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PART I

MONEY




2004




1

Toxic

‘You’ll know him when you see him,’ M had told me. ‘You’ll know the type.’

I wondered just what type that was as I crossed a former concert hall now billed as the first professional strip club in Russia. Stepping aside for two women young enough to be my daughters, I followed them into Solaris Bar, where they might scream over subwoofers pumping Britney Spears’s ‘Toxic’, go bowling, or exchange venereal diseases with pinstriped biznesmeni for $150.

As a bouncer ushered me into a roped-off corner dominated by wood veneer and red velvet, I saw him.

The man I was looking for leant with his back against the bar, elbow propped on the brass, one hand curled around a granyonyi glass, the other in his pocket. He wore a black wool dinner jacket with a single button, narrow silk-faced lapels, and silk-trimmed pockets. The jacket had straight shoulders, a clean chest, and a tight waist. No cummerbund or waistcoat. The shirt was clearly Turnbull & Asser’s white-on-white waffle weave, paired with white moiré silk braces, which flashed as he took a sip of vodka. The bow tie was black silk, matching the stripe down each outseam of the classic Italian trousers, mid-rise and straight-legged. The shoes were black calf two-eyelet. Not patent, but shined to perfection. The man was mid-twenties. Tall. Slim, muscled build. Short black hair, a fringe that curled like a comma. A handsome devil, in a rather arrogant way. Yes, I knew the type. I could see why M had him tipped for the Double O Section. A chip off the old block, as my father might have said.

Berthing alongside, I ordered vodka with a pot of pepper and cast a line towards him in English: ‘First time in Moscow?’

A slow, sidelong look. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘No pepper in your vodka.’ I decorated the surface of my glass with black ballast, which lumbered to the depths. ‘It’s a trick the Russians taught me. You’ll find fusel oil on the surface of badly distilled vodka. Poisonous. A little pepper takes the oil to the bottom. You get to like the taste and it becomes a habit.’

‘I avoid habits. As a rule.’

‘That’s very funny, Mr ₀?’

The man sniffed. ‘The pepper could be poisoned.’

‘My tab is too long. Besides, haven’t you heard? The circus has moved to the Middle East.’ I gestured around the bar, and further, encompassing the entire Cosmos. The biggest hotel in the country was a collaboration between Soviet and French architects, heralding perestroika, Gorbachev’s attempt to galvanise the failing Communist economy by introducing a dose of capitalism. The dose worked like a virus; across Russia, managers looted so heavily shops went empty and gangsters killed each other on factory floors. Cosmos Hotel grew sickly and the Cold War grew old, leaving a twenty-five-storey horseshoe known as Half a Cup by locals. One got the feeling it was a cup half-empty. Now I raised a toast to the TV over the bar, which showed explosions in Baghdad, red flares rippling the inky sky. ‘Here’s to shock and awe.’

It was 2004, over a decade before I would be given the assignation ‘M’ and take my position in the throne room of MI6. I drained the glass. ‘My name’s Emery Ware. Universal Exports.’

The man watched me for thirty seconds, then reached for the pepper, freckling his own vodka before knocking the drink back. ‘James.’ He set the glass down with a bang. ‘James Bond.’

We shook hands.

Bond said, ‘I’m attached to the British embassy. I’ve been here long enough to hate the weather. In London, April’s a spring month.’

‘Whereas in Moscow, we’re freezing our balls off.’ The standard coded greeting over, I tapped my glass. The barman, a stoned kid, reached for Russian Standard, better than the bootleg stuff they used to serve. I hadn’t been to the Cosmos since the raves were known as Gagarin parties. The big thing then was Russian rap, too angry to be as absurd as it should have been: ‘Better hide your power in the daytime / when you are a mischievous Moscow playboy.’

The only trouble was trying to hold onto a girl who offered no purchase but a pair of fishnets when the dance floor was coated in blood. Now the next generation of girls writhed onstage. But Bond’s grey-blue eyes weren’t fixed on them. ‘You don’t look happy, Bond. Sorry to miss all the fun in Iraq? Or perhaps you’re one with your generation and cast suspicion over the hunt for Weapons of Mass Destruction.’

‘I go where I’m told.’

‘That’s not what I’ve heard.’ I lowered my voice. ‘M thinks you have what it takes to be a Double O but he’s worried your temperament isn’t cool enough. Sent you here to test your patience. And you’re already blowing it.’

A sharp look.

‘Everything about you screams what you are.’

Bond’s right hand moved from his pocket to his left armpit, brushing the weapon concealed in the holster beneath his jacket, the unease of a Navy man more used to carrying a gun in uniform than out of it.

‘That gesture, for starters, will give you away to the bellboy.’

He snorted. ‘I’m not looking for a mentor.’

‘Shame. You need one. You’re watching the watchers.’

‘Someone should,’ said Bond.

‘Are you being clever?’

‘Never knowingly.’

‘My point, young man, is that you are not watching the girls. Don’t like women, Bond?’

That elicited a raised eyebrow. Bond nodded towards a cabal in the corner. ‘The hood receiving the lap dance is Mikhail Khodorkovsky, Russia’s first oligarch. When Gorbachev legalised small cooperatives, Khodorkovsky turned “non-cash” into real money and became a millionaire overnight. Next to him is Boris Berezovsky, Russia’s second oligarch. He turned looting into an art form. By the time these two were done, the Kremlin declared the end of Communism and the end of democracy all in one decade.’

‘Spies and gossip columnists get a hard-on playing who’s who. You want to blend in, watch the strippers. Better yet, take one to your room while you’ve still got your hair. Trust me.’

‘How do you know I have a room here?’

‘Your girl told me.’

‘Yelena?’

I applauded. ‘He has a dancer already – what does he need my advice for? Not Yelena, son, the girl on your desk. I’m afraid she rather disapproves of you.’

‘That’s only because she knows me,’ said Bond. ‘And she’s not my girl.’

‘No after-hours fun in the stationery cupboard?’

‘I mean she’s not my secretary. She’s operations manager,’ said Bond. ‘And I think she’d want it pointed out she’s not a girl.’

‘Don’t tell me I have a reconstructed man on my hands.’

‘I’m too young for reconstruction. Unlike some. What were you, back in the day?’

‘Back in the day, I was 0013.’

Bond straightened. ‘I know your reputation. If a man wanted to become a Double O, he could do worse than follow you.’

‘One of the few to survive the honour. Something for the record books. Speaking of, did you know that when you checked in here, you were very nearly the Cosmos Hotel’s seven-millionth guest?’

In the mirrored ceiling, our doubles gauged each other.

‘You’ve had people watching me?’ asked Bond.

‘Yes.’

‘To report to M?’

I left that alone. ‘The honour went to a tourist called Michelle Collins, if you’re curious.’

‘That’s why I let her cut in line. I don’t need records.’

‘And here was me thinking you were playing the gentleman.’

‘I don’t play.’

‘It’s all a game. The Great Game where defeat comes at a great cost. You’ll learn that one day. Jesus wept, I’m half-inclined to tell you to get out now.’

Bond hunched. ‘That’s what you’ll tell M: get him out before he’s in?’

‘Suppose I were to tell M your bedroom door has been swinging. Suppose I were to warn him this young man is an ideal defector, who would ply his trade for any country that kept him in plentiful supply of good booze, bad women, and shiny toys.’

‘You’d be wrong,’ said Bond.

I laughed. ‘What a passionate defence. Intelligence is currency, Bond. What sort of legal spy are you, that’s what the opposition wants to know. Not gay, like so many of MI6’s defectors to the Soviet Union, blackmailed and desperate. But that doesn’t mean the bedroom isn’t a weakness for you. No longing phone calls to a girlfriend back home. Putting up in a hotel – this hotel – instead of a nice townhouse with a nice wife. You’re as available as a public lavatory.’

‘Are you inviting me to one?’

‘You should be so lucky. I pay seven thousand dollars a month for a Stalin-era apartment on Kutuzovsky Prospekt because it makes my wife happy and my stepchildren popular at school. I’m past honey traps, and the FSB aren’t trying to trap me. I’m trapped already.’

‘What number?’ asked Bond.

‘Children?’

‘Wife,’ he said.

‘Fourth, you cheeky sod.’

‘She’s Russian?’

‘Belarusian.’

‘Did you marry her for cover?’

At the far end of the bar, local gangsters with aspirational American accents did shots and beat their chests. Foreign students tired of their act tried to snag Bond’s attention.

‘Give it time. I used to be you. A good-looking young man with an easy smile who doesn’t blink when a woman sizes him up. Wives numbers one to four will get to you yet. And if I were FSB I’d know how to get to you now. All it would take is a girl who puts up a little challenge. You’d be hers.’

‘You think I whisper nuclear secrets in my sleep?’

‘Do you?’

He sneered. ‘No.’

‘And what if a damsel in distress asked for your help, her beautiful golden hair spread over your pillow, her plump lips pouting? The help of a British spy, if only you knew one?’

‘I’m nobody’s knight in shining armour,’ said Bond.

‘Can I have another reading on that line?’ I filed away the irritation on Bond’s face. ‘What else? Your wastepaper basket is filled with bottles.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Your cleaner. Maybe you’re lonely. Maybe you’re trying to forget something. No phone calls to family, so maybe it’s inherited wealth that pays for your tailoring – parents dead, Bond?’ That drew a wince. ‘Well, a healthy bank account is no weakness. Though vanity is: you dress better than any civil servant I ever met.’

‘Thank you.’

‘It’s a low bar. But you’re detail-oriented and your dress shows it. That’s good. The bug in your room picks up the same little clicks and rustles as you check for listening devices every night. That’s good too. Details will save your life.’

Bond looked like he’d bit down on a lemon. ‘You bugged my room?’

‘Of course we did. And you can bet the FSB have too.’

‘Where’s your bug?’ he asked.

‘You tell me.’

‘Where’s the FSB bug?’

‘Not in the cistern or the bulbs you search so diligently, obviously. So, we add it all up. No dependants, no one to give you that extra measure of personal caution, but you do take professional cautions. You obviously work out. You’re a straight, white man with money behind him, promiscuous, attractive. When you don’t know you’re being watched, your face is blank and your eyes are dead.’

He gave a harsh laugh. ‘No need to spare my feelings.’

‘You’re right: you don’t have any. You’re a perfect weapon and someone is going to use you. The FSB will have you on their one-to-watch list. And their wish list.’

‘It’s nice to be wanted,’ said Bond.

‘Isn’t it?’ I tried to work out his expression. Contempt? Self-loathing? Amusement? ‘Tell me why you want to be a Double O.’

‘I think I can be of service to my country.’

‘Excuse me while I find a tissue.’

Bond shrugged. ‘Fine. I think I have what it takes.’

‘What does it take?’

‘You tell me.’

I twisted my glass as if aligning a kaleidoscope. ‘There are two types of professional murderers in the world. The first has a limited shelf life. Hitler had to rotate the men in charge of the gas chambers. Gave them nice little holidays.’

‘That’s how you see yourself?’

‘My father survived D-Day and liberating the camps to die as an agent for BRIXMIS in Berlin surrounded east and west by Nazis walking around as if the war never happened. What do you think?’

Bond spread his hands. ‘It’s your analogy, I’m just standing here.’

‘Then stand to attention. The second type is a man-eating tiger. He gets the taste of it and finds he can’t stop.’

‘A Double O is a tiger with a taste for death?’

‘Not so much a taste. It’s simply become a fact of life. He can’t eat anything else now. It’s his nature. And a very useful nature too for governments that need willing executioners. In some ways, we’re not so different from SMERSH.’

On the stage, a girl did something rather new and exciting with the splits, but Bond wasn’t watching. He said, ‘SMERSH was the Soviet Union’s murder squad directed at foreign spies. Bribery, torture, coercion.’

‘Do you think we draw our line in the sand so differently?’

He squared his jaw. ‘Yes. Your father must have thought so too.’

I gave Bond a beneficent smile. ‘I suppose he did, yes. M wants me to take you out for a spin, kick your tyres, so to speak.’ I reached for the brochures spread on the bar. ‘Their literature is rather out of date. Intourist greets you in Moscow – the capital city of the Soviet state and one of the most beautiful and comfortable cities in the world. Unless you oppose Putin’s new regime. Come on, young buck. I’m showing you the real Moscow.’

Bond demonstrated his full height. ‘If it involves less psychoanalysis and more vodka, I’m game.’

I studied him under the fake crystal chandelier. ‘Let’s see if you can keep up with me.’




2

Romeo

The space race was over. Other measures mattered now. Moscow had surpassed New York in number of resident billionaires. The Russian-language edition of Cosmopolitan topped European circulation, the pocket-size format poking from women’s bags wherever you looked. A new branch of Papa Johns pizza opened at Prospekt Vernadskogo and served more people in a day than any other branch worldwide. On the outer ring of the city, grey Soviet blocks seemed to have their own weather system, permanently cloaked in dirty snow. But at the centre, there were thousands of cars on the roads, all in a hurry, and for the first time ever some of them were Ferraris.

I swept Bond from the Cosmos Hotel to Old Arbat, where I tested his tradecraft down the crooked street. He scored one hundred per cent, correctly recalling the sequence of the souvenir stand offering Putin T-shirts and miniature busts of Stalin; the Michael Jackson impersonator dancing with a bejewelled belly dancer; the antique shop selling religious icons for $2,000. A street child, who slept underground for the proximity to central heating, tried to loosen the Rolex Explorer 1016 on Bond’s wrist. He gently clasped her fingers before palming her a bunch of notes. So this hard-faced man was not hard-hearted. We passed a sushi bar that used to be a shop called Juice, one of the few places where for a handful of kopeks you could get a vitamin infusion to help you through the winter.

‘What were you doing here, back then?’ asked Bond.

‘It was glasnost. You can’t imagine those first trips to Moscow, after so many years daring to cross the Iron Curtain.’

We dined at Cantinetta Antinori, the new offering from restaurant guru Arkady Novikov in a nineteenth-century building dripping with Russian and Italian flags on a shaded pereulok behind the Foreign Ministry. Novikov himself brought out the bistecca alla fiorentina made with beef from the Chiana Valley. He told us the meal was on the house.

‘I trust I have your attention.’

‘Undivided,’ said Bond, appraising the 1999 Solaia wine, which would have cost 7,800 roubles. ‘But doesn’t being known to every restaurateur in the world rather blow your cover?’

‘Depends on the legend you’ve been given to operate under.’

‘What’s your legend?’

‘A liaison to the Department of Trade. In other words, a filthy rich Brit with import licences and government connections. Here, the enemy already presumes you’re a spy. It’s what you do with that presumption.’ A shrug. ‘I make friends.’

‘Do the Russians know the truth about their friend?’

‘My life as a Double O is dead and buried.’

‘How do you know where one legend ends and another begins?’ asked Bond.

I heaved a sigh. ‘There is one eternally true legend – that of Judas.’

‘I didn’t realise philosophy was on the exam paper,’ said Bond.

‘Not philosophy, history. Those are the words of Comrade Joseph Stalin – worth knowing here. Ultimately, a spy always betrays someone: his country, his mark, or himself.’

‘While we’re on history, I understand you’re responsible for some of the most significant intelligence coups of those days. And kills.’ He seemed to hesitate. ‘The Stay Behind Slayer is taught at Regent’s Park. A prime case of gut instinct, they say. How did you know it was him?’

‘What do you see, looking around you?’

Bond scanned the Tuscan interior. ‘Something out of place.’

‘Exactly. It took them two years to import the stone alone. And that’s how I identified the Stay Behind Slayer. Something out of place. Do you have the time? Mustn’t be late for the ambassador.’

Bond shook his sleeve out of the way and then froze, confronted by a blank wrist.

I slid his Rolex over the linen. ‘She had two hands, and you paid her for robbing you.’

A strained smile. ‘As did you, I see.’ He slipped on the stainless steel bracelet. ‘What was it, then? The White Mice didn’t catch whatever you recognised as out of place. But you knew you’d found your man.’

‘Boys who get their pockets picked by little girls are not permitted to ask questions of their superiors.’ I softened. ‘The Stay Behind Slayer is ancient history, a footnote in the Cold War. Now the US wants us to make nice. Russia is supporting Operation Enduring Freedom, of all the ironies, and we’re to share intelligence. Of course, one wonders if such support is simply the Kremlin’s attempt to win a pass for rape and pillage in Chechnya.’

Bond considered that and found a through line I hadn’t meant to cast: ‘You were in Berlin when the Wall came down, now you’re in Moscow as it opens for business. Spent some time around useful men in the War on Drugs too. Right place, right time, every time.’

‘Ambitions are important, James. No one will hand you what you want. You have to learn to take it.’ As I said this, Bond was distracted by a model walking past wearing a red dress that ended at just about her waist. She winked at him. ‘Not that you need instruction.’

After dinner, we reported to Spaso House, where the American ambassador expected me for drinks. Peeling plasterwork revealed the ‘marble’ columns were wood underneath. The portico was crowded with Russian diplomats.

I put my arm around Bond. ‘Welcome to the new age.’

He said, ‘Tell Mother I died game.’

My wife was already at the reception. She was closer to Bond’s age than mine and spent the next hour flirting with him. When she spilt red wine on a white rug, I called for a taxi.

Closing the car door after her, Bond told me, ‘It might be time for Wife Number Five.’

The window rolled down and Maria leant out. ‘Divorce would cost him too much.’ Then she collapsed against the headrest and told the driver to take her somewhere fun.

‘You want some advice, James?’

‘No, but you keep giving it.’

‘Never marry your mistress. She knows all your secrets and you’ll only disappoint her.’

Where Old Arbat became New Arbat, a 1960s stretch in flashing neon, the Metelitsa club and Cherry Casino played host to hopeful pop stars singing to the seven hundred people who had all the money and connections needed to make them famous. Bond hit it big at blackjack, so I coughed up the $200 per head entrance fee at the British-owned Shangri-La, where he quickly made my money back, refusing to fold across the poker table from a Thief-in-Law. I was curious how the next minute would play as the gangster from the gulag squared up to the spy from Savile Row.

‘The last man who beat me, I invite him and his syndicate to collect the money at my apartment.’ The Thief-in-Law bared gold teeth. ‘They never left. Would you like to come to my apartment?’

‘I’m saving myself for marriage,’ said Bond.

‘Huh?’

Bond slid the croupier a tip before requesting the winnings in thousand-rouble notes. He stood up. The Thief-in-Law did the same. They faced each other under a yellow lamp.

‘I insist you come with me.’

Bond looked at me. ‘Some men just don’t know how to take no for an answer.’

The Thief-in-Law wrapped a hand as thick as a boxing glove around Bond’s wrist. His fingers probed the watch. ‘This real?’

‘As real as the gold on the carpet.’

‘Huh?’

Bond’s jab was so fast it might not have happened, but then the man choked with surprise, clutching his bloody mouth, and Bond stepped over the litter of gold teeth on the red floor.

I steered Bond to the cashier’s cage. ‘Next time, de-escalate.’

‘He’s alive, isn’t he?’

We finished the night with vodka shots back at the Cosmos Hotel. Bond’s eyes were veined as a river delta. He’d drunk twice as much as me, and I insisted on escorting him to his room in case the Thieves-in-Law wanted revenge. When a man with a tattooed skull barred our way, I kept Bond under my wing. The man faded into the cigar smoke.

‘I don’t need help,’ argued Bond as I opened his bedroom door. ‘Let them come.’

‘Until you learn to value your skin, I’ll value it for you.’ I encouraged Bond to lie down. He looked much younger in the dayglow dawn filtering through the orange curtains.

‘Sleep it off.’

He mumbled, ‘I’m ready to go again ₀’

‘I bet your father was proud.’

Bond’s breathing was growing deeper. ‘He didn’t have the chance.’

I took Bond’s shoes off and set them side by side. ‘Mine neither. But life finds a way to make it up to us.’ I swept Bond’s messy fringe to one side. ‘Maybe you’ll make me proud.’

Over the next weeks, I carried out an experiment. The most exclusive clubs operated what they called Face Control: if you didn’t look attractive, glamorous, or rich enough, the bouncer turned you away within a split second. I urged Bond ahead of me in freezing queues. He was never turned away. Inside, Bond would take on my challenges: secure an invite to the next state reception from a woman who worked at the Ministry of Culture, or identify and tail home an FSB officer without being made. At Crystal, there were three categories of gamblers: professionals looking to win $300 a day; big players who bet at least $10,000 per game; and cheaters and police, both of whom expected to win dishonestly. The place was controlled by the Georgian Mafia. Bond was as good as the professionals. His interest didn’t stay on the cards though, straying to men in their thirties to forties with a military look about them.

I was given to understand M sent Bond here to discover how the star prospect fared in muddy waters. But it struck me there was something I didn’t know. He was looking for someone. For all my advice, Bond wasn’t a schoolboy. He was ready to graduate. He obviously didn’t have a photo and perhaps only the vaguest description, his gaze searching tough-looking hoods related to organised crime or the army. And they were everywhere.

When I took him to play golf at the Moscow Country Club – where all the men talked gear, taking to the new sport like arms dealers – Bond checked reservations for the restaurant. He didn’t seem to be after a particular name, more a pattern.

At the second hole, I was already ahead. I offered small comfort: ‘Early days, Bond.’

‘It’s always too early to start losing,’ he said.

‘Maybe you need a bit of incentive. Two hundred a hole?’

‘We could play for this.’ Bond tossed something onto the green.

I bent and picked up the stripped wires.

‘Do you know the number one cause of apartment fires in Russia?’ he asked.

‘As a matter of fact I do. Exploding TV sets.’

‘Do you think they’re all bugged?’ he asked cheerfully.

‘I wouldn’t be surprised. Congratulations. What are your terms?’

‘I checked the phone, the mirror, the fan, that’s the only one I could find. I win, you tell me if that’s the Russian bug or ours, and where I can find the other one.’

‘What do I get if I win?’

‘My eternal admiration.’

‘I presume I have that anyway.’

He bowed.

I won.

Sammy Kotwani, proprietor of the Imperial Tailoring Company, got Bond’s measure in a room pretending to be a London club: burgundy-draped ceilings, panelled wainscoting, leather chairs. We shared champagne and curry with a media mogul and a politician. But despite his smooth tongue, Bond wasn’t listening to the stream of valuable intelligence. As the clients thanked Mr Kotwani for the mangoes sent to their homes, Bond’s gaze was on the suits waiting on the racks. He was measuring someone himself.

Snow was finally melting from the streets the morning I followed Bond into his office, where his girl guarded the sanctum. She raised cool eyes from her computer, turning off the monitor as Bond threw the trilby pressed upon him by Mr Kotwani towards the coat stand. It landed perfectly.

‘Hole in one, Moneypenny.’ He took off his coat and hung it up.

‘Beating Russians at golf is nothing to boast about, James,’ she said, rising to shake my hand. ‘Hello, Mr Ware. I’ve heard a great deal about you from James.’

I kissed her cheek. ‘You too, Miss Moneypenny.’

Bond took up a seat on the corner of her neat desk where a file marked FOR YOUR EYES ONLY was stamped with the name of an operation: REMNANT. He said, ‘If my prowess on the golf course won’t impress you, what will? Tell me and I’ll pretend I’ve already done it.’

‘I’d be impressed if you turned up for work on time.’

‘I’ll take the blame for that,’ I said.

‘I’m here, aren’t I?’ said Bond. ‘Next to most of the drunks in this department, that’s a record.’

‘I thought you weren’t trying to get into the record books. But where Miss Moneypenny is concerned ₀’

‘Where Ms Moneypenny is concerned, it’s also not the record books I want to get into.’ Bond turned his charm on her. ‘Just your good books.’

‘Die for the cause and I’ll consider it,’ she said. ‘Now, if you’ve got the sexual harassment out of your system, we’ve got operational business to discuss.’

‘I’ll leave him in your capable hands, Miss Moneypenny. Be good, son.’

A smirk. ‘Don’t bet on it.’ But it was performative nonchalance. Moneypenny’s ‘operational business’ had lit the same spark of deadly calculation in Bond I had seen as he measured the suits waiting to be collected from Mr Kotwani’s. James Bond was measuring someone for their grave. And the suspicion that I knew exactly who was a chip-chip-chip that grew louder and louder in my ears. Discreet enquiries amongst old Service friends told me Operation Remnant was the task force responsible for determining how explosives provided by NATO to Stay Behind Networks in the GDR had ended up in the hands of terrorists, used in a recent bombing campaign across Europe by terrorists on the far right. The suspicion was that someone had leaked knowledge of hidden weaponry caches left buried in woodland across East Germany. I remembered Bond’s interest in my most celebrated kill, the Stay Behind Slayer, and sweat dampened my new shirt.

I returned to the Imperial Tailoring Company and riffled through the racks of bespoke suits. The largest was fit for a six-foot-seven man with arms as long as an ape’s.

I swapped my SIM for a prepaid card and dialled a number by memory. ‘Does Mr Kotwani tailor your suits?’

The voice on the end replied: ‘Good evening to you too, Emery. Yes, he does. Need an introduction?’

‘Do not tell me you are in Russia.’

‘Arrived yesterday. Why, do you miss me?’

‘You asked me to test the new prospect for the Double O Section. He’s too stalwart to prove any use to you.’

‘What a nice word. You sound stressed, Emery.’

‘M led me to believe Bond was here for a bit of spit and polish. But I think he’s probing me as much as I am probing him.’

‘How fun.’

‘He’s looking for someone. The Stay Behind Slayer.’

A pause. ‘You killed the Stay Behind Slayer in ’86. Built your success on it.’

‘You and I both know that all I did was stage your body double’s death. I told you it was a loose end that would come back to hang me. Or you. Are you behind the bombing campaign with NATO weaponry?’

No answer.

‘There must be HumInt on a suspect matching your description. Bond and Moneypenny are after a six-foot-seven man. The connection between the explosives and the Stay Behind Network ₀ MI6 must believe I failed to kill you. If they find you ₀ or if I’m doubted ₀’

‘That won’t happen, Emery. This isn’t the day for a hanging.’

It was unclear exactly whose hanging he meant. If he was caught, would he talk? I needed my own insurance policy. That’s when I decided to act on a long-held suspicion. I would use Bond for the Romeo sting. I gave Bond his mission: discover the details of an offshore account and get a look at the money inside. I identified the target: a bank liaison officer whose job was to land big fish, one of whom she hoped to marry on her way to better waters. Bond began by opening a safe-deposit box in the vault, giving him time to flirt with her and her time to register his suit, watch, passport, and bricks of cash. After a few lingering visits to withdraw cash, playing the enamoured Romeo, he asked her to dinner. Dinner turned into breakfast. It was always her place, never his, the dutiful boy mindful of the remaining bug.

He waited until she invited him to meet her parents to tell her he needed help assessing a potential business partner, just a peek at an offshore account. Perhaps she recognised a trade when she saw it, perhaps not. Either way, she delivered all the details of the account including its contents and recent transfers, and her parents met a smooth-talking Brit who soon disappeared, leaving her with a diamond ring. I was certain it wouldn’t be the last time we pimped this Romeo for England.

Afterwards, I asked Bond if he saw anything ignoble in these activities. We were in a bar watching two naked women on a trapeze float over the pool table.

‘What do you want from me,’ he asked, ‘history’s first noble spy?’

‘We are looking for what we are always looking for, James: someone who is a bit bad and at the same time a bit good. Listen to me, son. You have the potential to be something better than that. Better than us old warhorses. Though whether you have the taste for better remains to be seen.’ I wasn’t certain why I had this sudden desire, to see him improve on me. Maybe it was a father’s urge. Maybe it was nostalgia for my untarnished youth. ‘Perhaps you’ll transform our reputation.’

‘We’re not supposed to have reputations.’

‘There’s nobility in you, waiting to get out, I know that much. Love and grief might do the trick. Or kill your humanity altogether.’

‘We’re not supposed to have humanity,’ he said, straight-faced.

I shook my head. ‘What are they teaching you these days?’

‘How to fuck good people over.’ He slipped me a piece of paper detailing a small fortune. ‘Looks like whoever owns this account is embezzling enough government money to marshal a private army.’

Hiding the paper in my pocket, I leant closer to him. ‘When we met, you acted as if I were a stranger. But you were waiting for me, weren’t you? Watching the watcher?’ He said nothing. I pushed: ‘Learnt much?’

Bond transferred his attention to the girls, both of whom wore pink angel wings, scattering glitter over the players below with each arc. A wing brushed Bond’s upturned face. ‘Yes, sir.’




3

Wilderness of Mirrors

A day at the racetrack. James Bond got the best out of a Lada known as ‘a skip with a sunroof’ while I timed his laps from the stands. On paper we were practising his getaway driving. In practice we were boys with toys. The same couldn’t be said of Miss Moneypenny, who climbed towards me with swaying hips, sporting a high-waisted pencil skirt in navy with a white blouse and aviator sunglasses, her ringlets exactly right despite the wind. Moneypenny was beautiful until she looked at you over her sunglasses with that direct, quizzical gaze, as if she found some irony in your presence. She transferred the same gaze to the track.

‘Have I missed it?’ she asked.

‘It?’

‘Whatever’s supposed to be so impressive,’ she said, watching Bond gleefully neglect to apply the brakes as he took the chicane, shooting between points like a pinball.

‘Then he still wants to impress you, our young man?’

She said coolly, ‘He doesn’t know what he wants.’

That I could believe. The question was whether I could be the one to tell him.

Bond pulled into the pit, jumping from the car and bounding up to us. Moneypenny put her handbag on the seat beside me as Bond approached.

‘Ms Moneypenny, I hardly dared to hope.’ He bowed over her hand.

‘You said you had something to show me,’ she said. ‘Don’t tell me that was it.’

Bond smirked.

I sat back on the bleachers. Maybe here was the woman to challenge the young buck. She had her hooks in, that was certain, and I’d wager she’d have them in forever.

‘Care to join me for a spin?’ said Bond.

‘I’m all yours,’ she said, picking up her bag.

‘Careful,’ he said. ‘I’ll believe you.’

I watched them walk arm-in-arm to the pit, where the racing Aston Martin prototype DBR9 gleamed, ready and waiting. It was yet to debut at Le Mans. Bond opened the passenger door for Moneypenny, who swung her leg as if this were her childhood horse. Bond folded into the driver seat. The car shot out of the pit onto the track before you could blink.

I eased a device that looked like a hearing aid over my ear. I’d slipped a bugged Fire and Ice lipstick into Moneypenny’s bag. It was her brand. The device was Soviet-era, and if she discovered it, she would blame the FSB. The dialogue unfolded against the muscular surge of the engine as Bond hurtled around the track at over 150 miles per hour. I imagined it as a surveillance transcript.

Bond: You look tense, Moneypenny.

Moneypenny: You don’t look tense enough, Bond.

Bond: Tensed muscles get in the way of reflex. I’m half-asleep right now.

Moneypenny: That explains why you didn’t get wide enough on that corner.

Bond: You’re welcome to get into the back seat and drive from there.

Moneypenny: There is no back seat.

Bond: Then you’re welcome to climb into my seat, as long as you don’t mind me staying put.

Moneypenny: Your lap’s too slow. [pause] The fastest time here is one minute forty-two. So we’ve got three or four minutes, given your speed, if you want to call it that.

Bond: Just for that.

I couldn’t help but clap as Bond let the full throttle go, blurring past a historic single-seater. I heard Moneypenny laugh.

Moneypenny: Now you’re showing me something.

Bond: I’ll show you anything you want.

Moneypenny: Careful, I’ll believe you.

Bond: A man can only hope. What have you got?

Moneypenny: Chatter says the target will arrive tomorrow night. I’ve booked us a room.

Bond: What did I do to deserve you?

Moneypenny: Nothing yet. But something tells me you’re a good bet.

Bond: Be still my heart.

There was a rustle of fabric.

Moneypenny: It’s still as a tomb.

Bond: Keep hold of me. It’ll wake up.

The car slid home.

Afterwards, Moneypenny refused drinks at the clubhouse. ‘If you’ll excuse us, Mr Ware, I’ve got to march James to a meeting across town.’

Moneypenny and Bond were too smart to talk in the office – it was bugged and they knew it and everyone knew they knew it – and the device I’d slipped in her handbag stopped working after an hour. Clever girl. That left the old-fashioned way. I tailed them through Red Square, where tourists queued to see Lenin’s waxy body and tried not to giggle under the stern gaze of armed guards, and the walls of the Kremlin seemed to pincer the church of Ivan the Terrible, whose onion domes swirled into points like flaming torches.

Bond utilised the GUM department store as Russian spooks utilised labyrinthine Harrods to shrug off surveillance, checking his six in windows and mirrors winking with the reflection of the cupola formed from 22,000 pieces of glass. I was reminded of the phrase used by James Jesus Angleton, the ulcerous Godfather of Spycatchers, to describe the mole hunt, mistrust, and paranoia unleashed after the revelation of Kim Philby’s treachery. It was a line borrowed from T. S. Eliot, in fact – a wilderness of mirrors. There were doubles everywhere, and any lie could be the truth, and any truth could be a lie. There was no such thing as reality, only perception and interpretation, as good a description of spying as any. I followed Bond and Moneypenny through the wilderness of mirrors. Between them and their doubles, they would have lost anyone but me. I’d long made this wilderness my own. In the years to come, as I was promoted to Chief of the Double O Section and then to the role of M, my sense of self would overflow, mirrors on all sides, all of them offering me cover, until my self was merely a cover too.

Bond and Moneypenny were betrayed by protocol, taking exactly two buses and a tram to a place they’d never visited before: a chinoiserie tea shop in Chistye Prudy sandwiched between the old KGB headquarters and three railway stations. The rents were high and the cafés full of well-heeled students. Bond sat grimacing over a cup of what he termed English mud. He was too foreign, this orphan of the world. Too ready to be put to use and belong everywhere and nowhere. The traffic here was as bad as all of Moscow, and I pretended to circle the block for somewhere to park. They sat with their heads bowed, Moneypenny doing all the talking. There was a shared confidence there, as if the two were already old lovers turned best man or woman at the other’s wedding. I was surprised to see them exit into the alley carrying overnight bags and climb into a dented Yugo.

There is a trick to tailing a car over 101 kilometres south without being made, a trick Bond hadn’t yet learnt. I know it was 101 kilometres because the destination was Tarusa, a town high on a bank over the Oka River. After the ‘Great Patriotic War’, Stalin sentenced wounded veterans and dissident intellectuals to internal exile, decreeing these unreliable narrators must live a minimum of 101 kilometres from Moscow. Tarusa hugged the line. Since then, the town had thrived as an artists’ commune, a hub for poetry and abstract expressionism and any other way you can say fuck you safely in metaphor. While I’m enjoying a professorial tone, let me describe Tarusa as a place of liminality and duality, a dividing line between centre and excentric, city and country, future and past. It was in this borderland that Bond and Moneypenny seemed to have rented a tidy house in mouldy clapboard with a vine-covered veranda framed by birch forest. Opposite, there was a much grander property, presumably their target’s destination. I watched from the woods as the two played house. I pulled a fresh flip phone from my pocket, the cramped keys troubling my thumbs. I remembered the arthritic thumbs of the Wermacht officer as I dialled the number.

‘Are you planning to visit Tarusa tomorrow night?’

‘Why?’

‘Bond and Moneypenny are waiting for you. Do you have your double nearby?’

‘Always.’

‘Send him instead. I’ll kill him. Put this to rest.’

‘You’ll appear a failure, twenty years on.’

‘I’ve won bigger prizes since.’

‘With my help.’

‘And you’ve won prizes as big with mine. Stay away from Tarusa. Send the double.’ I told him the address.

‘Listen to you, saving my life.’

‘You’re my most valuable asset, Mora.’

‘Oh, Emery. Haven’t you worked out by now that it’s the other way around? Let the double kill the stalwart and the spare. Then kill him. Expect him before dawn.’

I hung up. My cheeks burnt. Chip, chip, chip. I reached into the glove box for my weapon. All I need do was let the double arrive a full twenty-four hours before Bond, the stalwart, and Moneypenny, the spare, expected the Stay Behind Slayer. He’d slaughter them in bed, or beds, whatever the case. Then I’d kill him, instant vengeance for a regrettable waste. No more sharp enquiries from Moneypenny. No more searching looks from Bond. Midnight came and went. Rain built like static. I massaged my chest, the cold getting in. Finally, I heard a snap of a branch in the undergrowth. I watched the shadow of the ex–Stasi enforcer cross from the woods onto the dirt track. He was nearly seven feet tall and had a circus weightlifter’s mass. I could imagine the clean gunshots, a tap to head and heart. I would find Bond with brain matter pinking his pillow and Moneypenny with her well-ironed shirt spoiled.

I should have done as Mora directed.

But I didn’t.

I climbed from the car and tramped through rotten mulch. The ex-Stasi man worked the lock silently and I followed his steps inside. The circus giant tunnelled towards the bedroom. I toed off my shoes and crept down the carpeted corridor. After a long pause, he tried the door handle. I was just six feet behind him.

I checked my silencer was screwed on right, clicked off the safety, and eased forward, reaching for the man’s arm and firing through his spine towards his heart. The blowback sprayed me. The weight of the falling body smashed open the door, and I crashed into the room on top of the corpse. It was like falling into a mass grave, a dream I had occasionally, and still do.

I was lifted up by Moneypenny as Bond kicked the gun out of the man’s grip and banged the door shut.

‘You really are watching me.’

‘Be grateful.’ I wiped blood from my cheek.

‘I’ll get you a towel,’ said Moneypenny.

‘Then I’ll be grateful.’ I collapsed into an armchair. My heart was beating far harder than it had for years, as if trying to get out of the sarcophagus inside my chest. Chip, chip, chip.

‘How did you know?’ she asked, returning to kneel beside me. Her hands were gentle as she wiped first my face clean, then my hands, removing all the trace evidence. For some reason it made me want to weep. I directed myself to stay in my role. I noted that she wore slacks with her shoes kicked off and her silk blouse half unbuttoned. Bond had stripped down to trousers and vest. Well, the room was warm.

‘I received intelligence the Stay Behind Slayer wasn’t as dead as I believed.’ A look to Bond. ‘Climbed out of his grave, in fact. I don’t leave a job unfinished.’

Bond’s jaw worked. ‘You mean you didn’t trust me to get the job done.’

‘Maybe I didn’t want to be cleaning your blood off my hands. Oh, calm down, young buck. Look how thirsty he is for it. You’ll get your two kills. I’m recommending you for the Double O Section. And you, Miss Moneypenny, to continue as his agent runner in the field. You’ve both impressed me these last weeks.’

‘Thank you, Mr Ware,’ said Moneypenny. She considered the stained towel. ‘Your report said you shot the Stay Behind Slayer centre mass the first time around too. How do you think he survived?’

Panic filled me that she’d open the giant’s badly tailored shirt and see no scars. ‘They made them tough back then.’

She looked at the corpse sprawled on the carpet, the seep of blood from the shiny jacket. ‘And you never saw this man after that? Never had an inkling he’d survived?’

‘I’m grateful to you both for helping me dot an i that I hadn’t realised went unmarked.’

‘Wouldn’t want a typo getting in the way of promotion?’ she said.

‘You’ve got my number, Miss Moneypenny. I could really use a drink. James?’

‘Of course.’ He moved to a sideboard. ‘We were ordered to detain him, not execute him. What should we do with the body?’

‘Oh, I have friends in all the wrong places. Nobody will blink. Afghan Rules.’

Bond poured out a vodka. ‘What are the Afghan Rules?’

I said, ‘Anything goes.’

I watched his steady hand, the grudging admiration twitch across his face, the calm pulse at his jugular.

Duplicity and betrayal are the corner stones of espionage. As a result, espionage is a magnification of regular life, whether it’s your extramarital affair or petty tax evasion. The distinction is that spies betray professionally. A Double O goes a step further. He kills professionally. This is a sordid business and before the twentieth century, spies were treated accordingly as base deceivers, necessary rats, and liars. It was writers who redeemed us. In Britain, authors whipped up fear of a German invasion until the government began to prepare for one, a prudent foresight come 1914. Spies were needed to win the war, and soon it was only the other fellow’s spies that were rats and liars. Our own spies weren’t practised murderers, kidnappers, extortionists, and thieves. Of course not. Our writers told us they were gentlemen. As I accepted the glass from Bond, I took in the dark hair on his strong arms, his perfect shoulders, broad chest, hard chin, cold eyes, tousled hair. He looked like an illustration of a spy. He was the most useful thing of all. He believed his own fiction. And thus, he believed mine.

‘Wait,’ said Bond. I paused with the glass to my lips. He turned to Moneypenny. ‘Did you remember to bring it?’

‘He packs an exploding pen but not this,’ she complained, reaching for her handbag. Moneypenny pulled a little sachet from her bag. It was pepper. She sprinkled it over the three glasses.

‘You’ve learnt.’

‘I’ve had a good teacher,’ said Bond.

I smiled. ‘Nostrovia. Here’s to your bright futures.’

Bond slid one hand in his pocket, a picture of perfect confidence. He said, ‘The future.’
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Hurricane Room

The house in St Petersburg was a black hole. Neighbours looked the other way when walking the dog. No post ever arrived. The site was air-gapped. The front door never opened. The windows remained locked, but sometimes heavily muscled men stood silhouetted behind the bulletproof glass, backlit by a chandelier. Occasionally, one of these men would smoke on the step, and children were taught never to smile or ask about their guns. On the third floor and servants’ quarters, the windows were shuttered. The house had the same proportions and pleasantries as its neighbours: three bays across, dusky pink piping against a pistachio green façade, a gabled parapet. But beneath the skin, it was another beast, steel-reinforced and soundproofed walls transforming a minor royal’s place in town into a prison.

The basement was an interrogation cell. The ground floor housed communications. Guards slept on the first floor and eked out whatever entertainment they could find from TV and poker on the second. Above that, there was a self-contained apartment, though self-contained wasn’t exactly the right word. Contained by two barred and electronically locked doors and sealed windows was more exact. It wasn’t uncomfortable. In fact, a lot of thought had gone into making the prisoner happy. But fine wine and fine furniture couldn’t buy him. So the guards delivered a woman.

Anna Petrov wasn’t just any woman. She’d been loved by this spy before, and the guards placed bets on how the spy would react when he came out of the shower and found her spread on his bed like an offering, after twenty-one months of solitary captivity. They knew his reputation. But he disappointed them. They hadn’t counted on the spy’s decency. Nor had they counted on Anna Petrov’s resolve. She would not be used to break him. When the spy promised her that he’d give anything to secure her freedom, she reached into her pocket for a compact mirror she’d stolen, broke the glass, and slashed her wrists.

Cradling her, the spy yelled for help. A single guard rushed into the apartment and hurried towards Anna without thinking, the first mistake in twenty-one months. The spy disabled the guard, took his gun, and shot him.

None of this was audible from the street below, where Johanna Harwood – 003 in the nomenclature of her department – was now knocking on the front door. She had been searching for the spy who had loved her too and now she was here, she wasn’t going to let anything keep her from him.

Distracted by the confusion upstairs, a guard opened up by an inch. That was all Harwood ever needed. Give me an inch and I’ll save a life. 

‘I work next door,’ she said. ‘Somebody here is using our Internet.’

‘We are not connected to the Internet. You are mistaken.’

003 put her foot in the jamb. ‘It’s happened three days in a row. It’s slowing our connection down.’

She could discern thickset eyes in the gap, nothing more. ‘You are not on our list of approved workers for this street.’

Harwood heard a shout from inside and she followed her boot with her body, breaking the chain. She shot the guard in the stomach. He crumpled. The stairway was red-carpeted, as if beckoning her to put on a show, maybe her last. The next guard rushed from the comms room and she killed him with a double tap to head and chest.

Grabbing a key card from his belt, Harwood sprinted up the stairs. A fist seized her ankle and she tripped. Fingers closed over her mouth. She bit, she hit, she kicked. She broke the guard’s neck. The key card worked like a wand on the third floor, where her reflection waited, splintered and stretched, in a mirrored ballroom. She tore across as three guards crashed after her, and the next set of stairs became a shooting gallery, deafening her as she exchanged shots in close quarters. Three more dead. Another door, five bolts, and a lock, and this time the card didn’t work – Harwood returned to the bodies on the stairs, snatching keys from a man’s belt.

The former servants’ quarters smelt of lilies. Harwood advanced through a bright living room, towards an open bedroom door, where a pool of blood waited. Too much blood.

A psychiatrist asked her once, How would you characterise your relationship with James Bond? And she replied, Let’s just say, I knew him well.

Johanna Harwood stepped into the frame of the bedroom door, where Anna Petrov lay dead on the parquet beside the body of a guard. It was Anna Petrov who had inadvertently provided the clue Harwood needed to find the man standing over her. James Bond glanced up, a gun hanging limply from his trigger finger. Anna’s blood was a tidal pool dragged towards him as if by the movement of a celestial body; Harwood faced him over the ruin. An alarm sounded, panicked and persistent. Bond frowned, perhaps unsure whether the alarm, the open door, 003 herself, was all in his mind, or whether this silk-lined prison was part of the real world where the bells of St Petersburg rang. A world he still occupied, and so did she. A world they shared again.

He wore black trousers with no belt and a red-spattered evening shirt unbuttoned to show his hammering pulse. His looks, handsome in a dark, almost cruel way by his mid-forties, were now purely dark and cruel, exposed by hunger and pain. The faint scar that once showed whitely down his right cheek had disappeared as a bone disappears in a graveyard, his face so thin his gums had receded. Silver streaked the black comma of his fringe. Those grey-blue eyes were blanks. He was an abandoned ship.

Anna’s blood gained ground. The red line touched Bond’s polished shoes. No laces.

‘James,’ said Harwood. ‘It’s me.’

‘I know.’ He moved the gun higher – or did the gun move him?

He pulled the trigger.

The gun in Bond’s hand was a Pistolet Samozaryadny Malogabaritny, a compact self-loading pistol. Designed in 1969 with discreet dimensions, it had the potential to be a favourite with the KGB. But the slide-mounted manual safety wasted time and would have given Harwood a reprieve of a second if the safety wasn’t already off. Another complaint levelled against the PSM was its stopping power. A man had been known to take a shot to the chest at twenty-five metres and keep fighting. But the 18mm cartridge was capable of penetrating fifty-five layers of Kevlar at close range, and Harwood stood six feet away without any shield at all. From the perspective of the bullet, Johanna Harwood’s heart was wide open.

But the bullet passed by her ear in a localised thunderclap.

Harwood believed he’d missed. Somehow, at six feet, he’d missed. But then Bond launched past her, and Harwood turned to see the shot was intended for a remaining guard storming the room, but had only succeeded in winging him. Bond grappled for the man’s gun.

She dropped to the floor. She checked Anna’s pulse. Nothing. Leant her ear to Anna’s lips. Nothing. Harwood slipped on Anna’s blood as she rounded a four-poster bed with a mirror mounted over the headboard, behind which, she was certain, a camera had waited for Bond to do what had made him famous. Returning from the en suite bathroom with towels, she staunched and bound Anna’s limp wrists, the jangle of arteries like phone wires pulled from a crumbing wall.

‘Stay with us, Anna, stay with us. Anna, can you hear me? Anna?’

Anna Petrov, Bond’s former mistress and wife of a defector, led 003 to Bond, but not – she realised as she pumped on the woman’s frail chest until sweat dripped from her brow onto Anna’s tear-stained cheeks – not in time to save Anna herself. There was a faint victorious smile on Anna’s lips.

Sitting back, Harwood wiped her forehead with a shaking hand – her whole arm juddering. Aftershock. Finally, she breathed. But a pounding filled the room, as if she were still pumping Anna’s heart. Framed by silk-covered sofas printed with palms, James Bond was caving in the guard’s skull with the butt of the gun.

‘James. He’s dead.’

He ignored her.

‘Bond. Stop. Stop.’

She touched his sweat-soaked shoulder.

Bond jerked, scrambling away. He ended up on his haunches, tucked between a desk inlaid with tortoiseshell and a grand piano. He was as sinewy and spare as an anatomy maquette and shook as if someone were pulling his nerve endings. She remembered Bond telling her something Ernst Stavro Blofeld said after murdering Tracy, Bond’s wife of a day: I reduced him to human dimensions.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said.
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