 10.37 was no more precise than 10.30.

Bond had arrived in Moneypenny’s office a few minutes early and waited in silence for the green light above M’s door to come on. They’d known each other for long enough that they no longer felt the need to go through the pretence of lightly flirting with each other.

At exactly 10.37 the light had gone on and Moneypenny had lifted her eyes from her computer screen and smiled at Bond. He’d smiled back and gone through. He had to admit to himself now, that even if his mission had been only to try to fix M’s computer it would have been a welcome relief from the soul-sapping drudgery of office life.

M was fiddling with the catch on the window.

‘So, do I take it you want me to wrestle that window open with a show of brute force?’ Bond asked. ‘Or perhaps use my charm on it?’

‘I only wish it were that simple,’ said M, throwing up his hands in defeat. ‘Since they upgraded all the offices on this floor, they’ve installed windows that you can’t open.’

‘You never could on our floor,’ said Bond. ‘Rusted shut long ago. If you wanted fresh air, you had to join the smokers out the back.’

M grunted and returned to his desk. ‘It’s this new sealed system they’ve imposed on us. More energy efficient. Greener. It’s all heat exchangers and mechanical ventilation. Controlled air circulation. And it’s driving me INSANE. It’s so bloody stuffy. Damn the planet, I need fresh air, Bond. Even if it’s filthy London fresh air.’

Bond pictured M back in his navy days, legs planted wide on the deck of a destroyer, traversing the North Atlantic, freezing spray hitting his weather-beaten face, gulping in great lungfuls of Arctic wind with the relish of a wine connoisseur sticking his snout into a glass of Montrachet.

M sighed. ‘Why do they keep giving us things we never asked for? I bought a new oven the other day. Cost me marginally less than a new F-47 fighter jet. And I made the schoolboy error of not properly checking the specifications before I ordered it. That’s the trouble with buying online. You need to see the whites of its eyes when you’re buying any new piece of kit. Long story short, it turns out it’s got touchscreen controls on it. What’s wrong with a good old-fashioned dial? With two dials you can operate almost any machine efficiently. But I stand in front of that oven stabbing away at this silly little screen and swiping like a toddler with an iPad and can I get it to roast a chicken? Can I heck. I can’t even manage to turn the internal light on. It keeps wanting to connect to my phone. We are living in a digital hell, Bond.’

‘With all respect, sir. I’m assuming you didn’t ask me to come up here to open your window or cook you a chicken.’

‘I did not. Sit down.’

Bond sat and faced M across his tidy desk. ‘Is it about that dirty business in Milan?’

‘You know I didn’t want to let you go over there.’ M looked at Bond with a clear, steady gaze.

‘It’s a good thing I did, though.’ Bond held M’s look. ‘We avoided a nasty incident.’

‘Yes, I suppose I’m glad it was you. That man West is an unvarnished idiot.’

‘Has he told us anything more than what I got out of him?’

‘The Chaps’ methods don’t seem to have been that fruitful, I’m afraid,’ said M, and he consulted a piece of paper at the top of a neat pile on his desk. ‘Keen gambler, not a clever one, got into some pretty hairy private high-stakes games, taken to the cleaners and found himself heavily in debt to a gang of particularly unsavoury herberts. After that, it was the usual story – blackmail, coercion, digging himself ever deeper into a hole of his own making. The one thing that remains a mystery is who exactly these characters are, who they worked for.’

‘West talked about Nothing,’ said Bond. ‘The Big Nothing.’

‘Silly name for a crime organization,’ said M. ‘But quite apt, as it turns out. Because we have nothing on them.’

Bond recalled the late-night drive through Milan, with an amped-up West ranting about an international organization with greasy fat fingers in every type of pie you could think of. As well as raising funds and compromising him at the poker table, they’d been pressuring him to pass on any red-flagged information that came through the diplomatic channels about a disparate range of subjects, including clean energy, satellite launches and investigations into large sums of money being moved around Europe.

‘Is it just nothing?’ Bond asked.

‘Vauxhall have looked into it and they think it was a smokescreen to keep West in the dark. Nothing is not a word that’s out there. Most of the organized crime groups – and there’s a list as long as your arm – we know the names of, they crop up all the time, but there’s nothing about Nothing, if you take my meaning. There is no organized crime syndicate, suspect political movement, noisy protest group or dark-web chat forum called The Big Nothing. It’s a dead end. But you can park that for now.’

‘Consider it parked.’

‘Good.’ M set the piece of paper about West to one side, exposing a Manila folder underneath it on the pile. ‘Because it’s not what I’ve got you up here for. Saudi Arabia. You’ve not ever been there, have you?’

‘I’ve been to the UAE a couple of times. Oman, Jordan, never Saudi.’

‘Good. Just as I thought. You see, the thing is, we need someone to go in clean.’

‘You’re sending me there?’

‘That’s the thinking.’ M picked up the folder and handed it to Bond. ‘People consider me a man out of time,’ he said. ‘Quaintly old-fashioned. Out of step with the digital age. But to create a digital file is to risk sharing it with the world. And, in this instance, we can trust no one. You will read this next door in Moneypenny’s office and then hand it back to her.’

Bond kept quiet, waiting for M to say more. The ‘old man’, as he was known behind his back, loved to play up the drama and intrigue of his profession. Loved to précis his own files and be the man who knows everything. He leaned forward to rest his elbows on his desk, cleared his throat and started.

‘Top of your file there, you’ll find a photograph of an agent by the name of Bob Boehringer – Central African desk, mainly concerned with the Copperbelt. Are you familiar with it?’

‘Very mineral rich mining area,’ said Bond, taking out the photo. ‘Sits on the maps like a splat across a lower corner of the DRC and Zambia to the south.’

‘Indeed. Boehringer’s main brief was to keep an eye on the Chinese and find out as much as he could about their gradual takeover of the mining industry in the Congo. His cover, and, frankly, his main source of income, was teaching English.’

Bond studied the photo. It showed a man who’d seen better days, with the broken, puffy face of a drinker who’d spent too long in the sun. Somewhere underneath it all there was the ghost of a younger man, a good-looking man.

‘Last summer he was involved in a road accident. Ended up in …’ M paused to consult his dossier. ‘The University Teaching Hospital in Lusaka. That’s the last record we have of him – he never went back to the language school. His monthly rent payments were cancelled – until three weeks ago, when he left a coded message in a dead drop in Khartoum that had last been used in 2007. As you will probably know, our embassy there has been closed for years. But apparently there’s some diligent local asset who regularly checks a number of dead drops in the city and reports to the diplomatic mission in Addis Ababa.’

‘That all seems very last century,’ said Bond.

‘Doesn’t it?’ M smiled, showing his eye teeth. ‘I thought this one would be right up your street. It has rather pleasing echoes of the old days, 007. Cold War tradecraft. Dead-letter drops, safe houses, chalk markings, secret codes and cyphers, the BBC broadcasting “Chanson d’automne” to signal the start of the D-Day landings to the French Resistance. “White Christmas” played on the radio during the Vietnam War to signal the evacuation of American personnel from Saigon … The old analogue days, before computers took the fun out of everything.’

Bond suppressed a smile of his own. It was the intelligence services that had pioneered the use of computers during the war and the British Navy had been routinely using them since the mid-fifties. All of M’s working life would have involved computers of one sort or another. He liked to give the impression of being a stuffy old buffer from a bygone age, but it was all an act. He was still only in his sixties. He’d served as a young lieutenant aboard HMS Coventry during the Falklands War and survived its sinking. Ended up as an admiral before taking over running the Double O division of MI6. He can’t have been much more than thirty when the Berlin Wall came down. He’d never skulked around the streets of East Berlin in an old mac and a wide-brimmed hat pulled down over his face. He was as much part of the modern world as Bond, who wasn’t sure he liked being drafted into M’s anti-technology camp.

‘What did Boehringer’s message say?’ he asked.

It was a teaser. He hinted that he was on to something big, but wasn’t keen to share and wasn’t prepared to directly contact anyone on the ground out there. Seems he didn’t trust anyone here in London, either. Vauxhall were going to write him off as a paranoid washout who’d spent too long in the field, Heart of Darkness, Colonel Kurtz, stuff. Had no idea what he was doing in Sudan. But then, a week later, he turned up, out of the blue, in KSA.’

‘That’s a long way from the Copperbelt,’ said Bond. ‘What was he doing in Saudi Arabia?’

‘Not a lot. His body was found in the desert – purely by chance – by some local lads out dune bashing. He’d been shot in the back of the head from close range and left for dead, but, by some miracle, he was still alive.’

‘Must have been a desperately underpowered firearm.’ Bond had been flipping through the file while M talked, and having found the relevant page, ran his eyes down the list of dry facts and figures.

‘It was,’ said M.

‘Not a sniper, then?’

‘No.’

Bond checked the document. ‘A .380 cartridge. Even from close range that’s not guaranteed to kill you. But I suppose if it’s to the back of the head …’

‘If he hadn’t been found, it would be the end of the story,’ said M. ‘Ageing, past-it agent goes off the tracks and disappears, but the local lads got him to a hospital in Riyadh. Luckily, an MI6 spook out there realized who he was before the Saudis put a name to him and managed to keep it all under wraps. He was registered as Patient X, or some such thing, and prepped for a tricky operation. The bullet was still lodged in the poor beggar’s brain and the nearest surgeon who could perform the op was several hours away by plane. But it seems a medical tech firm out there with Saudi connections had some state-of-the-art new equipment they wanted to show off to the world. It was a race against time to save Boehringer, and so Vauxhall agreed. It’s all in the report.’

Bond flipped ahead to the last page in the densely typed dossier and frowned. ‘He didn’t survive the surgery.’

‘The whole operation was hacked. He was the victim of a remote assassination.’

‘The wonders of the modern world.’

‘Indeed. Buttons and touchscreens instead of dials. Vauxhall already has their local team on it, but, as this has crossed over into bloodwork, they want a Double O out there. I want you out there as well, Bond,’ M added. ‘Boehringer was one of ours.’

‘Double O?’

‘Back in the day. He was broken down and had long ago lost any potency, but we owe it to him to find out what happened. He was right not to trust anyone. You’re not contaminated by any local contact. As I say, clean.’

‘Did Boehringer have any connection to Saudi that we know of?’

‘He was an Arabic speaker,’ said M. ‘Did a couple of missions out there back in the day. Small stuff. Years ago. So, what are your initial thoughts?’

‘Looks like one of ours is one of theirs,’ said Bond, leaning back in his chair and pulling his right ankle up to rest on his left knee. ‘Whoever they are. Wouldn’t be the first time. Or, possibly, our whole set-up out there has been compromised. Or it could be there’s somebody at this end that Boehringer didn’t trust. There’s so little to go on, though.’

‘Exactly,’ said M. ‘We don’t know why he tipped up in Saudi, we don’t know what information he had, and we don’t know who wanted to stop him passing it on.’

‘So, which end do we start from?’ said Bond. ‘Africa or Saudi Arabia?’

‘We have a couple of people in Africa on the case,’ said M. ‘You’ll be more use in KSA.’

‘You want me to start by playing detective and try to find out who killed him?’

‘Any thoughts on that?’

‘My guess would be that he was shot from very close range by someone who wasn’t used to handling a gun. An amateur rather than a professional. The firearm would have been something small, light and easily concealed, perhaps an S&W Bodyguard, or a Ruger LCP Max. Not too hard to handle for a novice. Which leads me to think that it was someone Boehringer knew and trusted. Someone he wasn’t afraid to keep close.’

‘That all makes sense.’ M nodded. ‘The Saudi police are looking into it, but they want to keep this as quiet as we do.’

‘Do they know he was MI6?’

‘They do. We needed to reassure them that he wasn’t there to spy on them.’

‘Do we know that for certain?’

‘As much as we know anything for certain. Both sides are co-operating as far as possible. They’re aware that we’re going to be carrying out our own investigation, but we haven’t shared all the details.’

‘So, when do I leave?’

‘You’re booked on to a midday flight from Heathrow tomorrow. And you’ll be on your own, 007. We have to keep the chatter down to an absolute minimum. You’ll be travelling as an investigator for Elmcrest, the insurance company who underwrote the medical equipment. Your point of contact is a man called Ivo Caudwell-Stearns.’

‘Why does that name sound familiar?’

‘One of yours.’

‘Mine?’

‘You were at school with him, Bond.’

‘Can’t place him.’

‘No – you weren’t there for very long, were you?’

Was there a disapproving edge to M’s comment? Bond certainly wasn’t proud of his brief, inglorious time at Eton College, and not all of M’s stiff Middle England persona was an act.

‘And don’t think, 007,’ M went on, ‘that just because the two of you are Old Etonians that you can trust the man.’

‘Technically, sir,’ said Bond, ‘as I was sacked before my time there, I’m not an Old Etonian.’

M gave him a long cold look. ‘I’m in no mood for your facetious pedantry, Bond. Just don’t get pally with the man.’

Bond stood. ‘Don’t worry, sir, the last person I’d trust in this world is an Old Etonian.’
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The Space Station

‘I’m sorry, Mr Hawkshaw, but we’re entering Saudi airspace, and I’m not allowed to serve you any more alcohol. I’m going to have to ask you to finish your drink, as well …’ The flight attendant, identified as Abby by her name badge, paused to double-check Bond’s table and corrected herself. ‘Drinks.’

Bond raised an eyebrow and laughed quietly at the absurdity of the situation. Under Abby’s watchful eye, he drained the remaining half-inch of Château Dassault Saint-Émilion Grand Cru Classé 2014 (as the business-class wine list had so laboriously spelled it out for him). It was a six-and-a-half-hour flight and Bond’s cover story afforded him the luxury of a business-class ticket. He’d been making the most of it while he could. He next turned his attention to the glass of ten-year-old Talisker that he’d been intending to savour as he considered his plan of action.

‘Criminal to shotgun it, Abby,’ he said. ‘But I don’t want to offend God.’ He sighed ruefully and chucked the whisky down his gullet after the Bordeaux with very little enjoyment.

‘Sorry about that,’ said Abby as Bond passed her the two empty glasses. ‘Can I get you anything else? Tea, coffee, soft drink?’

Bond smiled at her. Beneath the mask of make-up that seemed to be part of the uniform for female flight attendants, she was a good-looking woman. Perhaps a couple of years younger than him. Time was, he might have gone
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