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Due to the massive success of DUET, a follow-up was always inevitable.  As I did with that, here's a .PDF 
for you to read at leisure, which includes chapter headers plus the Atoms for Peace song that originally 
inspired the fiction.

OBLIGATORY DISCLAIMER:

Everything related to James Bond (007) belongs to Eon Productions and Danjaq LLC, except the bits in here
that are mine and I made up. I get how this works.
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The Pre-Credits Sequence

004 and 007 exit the Barracks at a run, guns still drawn.

James Bond is not a great fan of pressure, despite the fact he thrives within its embrace, and at this 
moment is grateful that the keys in jacket pocket belong to 009's vehicle and not his. His impromptu
partner for the morning pressed them into his hands as he lay on the Barracks floor with an 
emergency triage team, and were it not for the woman keeping pace with him, that man would be 
dead. In fact, had Ronni Flemmings not returned the previous day from her assignment in Turkey, 
far more fatalities would be left in the wake of the attack that just hit MI6's Central London 
Training HQ.

Even one death wasn't acceptable under any circumstances, especially not now.

Ronni's Walther is holstered, jacket off as she almost throws herself into the Mercedes AMG-GT, 
sticking phone into a special slot provided in the central console as Bond swings the car out into 
Westminster traffic. The blue lights inside the front grille activate automatically, sirens deployed as 
early morning London rush hour parts to the alert with surprising speed. This city's still jittery, 
memory of the helicopter crash and impromptu demolition of the now defunct MI6 HQ still far too 
fresh in the memory. It's a good minute before the car's dedicated comms system springs into life, 
and Bond knows why. This attack had one aim, to blind them all. The fact that the only man capable
of resisting such efforts to disable the Intelligence Service remained from where they'd escaped 
unharmed was something everyone should be grateful for in hindsight. As face appears on the 
phone's screen, even his normal unflappable resolve is strained.

'Q, talk to me.'

'Patience please, 007, let me place us to audio only on the scrambler first. As the coffee machine 
remains on fire I may be working slightly below capacity.'

If the Quartermaster can joke then there's a chance they'll still catch their quarry, Bond decides, 
knowing all too well how effortlessly this young man performs in the field. This is as close to 
combat as he's ever been, picking up a gun to support his tech team without a thought. Ronni's 
scores won't be beaten any time soon, yet at least two targets were hit with confidence.

'On reflection, maybe you shouldn't have done the noble thing and just killed Blofeld when you had 
the chance.'

Bond then wants to chide the agent beside him on the sanctity of process, but even he's beginning to
think Flemmings has a point. Two hours ago, in bed with a woman who wouldn't be alive unless the
Spectre leader had been thwarted, there'd been no thought of lives in danger because of this same 
threat. His newly-caged nemesis was presumed safe in a specially-built Hertfordshire installation, 
but even that's now somewhat doubtful.

'Is Bloefeld's facility still secure, Q?'

'I honestly can't tell you, 007, our systems are a mess, no reliable comms outside of Central London.
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Moneypenny's mobile signal is more dependable and we're using that to try and phone HSC1 for 
confirmation. I would suggest you assume that containment has been breached and act accordingly. 
I'd anticipate an airbound exit would be the most sensible form of extraction by Spectre's people.'

'East London Heliport's five minutes away with our lights on, is there anything there we can use?'

'That's a very good question 004, that I might be able to answer shortly. Catch up with each other 
while you wait.'

Flemmings stares at Bond, before turning away to focus anywhere but at him. Her silence is 
awkward, and James isn't sure what to do as correction. She was in Ankara yesterday morning, 
returning from a long period of solo undercover work, and this is the first time since arriving in the 
Barracks that they've even managed to speak. It could just be she'd gotten used to being silent, but 
Bond knows better. He's in trouble, probably with good reason. Maybe if he tries just being polite...

'Q tells me you managed to shut down both supply lines for the rebels. That's pretty good going.'

'I can't discuss active assignments 007 and don't think I've finished being angry at you.'

'This is not the place to restart this argument.'

'Your utterly inappropriate behaviour is why this whole fucking mess exists to begin with. You want
me to be happy you trashed the best job I've ever had because you insist on thinking with your 
prick?'

The anger had been noticeably apparent since she'd ran back into his life, but now it's personal and 
inescapable. His arrogance wasn't the issue, and neither was professionalism. She's right, its the 
need to be wanted that screwed them both, in the end. Bond had not spared a thought for anything 
except himself or Madeline, and that was his biggest regret of all. The silence is painful, 
uncomfortable regret he's not sure will ever be totally repaired. She'd refused his calls since 
Blofeld's arrest, previous warmth notably absent. Maybe he'd misjudged her too, it wouldn't be the 
first time that had happened.

With an audible sigh, shake of the head more in resignation that judgement, Ronni smiles at him for
the first time that morning.

'Amazingly, you're right and I'm sorry, that was uncalled for. I have no idea what this must be like.'

'Which 'this' are you referring to?'

'All of them. Finding out you're the victim of the most obsessive of stalkers. Discovering life's been 
engineered for decades. Falling in love for the first time since you lost someone who meant 
everything and more. You've pretty much exceeded most people's limits for ridiculous circumstance 
in the last three months. Lesser mortals would be dead by now, yet here you are, planning a 
wedding. I'm not sure if I should be jealous or staggered.'

Bond is taken aback: she knows more than anyone else in the Department, even Tanner isn't aware 
of his intent, and yet here she is, holding all the cards. He shouldn't but steals a glance back, 
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satisfaction at this woman who by rights would now be the most qualified agent on the books after 
him, but who remains very much the undisclosed quantity. There's nothing but disappointment that 
Whitehall's not done more with Ronni's potential, despite what transpired with Nine Eyes. However,
considering the scene they're now leaving? Perhaps it's not as much of a surprise as first appears.

Maybe when all this was concluded, her legacy could be established unhindered.

'Assuming we both survive the day, I'd like you to finally meet Maddy, if you're willing?'

'After we survive the day, there's a good chance I'll be back to fledgling insurgency before the dust 
can settle. Time and revolution wait for no woman.'

Bond knows what this is, quiet and deliberate rebuttal. If he's stepping down, their extra-curricular 
relationship is likely at an end anyway, because the last thing she'll want is emotional baggage for 
the rest of her life as one of MI6's new order of professional free agents. He's staggered that their 
minds can do the future, when this present is suddenly hugely more dangerous than it began when 
waking with Maddy at 6am. If there were anyone to ensure their hastily-concocted mission were to 
succeed, it would be Ronni. This would be the first time since becoming 004 that they'd officially 
worked together. Bond would make damn sure that they both escaped to tell the tale.

For the first time since ensuring Blofeld was captured and not killed, 007 feels a pang of regret for 
the choice. Should they get close enough, it was a decision that would be corrected with customary 
thoroughness.

==

This place used to be a nuclear bunker, sunk deep into lush rolling hills, surrounded by unassuming 
Home Counties farmland. Now it is home to one of the most dangerous psychopaths the British 
have ever incarcerated, kept alive at massive expense to the taxpayer for no other reason than the 
understanding that nobody wants him dead until it is certain the man refuses to talk. The 
Government staunchly refuses to acknowledge him as Ernst Stavro Blofeld, because to do so 
confirms the existence of an organisation no-one will entertain as legitimate, but which remains 
splashed all over every broadsheet and current affairs programme.

SPECTRE is the enemy everyone fears, but no-one can easily remove. 

Ronni pushes anger aside for the umpteenth time that morning and simply concentrates as Bond 
brings their hastily-requisitioned Metropolitan Police chopper into position above the Facility 
entrance. Everything had, for a brief and glorious period, been pretty much perfect. She'd done her 
job for three months, and 007 had provided fringe benefits above and beyond what had been 
expected. Then came the day when personal effects had been recovered from Skyfall, and overnight
004's existence had become nothing more than darkness in Bond's shadow. It wasn't just her either, 
the agent unintentionally tainting every 00 along the way, and that was ultimately something she 
might never forgive the man for. What Bond's covert mission from the previous M had kick-started 
was a complete re-definition of the rules for everyone. Insurgency had become irrelevant, domestic 
uprising after the fact. Spectre's reach was damning and all encompassing, from helping the 
Russians in Afghanistan to encouraging the Americans in both Iraq and Iran. They reached into 
North Korea, Africa, China and beyond. If there was a conflict going on anywhere, chances were 
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Blofeld's people had a hand in it.

All of this to destroy the life of one man who'd stolen love from another with the mother of all 
complexes.

The bigger problem right now was working out who in the security services could actually be 
trusted. That's why they are here, both Walthers with the safeties set off, because MI6 was in lock-
down and the South East was under a Red Terror Alert. Bond's using the Police's heat seeking radar 
to scan the area, and looks increasing perturbed at what he sees.

'I think Blofeld wants us on the ground. I'm not seeing staff in any of the ancillary buildings. Either 
they're all dead, or they've been taken away.'

'How long before we're running on empty?'

'Tank's close, I approve of refusing the refuel. At least this way we're not consciously providing 
anyone with an escape route. I'll wait until we stall, looking at the field at 11 o'clock as our landing 
site.'

004 is already strapping herself in, no need when they took off, utterly confident in Bond's ability to
fly better than she could. They'd discussed it between them: 007 drove, she'd ride shotgun, because 
however good a marksman he believed himself, Ronni was just better. Everyone's scores were up 
since her arrival, Q assumed because competition was a natural encouragement for a group of men 
who'd never had, until this point, any real need to contend with each other. It was amazing it had 
taken a female agent to cause this, but the metrics had predicted instability, based on the last time 
this had happened. Sadly for Eve Moneypenny, her own shortcomings had prevented a permanent 
place in the 00 Section, a fact Ronni wishes wasn't the case.

The arrival of 004 hadn't just forced a re-assessment of roles and ability, it had fractured an 
institution. It was the ultimate irony therefore that the organisation's figurehead had been nullified 
not by old age or injury, but by the need to pursue the most traditional of stereotypical pursuits: 
marriage. For 007 to give up his number so casually must make Madeline Swann something very 
significant indeed. Having read the file enough times to know it almost from memory, stared long 
and hard at the slight blonde woman who had become this man's new mission goal, Ronni still 
could not grasp the motivation. Returning to the quandary, she wondered now what it would take to 
destroy her career for someone else.

There would never be anyone who mattered that much.

The chopper stutters, engines cough their warning that options were out and only then does Bond 
take the time to pull on the regulation harness. She wants to stare as the descent begins, 
remembering every moment of what would be their first and last mission together, because then this
retention could be kept as encouragement. If this is the best in the Service, that's what you need to 
improve upon. However, this remains a man whose personal actions demand to be forgotten, as a 
matter of priority. If you want to be the best? 007 has to retire, because only then do you stand a 
realistic chance of being considered as his successor.

Ronni's mind is all too aware of the multiple ironies at play.
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==

There is always a back way into everything.

You never build a structure without multiple exits: for every entrance well-signposted and covered, 
there exists an unobtrusive door built into a wall that seems to lead nowhere, but in fact represents 
unexpected salvation. One of the earliest lessons Ronni learned as an intelligence operative was to 
ascertain the way out of any location, well before one ever attempted to enter anywhere. Q had sent 
the schematics for this facility on the flight out, and as was often the case it was waste disposal that 
led to her entry. Normally, drains were the easiest way, here no exception. That also meant that if 
she grasped the significance? Spectre would too.

The first enemy operative never sees her coming, silenced then out cold and face down in water that
would have been enough to drown in, had she not tied the unconscious form to a support column. 
Ronni always ignored deadly force when it came to such endeavours, as it might yet be useful 
keeping some lackeys alive for questioning. Targets two and three are a little more of an effort, but 
they too are rendered mute then inactive before being secured back to back on the ladder she uses to
enter the tertiary control centre. The lack of friendly bodies is a concern, likely that human shields 
could be part of this equation. Using the small, cramped space to access CCTV from the main area, 
her suspicion is confirmed as truth: all the staff have been gathered in the main refectory, closely 
guarded and supervised.

She watches as Bond encounters minimal resistance and is almost at the central unit, where Blofeld 
is being held: enemy appears aware 007 is close, already preparing themselves for the inevitable 
onslaught. If there is one thing Ronni detests it is the theatrical in dealing with resistance: one of her
hugest objections to Bond's methodology. What matters before anything else is to free the staff and 
lead them to safety, but activating rescue protocols outside are pointless and will show their hand 
too early. Ronni expects the boring stuff to be her job but is surprised when 007 detours away from 
the main containment unit to address the hostages first. 

Now it is up to her to ensure their escape route is cleared.

By the time the sixth and final guard is neutralised, Ronni's at the entrance to Central Containment. 
The female technician who meets her at the head of the party of liberated captives looks unharmed, 
and immediately grateful: Ronni uses her phone to scan the ID's of every person who passes out of 
the area, inventory and double check combined to ensure Spectre weren't planning a surprise on 
escape. It turns out Elizabeth Mayer's not simply a female tech but a part of MI6's Acquisitions 
team, and without a thought 004 pulls out her Walther, before disabling the palm-print activation.

The woman can't be older than 25, on reflection, pretty and brunette but with clear strength under 
the white coat; she baulks when the weapon appears, yet doesn’t move away. Ronni takes the barrel 
in hand, turning grip to face her at waist level, inviting an open hand.

'Agent Mayer, do you know how to use this?'

'I've been trained, but I've never -'
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'There is always the possibility that I didn't deal with everyone on your way out. This therefore 
becomes insurance. Get used to holding it, that will give you confidence regardless. Nobody's 
making you fire it, okay?'

'You're Ronni Flemmings, aren't you?'

'I started my life in Acquisitions just like you. One day, I was caught in a situation not unlike this 
and was given a weapon, I never had to fire mine either because the man who covered my back did 
his job correctly. I've got you covered too, get these people out of here and when you get up top 
wait for the Evac, I'll make sure it's sent as soon as we have things locked down.'

'Thank you, and thank Bond. You are both very good at what you do.'

The lab coat is off, Mayer possessing more confidence as she leaves, as do the rest of the dozen 
hostages, most of whom thank her on departure. Ronni takes a moment to decide that this was the 
part of the job that was the most enjoyable: any fool could blow up a building and destroy 
collateral. It took a different kind of mindset to deal with humanity as more important than the 
surroundings. The remaining journey to the main control room is without incident, guards and 
resistance already eliminated with Bond's no-nonsense approach. She'd not killed anyone, but all 
these goons are dead. Maybe one of the reasons she wasn't taken seriously was her approach to 
neutralisation: Bond didn't need to worry about unexpected surprises, because once he attacked 
someone they never got up.

Ronni liked her way better, even if it demanded more clean-up afterwards.

The main control room is an exposed section of metal and glass, orange segment jutting out over a 
large circular cell surrounded by a series of obstacles: water that could be electrified, spikes and 
wire, all meant as means to prevent unauthorised entry and exit. As she watches, Bond is being held
as Blofeld sits in a motorised wheelchair provided as one of far too many concessions, at the 
expense of Her Majesty's Government. There's an exchange going on that Ronni could listen to, but 
she knows how this works: she'd read every file on Bond since 1959, in all of his incarnations. The 
manual was clear and intractable on this point: always attempt to extract information from a quarry 
before moving to neutralisation. However perilous one's situation, it is often more useful to engage 
an enemy in conversation as potential distraction than simply eliminating them in cold blood. This 
is where Flemmings diverted with conventional wisdom yet again: given the choice, she'd skip the 
speeches and simply kill the person in charge.

If truth be told, there was a lot of conventional MI6 wisdom she had a problem with.

Ronni however has a more pressing concern: if Bond is being restrained, she'll need to make an 
effort to rescue him too. That's easy: already pulling out a harness and cables from a locker, using 
the facilities mainframe to locate the best method to leave the control centre at speed. There's 
enough flammable material here to act as accelerant, all that's required is a trigger and distraction. 
Her phone was due for an upgrade from Q anyway, and he'll not get upset over her using that as an 
impromptu detonator, and if all else fails she can blame Bond for the damage that's about to be 
wrought to prove capability. What this will also accomplish is making a point to 007, in the most 
spectacular fashion she can accomplish.
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If she's going to take his job when the man gets married? Her entrance skills will be everything.

==

Bond stares at Blofeld, considering his last comment, wondering whether the man has a point. On 
consideration? He's a fucking lunatic, and that is never going to change. He's keeping you talking 
to buy time for a rescue that's not coming, because this time I was forced not to do the job alone.

'It doesn't matter who's in charge, what they look like or how they play the game. As long as people 
like you still live and breathe, people like me will eventually kill you.'

'And yet here I am, canary in a cage, waiting for the moment to be set free. Your Government think 
I am worth more alive, and so I remain, because you could not finish the task.'

'It wasn't my humanity that saved you. It was someone else's.'

'Was it really, 007? Or is all of this part of a bigger, more dangerous game?'

There is a burst of static, feedback loop from overhead speakers that is enough to unsettle both of 
the goons restraining Bond. It is the distraction he's craved, allowing vital seconds to take one from 
standing to unconscious. Blofeld's already turned, wheelchair surprisingly quick, and the second 
assailant is tossed into dirty water where he is summarily fried by the defence grid. Before there's 
the opportunity to pursue quarry comes a massive crash, glass and debris from above as Ronni 
launches herself through the glass of the control room window. She's used a chair as an impromptu 
shield, milliseconds before a massive explosion destroys the entire side of the complex, showering 
debris and metal over both Blofeld and his escape path. As a girder falls and catches the fleeing 
man, he is bodily thrown from his chair before landing in a pile of rubble. Seconds later, a support 
column topples and crushes him with unintentional yet deadly efficiency.

Bond stares in open mouthed amazement as the dust finally settles: Flemmings not only has the 
dramatic entrance aspect of the 00 designation covered, but is clearly capable of destruction of the 
scale required to ensure the enemy know she means business.

==

Ronni wasn't expecting to cause nearly as much damage, and now understands that as a 00 perhaps 
theatrics only seem that way when you're watching and not engineering them. She uses a cleaning 
harness attached to a dedicated ceiling strut to abseil down to ground level, walking to the remains 
of a now shattered and flattened wheelchair. Blofeld had been thrown clear, across the platform: 
he'd not expected 007 to come with backup, that much was obvious. Bond used to work alone, 
nobody sending the enemy a memo about those rules altering forever. The shattered remains of the 
observation booth are still smoking and Ronni is treading with care, moving rubble aside until her 
target is located. This man's desire to stay alive and exact revenge on his nemesis had the potential 
to last long beyond what was, all told, an entirely accidental and unfortunate demise. Now his 
assertion earlier, as she had listened on CCTV, that death would only be a setback would be 
rigorously tested.

There is no doubt Blofeld is deceased, skull so heavily compacted there's brains all over the support
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pillar which hit him. Ronni stands, staring at the man who'd held a grudge against 007 for decades 
and wishes his ending meant the problem was dealt with, but that wasn't how revenge worked in the
modern world. Whether he passed from old age or they engineered his demise, it didn't matter. 
Bond's existence had fuelled an entire organisation hell-bent on destroying what he stood for, and 
after that everyone he'd ever touched, regardless of relevance to anything else.

Losing the man in charge wouldn't alter that long term objective one iota.

Three weeks later...
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ONE.

It slipped my mind
And for a time

I felt completely free...

==

She wakes, face down on the L-shaped sofa, immediately regretting consciousness. Mouth is 
sandpaper rough and dry, headache sudden persistent ache: everything smells of cigar smoke, tastes 
of whiskey. It takes far too long to recall why she's fully clothed, not in bed, eyes painful above 
everything else. Then sparks the memory of anger, incandescent and brutal, giving way to 
disappointment and despair in short order. Walking home from the restaurant in bare feet, after 
bitter yet passionate argument on the restaurant balcony. Pushing his luck on of all things, his own 
Stag Night, and her temper had finally shattered.

Bond was marrying Madeline Swann in under a week, yet Ronni was who he wanted more.

Maybe James was just damaged goods and it would be sensible for everyone to just have 007 gone, 
erased from both history and memory. Except deep within, something had shifted. Ronni would 
miss him. There was a sounder point, making her itch with uncomfortable truth she didn't want to 
grasp. They were indivisible, less than a whole without the other. She'd pushed, trying to force the 
admission that he loved his fiancée, but he wouldn't, couldn't use the word. Bond was unable to 
commit, and in a moment of revelation had admitted that perhaps there was regret in the decision to
marry. 

He still needed her to feel alive.

004 didn't have time for this, not with the entire intelligence community on high alert. His 
argument, however seductive, wasn't the answer either needed or craved. If he was about to leave, 
little doubt he'd be finished as a 00 with a wedding ring, that should be the end to it. Except he'd 
faltered, tried to convince one last night together would be enough, but when pushed? Bond's happy
ending was a sham. There was no need for her to ever experience a fairytale, because that's what 
this job was supposed to have been, but with him as 007, he'd become the villain instead. His 
actions had condemned, her life as second fiddle, and now needed to be gone to allow at least the 
chance to take centre stage. A drunken Bond had watched with increasing horror as she'd laid it out 
and knew, as long as he remained 007, she'd never get the life so badly craved.

Moving gingerly from lying to sitting, Ronni remembers the entire performance: alcohol fuelled, 
through tears that had become increasingly bitter. She'd watched Bond grasp reality, future 
perennially in his thrall. As long as 007 remained the benchmark? They'd never give her a fucking 
chance. Ronni isn't sure this is the actual truth, but that's how it has felt since attaining 00 status. 
There'd been a distinct lack of opportunity to shine, or even extend her remit outside the normal run 
of contentious situations. It was almost as if Whitehall had no idea what to do with her, or indeed 
any of the other 00's because when Bond walked into theatre, rules went out of the window and the 
world literally revolved around him. The whole Spectre 'incident' was proof that the criminal world 
saw 007 as their primary threat… and he'd proved it in spades. 
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There is no more time to debate this with herself. Ronni needs to be at work in an hour, and right 
now is certainly not legally capable of driving. Instead she will shower, take painkillers, run along 
the Embankment and hope nobody asks anything significant from her until a great deal of caffeine 
has been consumed. Stripping to start her Monday, memory surfaces that she wants to ignore but 
can't. Their hands interlaced, attempt to prevent an enraged exit that failed.

'Please, don't leave like this. Never sleep angry, it erodes what we are.'

Ronni's not sure 007 even understands what a proper relationship entails, and maybe that's part of 
the larger problem, right up until the moment she fails to register her own gym bag in the bedroom. 
Tripping over first it and then her legs, landing face first on a bed it would have been preferable to 
have slept in the night before, the laugh begins and consumes her entire body. She's in tears of 
amusement: not only still drunk, but the previous night's performance wasn't anything except 
desperate. He tried his luck and failed. It was going to happen eventually, after all.

The sooner 007 is married, the better it will be for everybody.

==

She breaks her personal best, running past the Thames under unsettled March skies, reminded of 
just over a year previously when the application for Active Consideration had been accepted. That 
system had been put on hold, requirement to lose your life summarily scrapped when it became 
apparent that personas did not matter as much as numbers. MI6 desperately needed more people on 
the ground, and the system couldn't support turn around times any more. Suitable candidates were 
being permed from the military, increasing number of civilians being targeted as potential 
employees to confront an enemy who didn't follow a rule book, or even care about anything except 
themselves. London had already lost too much to terror, skyline permanently tainted by Millbank's 
unscheduled destruction. Government wanted to build a monument on the site, yet no-one could 
decide what form it should take.

004 doesn't care for memorials or history, unless they prevent the same events repeating in 
perpetuity. All those mausoleums and monuments to casualties would never preclude men being 
violent to each other, freedom remaining the commodity everyone craved but no-one could ever 
guarantee. Flemmings gave up life and name to defend this status quo, such as it remains, and that 
today allows an acceptance of inevitably. Focussing on your own battles, like it or not, was often 
preferable to changing the World. In this case, at the start of a new day, fresh opportunity will be 
considered as acceptable: there had been hope for better, but between Carnagie and here, she'd not 
failed her objective. It refused to accept her as being what it either wanted or needed right now, and 
that might still be the way tomorrow if things were allowed to continue as was. MI6 needs to 
publicly acknowledge she is their future: that meant never stopping, always pushing, and refusing 
to concede an inch.

Rachel Frasier is waiting for Flemmings after she's showered, dressed in her favourite grey trouser 
suit, in the newly-requisitioned female-only changing area. The imposing brunette waits quietly in 
Westwood, tablet in hand, and 004 knows that she's doing Q's job for the day. The man himself is on
a training course, small arms and munitions, result of the incident almost a month ago. No longer 
can the Service afford to have anyone without basic self defence and survival training in any key 
position, just because there was no indication when the next attack could happen, and it would. 
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Spectre's de facto leader might now be cremated, but from his ashes rose a chilling warning: MI6 
was at war. The hunters would become hunted, their casualties would be numerous. Internet 
rhetoric and social media sabre rattling aside, Whitehall was not taking any chances.

The two women could not be more different in both background and outlook, but their connection 
was considerable. Of everyone here, Rachel understood best what it meant to make the most of 
what you had, and to exploit that potential to the fullest.

'Good morning Ronni, you look better than everyone else I've seen from last night.'

'I'm still surprised M sanctioned Bond's request, considering the circumstances.'

'I think the idea is not to let the enemy know you're being persecuted by the rhetoric. Things carry 
on as normal despite the threats, so everything remains as it should…'

' - despite the fact it is anything but. On reflection, I think maybe I should have stayed at home.'

'You can't blame Bond for playing to type until the end. He is at least pushing the stereotype to its 
natural limit.'

That answered Ronni's first question: their drunken exchange had not exactly been inconspicuous. 
She's expecting more vitriol from Frasier, who has never been backwards in her condemnation of 
007, but this morning there is a reserve to the woman Ronni finds a surprise, and she is compelled 
to ask why.

'Wouldn't you normally be giving Bond a far harder time than you are?'

'I've never been in love enough with someone to suggest marriage, 004. One assumes that the 
process isn't normally entered into lightly, but when you look at divorce rates… I may not 
necessarily agree with how 007 does his work, but when he cares about someone...'

'You think he really loves her?'

At the direct challenge Rachel stops, looking at Ronni oddly and making the woman feel distinctly 
uncomfortable.

'I think Bond's beginning to realise there are consequences even he might not have considered with 
relevance to his recent choices. After a decade, understanding research is valuable before one fully 
commits to a mission might finally have begun to register. However, we have more pressing things 
to consider, especially in reference to your recent placement in Turkey. Once you've had another 
Vanilla Latte I'll show you what Naomi has turned up from the latest round of satellite passes.'

Discomfort is forgotten, put aside at the thought of the three person team she'd left in Ankara, 
affinity to them suddenly more important than her individual feelings for one man. She can't change
her fate with Bond, but there are many things in the world that she can alter: given the choice? Take
the difference, not the desire. Q's words from training work their magic, as Ronni follows Frasier 
out of the changing area, to the large, rectangular briefing space where Agent Walters stands 
waiting. These women and her boss have done a remarkable job of helping her cope not only with 
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disappointment, but have fostered the notion of team spirit that has only fortified after the attack in 
their midst. 

Grace Cartwright-Miller has taken a full-time role in training, given her own staff and a remit to re-
educate existing agents on issues including diversity and sexuality. The changes Q began when 
Ronni became 004 are already having significant ramifications, and this makes her happy beyond 
words. Even the Barracks itself has undergone alteration: this communal area for showers and 
changing just the beginning: privacy guaranteed for interviews and assessments that had never 
previously been considered as relevant.

The changes might be glacial in pace, but it was undoubtedly better than nothing.

==

She's been at her terminal for an hour after the briefing, poring over Walters' last sweep of data via 
the Department mainframe when Tanner appears, impressively dapper in a three piece suit that 
wouldn't look out of place on M. He had picked up a gun when the attack happened, more capable 
than Ronni had grasped, but still appears slightly awkward with sidearm that all senior personnel 
were now obliged to wear on government property. The Barracks has yet to come down from 
Amber Alert instigated three weeks previously, drills and security now part of daily operations until 
Spectre's threat is considered suitably minimised. The fact Will's heading for her desk is a concern 
too, because Ronni's not confident she can carry out an adult conversation until there's been more 
Vanilla Latte than currently consumed.

'How much still over the limit are you, 004?'

Ronni blinks at his honesty, grateful small talk's being completely avoided. He'd been at the 
Restaurant last night, at least for a couple of hours, though they'd hardly had an opportunity to chat.

'Good morning to you too, Will. Is it that obvious?'

'I'd not have known had I not just left 007, who looks considerably worse for wear than you do.'

'Well, that's reassuring because he was at least three Jack Daniels ahead of me. You did the very 
sensible thing by leaving when you did with Q. Is there a problem?'

'Last night's none of my business, but this morning is very much the opposite. Bond's just turned 
down a particularly significant security job, suggesting you were a better fit.'

'Is this low or high profile?'

'Extremely high indeed, which is why M asked for him to do it, but he just refused before 
suggesting that maybe these tasks should be offered to other people in the department and not 
simply at the poster boy.'

Ronni shifts, suppresses a smile: Bond hadn't just been listening, he'd made the point to 
management, and anger dissipates in a manner that comes as something of a surprise. The fact he'd 
taken her words to heart at least meant ire had been understood, but it didn't remove the source of 



14

the real tension. Eventually, that would need to be addressed. For now, she'd concentrate on the day 
job instead, trying to keep desire off the table.

'I came all this way to drive you back to Whitehall for the briefing. You'll need to dress for the 
Opera tonight, it's hardly going to be taxing but you will need to keep your eyes open. However, 
there is one other matter I need to discuss first.'

Tanner places himself between office and her, sitting on the desk: in his hand is a USB drive that 
Ronni recognises immediately.

'I have this information from Q, he tells me you've been putting data together in your spare time. I 
haven't had a chance to look at it yet, but can I assume this has been compiled with customary 
thoroughness?'

'I could be wrong, Will. There has to be a first time, but there's just too many co-incidences to easily
ignore. I wasn't sure, I'm still not. Please don't be cross, I just went to the person I trust most in the 
Department first.'

Not wanting to be that person, it had happened regardless, the deeper Ronni had dug. As history 
was uncovered on Madeline Swann, the more difficult it had become to overlook holes, co-
incidences in times and places, people and events. Personal feelings became impossible to 
reconcile: Gregory had told her that jealousy was normal, understandable when emotional affinity is
tested after commitment changes. Ronni knew all the answers and the counter-objections but the 
niggle would not diminish. She'd just put together the data and resolved someone else could decide.

'I'm disappointed you feel you can't trust me.'

'Will, I'd assumed you'd rather not get involved. How would you feel if I went and told M I thought 
your soon to be wife could be a sleeper agent for Spectre?'

'I'd quite obviously consider you were jealous, because it's apparent I'm incredibly attractive and 
have that effect on other women. Then I'd check the facts, and after that I'd look at my own people 
and berate them at length for not doing the same earlier.'

'Will, I don't know -'

'It's okay, Ronni, I understand this dilemma more than you realise. You've done the right thing 
coming to us and not straight to 007, that I will tell you. We can talk more on the way to your 
meeting. I'll get someone to make you up another coffee for the journey.'

Watching the Chief of Staff leave, Ronni wishes that she'd never been placed with Bond for her 
final assessment, because then none of this would ever have been an issue. However, the past was 
something she could never alter, however strong the desire. All that was left now was to make sure 
that this position was neither compromised nor damaged by somebody else failing to do their job 
properly.

Now that this last piece of the puzzle was passed on to the right people, 004 could move forwards.
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==

Running back for no other reason than her Jaguar remained in the car park at home, Ronni's happy 
not having to wait for a Service transport, preserving autonomy. From the grey morning, London's 
afternoon is blue skies and cautious optimism, Thames shining in surprisingly warm sun. This city 
becomes increasingly adept at soothing her disquiet, reminder of how it has become so much more 
than home. This is the lover who never cheats or lies, confidant willing to find time to listen. Her 
flat is warm, welcoming familiarity, mess of clothes and unread mail she makes an effort to both 
tidy and sort before anything else is accomplished. Bond's wedding invitation remains unopened, 
hidden from sight, misguided belief that ignoring the inevitability will somehow lessen pain. That's 
what this is, Ronni quietly grasps in the shower, an inescapable consequence of life. 

Those who we care for never remain forever.

Mission outfit is chosen on autopilot, hanging ready on the wardrobe door. Black chiffon, skimming
just below the knee; heels that she can run in should the need arise. Hair and makeup can be simple 
yet essential because this isn't just about making an effort, it's the level required for a man who 
Whitehall want to be nice to. Then everyone forgets the bad taste of Nine Eyes, electronic duplicity 
from the most brilliant of Old School traitors. Instead it is time for New Money, American-born 
wonderkid who's promising the moon for the right contracts and correct treatment. Ronni has no 
interest in these machinations, but knows that to get ahead,  there will always be pawns to be 
played. One day there may even be no need to pretend and deceive to achieve objectives, people 
might simply communicate and move forward. May that time come soon, and with the minimum 
loss of life.

With the detective work on Ms Swann out of her hands, correctly prioritising the future should be 
easy.

Except it's a lie, most obvious of untruths. Sitting upright, still wrapped in her towel, Ronni spies 
the necklace Bond bought her hanging on the dressing table mirror. His surprise gift on promotion, 
hand made in silver; implicit acknowledgement they were the same, two halves of an unbreakable 
whole. Yin and Yang. It was an ugly thing, genuinely surprising choice: she'd expected more, not an 
obvious symbol of connection, until he'd mentioned the necklace Vesper had worn, carried across 
the planet and finally discarded in the Kezan snow. Symbols mattered in his world, relationships 
fragile and fleeting. This showed permanent commitment, protecting her as important as his own 
life, perhaps even more so. Without her, there was no him.

Ronni has never worn it, only ever let it hang here as reminder of a relationship that does exist, 
stronger now than even she is prepared to admit. Because today, after you yelled at him, something 
changed. James is not an idiot, he cares, you know full well that's not altering any time soon. Even 
when he marries this ridiculously beautiful woman you can never compete with? 

You are still his missing half.

Picking up the robust silver chain, Ronni allows herself to embrace the truth, for one last night. In 
the morning, she'll take off the past and put it away, before forgetting for good. That's what 00 
agents are taught to do with grief and regret, means by which they remain sane. She can apply 
makeup in her sleep, dress without thinking, but it is a genuine effort to place hands around neck, 
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willing fingers to operate the clasp. His necklace sits, in the hollow of her throat, spot kissed on 
many occasions with a care that would send entire body into submission. It would require 
considerable strength to erase Bond's intimacy from her memory, but if 004 is to finally succeed? It 
has to be done.

It doesn't matter what or who is involved. The past needs to be dealt with before you move forward.

==

Tonight's agenda is simple: meet Christopher Richmond at the Savoy Grill, listen to his pitch, then 
escort to the English National Opera using discretion as to your actions. Ronni knows what Tanner 
meant, that if this was Bond with a woman that might end up as an interesting diversion… except 
004 had never taken advantage of such a situation. There had been occasions in the time since being
given status that she could have indulged, but both men undoubtedly would have considered her 
easy, and it would have counted to the detriment of the final objective. Despite what 007 might 
think? Sex with a total stranger was, for many, a step too far.

Walking into the Hotel's expansive, opulent lobby it occurs that the future isn't about getting what 
you want, it is making sure people understand what you are. Social media and instant messaging 
may create the impression that the world thrives on immediacy: the true reality of emotional union 
undoubtedly took more time to catch up. If this were a real date, far more homework would have 
been conducted on this man, because otherwise she wouldn't trust him at all. For now, Ronni 
anticipates a reasonably easy ride based on the details of the briefing. What is presented when the 
maitre'd escorts her to the pre-booked table therefore ends up as a pleasant surprise, evening 
suddenly far more attractive in many ways.

The man who stands and stares is both fascinating and desirable beyond initial explanation. Pale 
blonde, Scandinavian strength and height are all bonuses, but it is the smile that sends brain 
unexpectedly into defence mode. He's also clearly confused: if expecting Bond that's probably not 
as big a surprise as it should be. However, recovery is fast, maintaining eye contact the entire time.

'You are definitely not what Whitehall had promised.'

'Government is very good at dressing up the truth. I should now probably ask what you were 
expecting.'

'Male, late forties, tuxedo.'

'Yes, I can see why you'd feel left wanting. As it happens there is a tailor-made dinner suit, but 
superiors like to hold me to type.'

'I'm imagining you'd look particularly alluring in that, probably better than me.'

'It depends on your idea of appealing, I suppose.'

Attraction however is unmistakeable, Ronni reining in desire to flirt with someone she's not 
expecting to be as likeable or charismatic. The Scandinavian accent’s a bonus, making stomach 
flutter as he talks. Extending hand, she anticipates he'll put it to mouth; instead it is grasped, shaken 
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with confidence more endearing.

'Christopher Richmond, it's an utter pleasure.'

'Ronni Flemmings, and I've been asked to extend my apologies that James -'

'Oh screw Bond, we'd have sat all night in silence. I think you and I will have an awful lot more to 
talk about. I'm also glad we're having dinner before the performance, because it gives me a chance 
to impress you with what my company is hoping to provide for agents on the ground as well as your
superiors.'

Richmond's enthusiasm is infectious, Ronni at the table with more optimism than she'd ever 
considered could be conjured for this meeting, for that's what this is. The man's funny, open and 
honest, but something doesn't feel right as she watches him peruse the Savoy Grill's menu. 
Suddenly and without warning it is the handshake that rings alarms, adrenaline hitting like a punch; 
enough to make her shudder where she sits.

'Is everything alright, Ms Flemmings?'

'Sorry, yes, just unwinding after a particularly long day. I wonder, would you mind ordering for me 
whilst I quickly pop to the ladies room?'

'Of course, you don't have any allergies I should know about?'

'No, I'll eat anything, having run 15 miles today I have more than enough calories to spare.'

She stands in the bathroom moments later, staring with concern into the mirror. Aware that body's 
reacting to too much alcohol and not enough sleep, there remains something unsettling about this 
guy that immediately has mind on the defensive. Could it be that Bond had actually poisoned 
outlook with the nature of their relationship that meeting anyone else would cause inevitable 
comparison to him? No, that was stupid and narrow minded, because nobody was going to deflect 
from the task in hand, that was the point. Ronni didn't need distraction.

Yet here it was, looking almost exactly as it ought to in order to do just that.

Richmond was too perfect: not intimidated, comfortable in her presence… in fact, almost inviting 
the connection, challenging her. This never happened with anybody, even 007 had kept a discreet 
distance, with her destroying comfort zones first. This man was either the most perfect fit she'd ever
met or else this was a trap. Now there is a wish to have more details, or access to the Company 
Intranet via phone. Ronni's second guessing, wondering whether residual hangover's making her 
self-inflate worth too much -

'Stop it.'

Bond's close enough to taste, and hopes she will. However much the temptation might appeal, on 
the other side of this pillar are many people who need to respect Flemmings, long after 007 leaves 
the building. She slipped out to the restaurant's balcony, unable to stand watching any longer, desire 
unavoidable. Looking down to the Thames, Bond had appeared from behind; familiar pressure, 
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before arms wrapped around her. In her ear, whisper suggested the unthinkable: back to her place, 
briefest of indulgences then Bond would go home. It was a Stag Night, after all. Lesser things had 
happened before people got married, but not on her watch. 

NEVER if she was in charge.

'You really expect me to be happy, James?'

'I think you could at least try to maintain the illusion while I'm in the same space.'

'This is not about having your cake and eating it, it's not fair on Maddy. Forget for a moment that 
you don't see anything wrong with what you just asked, and consider her, because I thought you 
possessed more respect than you obviously do.'

'She's not my job.'

'No, she's going to be your wife, and right now I'm not even your lover, and I'm not prepared to 
demean her by doing that. I've never been property to direct as you see fit, and you'd do well to 
watch yourself.'

Bond steps back, still assessing, smallest of smiles suddenly concerning. His request had been 
completely serious: never joking about desire, because he never did. The default was to push luck, 
and mostly she'd indulge. Tonight however, James was being a prick. An arrogant, drunken wanker. 
Ronni would not bend, registering that this was where their relationship had to end.

'Your moral compass is unshakeable, isn't it?'

'I will indulge for as long as you wish if there's nobody else in the frame. Now that's changed -'

'I'm officially off limits. I'm impressed at your restraint, I genuinely am.'

'That's how it stays for as long as this professional relationship is viable. When you're on the job, I 
have your back. The moment you're off it?'

'I'm no longer your problem.'

Ronni blinks, back in a moment now known to be inherently false. Her gut is sound, direction 
pointing not only correct, but fortified. Something about Richmond isn't right, and until she can 
work out what it is? Proceed with caution. Bond protects, even in her subconscious, but a truth that 
comes as a surprise shakes her more. She'll miss 007, not just because of the fringe benefits. It will 
be his counsel and advice that will be the biggest loss of all; nobody holds a mirror up to Ronni as 
well as James.

007 is still a problem, and part of the equation. This was supposed to be his detail: Richmond was 
expecting him and got her instead. This isn't about a business proposition. If her mission is a fraud?
Somebody is trying to get to Bond because of who he is.

Ronni's new objective is the task of working out why.
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==

The ENO's production values are beyond impeccable: Ronni can't help but get sucked into the 
moment as the opera presents it. Ironic that this should be 'Così fan tutte' on offer: Ferrando and 
Guglielmo expressing their certainty that Dorabella and Fiordiligi will remain faithful when they 
depart for war, confident their relationships are intact. It's all well and good until Don Alfonso 
arrives and bets them their fiancées can be seduced, then the men are all indulgence and disguises 
before fooling the other's lover they're somebody else. On reflection Ronni understands why this 
might not be Bond's first choice of evening entertainment, considering their line of work. The last 
time he was here had been at one of the many Royal Galas the 00 section were obliged to protect as 
part of the department's long-term remit: whichever of the agents were in London would be attached
to the normal Palace security services to augment the numbers.

That night she'd worn a tuxedo that was subsequently banned from use for official duties, despite 
being Whitehall sanctioned and manufactured. The kevlar underbust corset was worn not for 
protection, but because Ronni knew how much of a reaction it would provoke. It did nothing to 
keep anything safe but everything to arouse, a point that several senior figures were keen to point 
out meant the entire ensemble became counter-productive. In the end she'd been in the air and back 
to Turkey before 007 got the chance to release body from underwear's seductive embrace, and part 
of her is sad that the last memory of them together was undoubtedly the most emotional and 
passionate of their trysts. Ronni loves making Bond out as the villain when it suits, but is aware that
not having him to flirt with was the least of her concerns. There are more serious demons to 
consider, quite apart from understanding tonight is already a potential flashpoint.

Richmond appears entranced, but soon bores of the libretto: Ronni's grasp of events is decent 
enough, but that's not really required to understand the subtleties of plot. He becomes far more 
interested in watching her which, after a while, becomes distressingly uncomfortable. At the end of 
Scene Four, clearly deciding to try and attract attention he reaches out, right hand slipping around 
hers. Finally, past connects with present; issue at their handshake all too apparent. There is oddness 
on the second finger, space where a ring once was for some time and has now been removed. Image 
sparks recall on cue; opera suddenly irrelevant as instincts bring the real threat front and centre.

Golden octopus, striking yet insidious. 

It had been a briefing the week after the Westminster Bridge 'incident.' Every 00 recalled, awkward 
introductions in the Barracks' large briefing area. 003's huge hands, 009's appalling music tastes, 
both men now off the books for good. The sense only she and James had anything in common; the 
rest of these men were from a time unknown, ingrained with attitudes that only considered her as an
associate and not equal. M's speech about a threat more seductive than anything the Centre for 
National Security had presented. The scar on the Austrian man's unsettling face, understanding that
he'd got very close and personal in the attempt to destroy 007...

Pictures flash across a screen, random connections in a brain now aware of truth. The first time 
she'd seen Blofeld. His golden band, secret society kudos, second finger of the right hand. This 
man, trying to seduce, was the same as C. Whitehall are simply replacing one form of deception for 
another, you must uncover the reason. Training provides response, as a reflex. Fingers lace through 
his: let him believe you're taken with the moment, remain occupied so you have time to think 
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through options. Use seduction as a weapon.

To convince this imposter he's succeeded body shifts closer, while a whirring mind grasps that 
whoever he is works for Spectre, sent to intercept Bond. What happens next depends on her charge: 
grateful the Walther's in her purse, impetus is now firmly back with Richmond.

Ronni will allow this notion of control, but only on her terms.

==

Stopping the Jaguar outside his Kensington address, Ronni commits the location to memory. 
Richmond's hand remains, light pressure on leg that is a reminder power is precariously placed. Her
focus remains on action: passenger door opens, walk around the front of the vehicle to the driver's 
side. He'd been an impeccable gentlemen thus far, but had become increasingly jittery and nervous 
as the evening continued. She's wondering if this changes now they're on home ground: squatting 
on the pavement, demeanour immediately relaxes.

'Welcome to my modest location whilst I'm in London. It's not much, but it's home.'

'This has been an extremely interesting evening but I'm not sure it would be wise -'

'No, you don't 004. You're coming inside with me.'

The designation had never been mentioned, not once, and to know he is aware of it means the entire
nature of this relationship changes. A determined hand takes right wrist with enough force that 
Ronni is aware the man could break her, and without thought the training kicks in. Neutralising is 
an option, but acquiescence is preferable: there might be something to be learned about motivation, 
allowing the belief he's in charge. Almost pulling her out of the car and to the door of the flat, this 
could be also an attempt to dominate sexually, and if that were the case? Maybe this time she just let
things travel to a certain point in their course. Ronni's confident that she can disable if required, 
without the need for the Walther. There might be a gun inside, of course, but even then that's not an 
issue.

Let the man play and pretend he's in charge, at least for now.

As soon as they make it inside the sparsely-decorated hallway Richmond has her pushed against the
wall; lean, toned body pinning and restricting. He's either ridiculously well endowed or there's a 
weapon shoved down his dress trousers, and Ronni is suddenly detaching from the moment to 
discover the truth. Her hand confirms equipment is long, wide and very hard and it's difficult to 
separate herself from what's being presented. You don't expect the bad guys to be like this, they're 
all supposed to be inadequate with tiny pricks and suddenly he's kissing her with desire that 
temporarily blocks out reasoning. He is supremely good at it, lifting body with ease, pinning and 
arousing against the now closed front door as past and present disconcertingly overlap. She's in 
Bond's flat, having returned from the first assignment in Egypt. He stripped her against the wood, 
too desperate to make it to the bedroom, kissing every part of a willing body until he'd fixated on 
clitoris, pulling to the edge of orgasm before she begged to be filled. Then he'd disrobed with an 
efficiency that defied belief and, still in work shirt, lifted her before entering with a single, decisive 
stroke that made entire body shudder.
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Richmond suddenly lets go, letting her fall to the ground. He's standing back, confusion and guilt all
too obvious. Ronni's about to ask what's going on, as hand reaches into his pocket and pulls out a 
battered, silver ring. The octopus is obvious, but Richmond shoves it in her face to make sure the 
connection is made.

'I didn't want it, but Number One insisted. I was named, the pressure was obvious. It's all part of the 
plan, do you still not see HOW DID YOU NOT NOTICE THIS?'

The ring is hurled down the corridor with a sudden anger that puts Ronni on alert. This guy really is
unstable and should be neutralised.

'When did you work it out? At what point did 004 grasp my stupidity? It was when we shook hands,
wasn't it, you went to the bathroom and you led me on all fucking evening so you could get me to 
fuck you first, JUST LIKE HE WOULD. No, that's now how this goes down. You don't get your 
gratification.'

He holds up his hand, finger waved in front of her face with an immediate self consuming anger.

'I should have known you'd see through this disguise, Flemmings, that you'd grasp I was sent to 
eliminate Bond and instead I got you. I think, on reflection, he'd kiss better than you do. I've found 
you a complete disappointment from start to finish.'

The man's bouncing through emotional stages with breathtaking speed, but control is undoubtedly 
present. He's also clearly attempting to upset or provoke a reaction: neither will be forthcoming 
from her as brain effectively shuts down.

'In fact, I wonder what Bond actually sees in you. You're no match for his fiancée, that's for damn 
sure, and yet there is this clear misguided attachment. I'm betting you're all sweat and need, no 
dominance, just acceptance. You'll simply allow him what he wants and go along for the ride. Such 
a shame, you could be so much more were you not stuck inside his ego.'

'I don't know what you're talking about.'

'Your license to kill's never been used since you dispatched Louis Kendrick. Removing him from 
the frame made sure we knew who you were, that you'd become a person of interest in short order. 
And yet you came here without a weapon. What does that say about you, 004?'

She stares at Richmond for a moment before punching to the face, as hard as possible, propelling 
him back into the closed hallway door at speed. He's clearly not expecting this response and as head
hits the floor there is blood plus a moment of disorientation before the man passes out. The 
temptation to go back to her car and stick a bullet in his head briefly is overwhelming before Ronni 
steps over the now unconscious body. Retrieving first house keys from jacket pocket, they're used to
pick up the Spectre ring, wrapped in her skirt to not contaminate evidence. After that, she's leaving 
and locking the door, choosing not to look back. If she came back to kill him, consequences could 
be considerable, especially with no indicator as to who he really is. The blood on her hand will 
provide DNA: now he's out cold there's not only time to regroup, but to radio in for in 
reinforcements before he recovers.
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Her first call arriving at the Jaguar is on instinct.
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TWO.

Oh what a troubled
Silent, poor boy

A pawn into a queen

==

'Are you sure this was the address, 004?'

She'd called, forgetting he was on a course, but the young man responded in less than ninety 
seconds. There'd been no argument either, despite the fact this was technically an evening off, or 
even the suggestion Ronni should go through protocol and contact Rachel instead. Q stands in the 
entrance of the Kensington address thirty minutes after she'd panicked with incredulity, staring at 
not simply an intact hallway but a completely empty flat as disquiet continues to scream in an 
unsettled mind. This was undoubtedly the place, or else the keys wouldn't fit, yet there was no 
Richmond or sign of forced exit. There had been a distinct lack of traffic in the road when she'd left 
and driven round the corner, and Q's Prius had been the only car since.

There's nothing to suggest Christopher had even existed.

Changing in the front room as Q combs the hallway for evidence, gym gear from the car became 
preferable to evening dress, because once this stopped being pleasure there was no need for the 
costume. Plus, after her manhandling, compression leggings with shorts at least afforded a level of 
protection, albeit psychological. The t-shirt, ironically, is one of Bond's: under circumstances not 
what she'd first choose, but there is no alternative.

'Did he hurt you?'

Q's appeared in the doorway, concern apparent.

'No, as it happens it was quite the opposite for a while, right until it became obvious he's having 
some trouble adjusting to his new role. I'm not 100% sure, but I'd place whoever that was quite high
up the Spectre hierarchy. Is there blood on the floor?'

'There was, but it's been cleaned away with unexpected efficiency. I suspect this man wasn't 
working alone. I can find nothing else of significance here.'

'You check the bathroom, I'll see if there's a way out the back.'

The young man hands over a pair of latex gloves that are immediately used, aware that there is 
probably evidence here they'll both want to keep uncontaminated if possible. Walking to the kitchen
it is similarly deserted: Ronni wonders if her new quarry is going to be as theatrical with his 
methods as Bond. What is not anticipated is the discovery when the first eye level cupboard is 
opened. Staring, realisation of complicity is immediately apparent. If 004 didn't know better, this 
had played almost too perfectly into the enemy's hands. When calling her partner there is an effort 
not sound panicked, fairly certain the attempt fails.
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 'Q? This was the house. This is a game we're all now being made to play.'

==

The tone in 004's voice is enough to set Q on alert, leaving his laptop in the bathroom to answer the 
call. His training day had pushed physically and yet he puts discomfort aside, knowing this turn of 
events mattered more than Ronni was as yet aware. Arriving in the kitchen, the older woman moves
aside: inside the open oak cupboard is a single red rose, next to a glass of still sparkling champagne.
However it is the business card placed against the flute's shaft that makes Q's blood run cold: 
Octopus, red ink on crisp, white card.

'Oh my.'

The Quartermaster's restraint is admirable; Ronni draws Walther without thinking.

'I'm behind you, go get your bag so we can package this evidence and get out of here.'

He doesn't need a second prompt and works on instinct, professionalism swallowing not unexpected
panic as it had over three weeks ago in the Lab. She stands silent as a sample of the alcohol is taken 
for testing, careful not to touch the glass which is emptied down the sink, bagging and tagging all 
the evidence along with rose and business card. Turning it over he stops dead, and Ronni is 
immediately on alert.

'We need to ID the man who you met this evening as a matter of some urgency. I also need to call 
007.'

He shows it to her, written in scarlet fountain pen; beautiful calligraphy regardless, the words make 
eyes widen as face goes pale. She mouths the two words: Swann Lake, as if not sure there could be 
a relevance, but knows the agent will already be half a dozen steps ahead.

'I'll drop you at the Lab and go see Bond myself. I have to do it eventually, and it may as well be 
now.'

He could stop 004, knowing so many things she shouldn't, at least one provided via Rachel Frasier 
earlier in the day. However, preventing the agent going straight to the target will make it clear 
there's something wrong, and if even a fragment of that compromises 007? 004 cannot provide him 
with connection, not yet. Q immediately hates himself, but saying nothing is easier, because then all
that is required here is honesty and not deceit. Normally this wouldn't ever be a concern in his 
position but today, undoubtedly, the people above have made a wrong call. It isn't just a feeling 
either, conscience has screamed since the moment deception became apparent. That's why Q's here, 
without compunction: he needed to be on duty. This had to be his call, with Rachel on standby. 

He cares more about Ronni than would be admitted to anyone, especially Bond.

Q has to be her backup when the truth emerges.

==
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007 leans back in his favourite chair, staring at the photo of Spectre's business card on Ronni's 
phone, before looking up to regard her cautiously. This flat's become distinctly less bachelor since 
Maddy's arrival, curtains and a rug the most physical concessions that the space is occupied by two. 
However, gun remains worn and holstered, which is a surprise, especially knowing fiancée is not a 
fan of their casual use. This unscheduled arrival might have forewarned potential trouble, Bond 
dressing appropriately, or maybe Ronni should stop jumping to conclusions. Attention returns to the
screen: 004 won't break the silence, because it has to be him that begins the conversation, especially
considering how the land was left on Sunday night.

'So, you think this is a threat?'

'I'm not sure what it is, but spelling Swann as it does I thought you ought to at least be aware.'

'You've not spoken to M?'

'I made the decision to come here myself. I'm a big girl 007, occasionally I get to do stuff without 
having to discuss it with the Boss first.'

'He may not thank you for that. What was on at the ENO this evening?'

'Così fan tutte.'

'If I'd known, I'd have suggested we work as a team.'

'I'd have declined, because with you marrying on Saturday-'

'- and this now being Tuesday… I know. I'm sorry about Sunday night. I was drunk, and I should 
know better.'

'Yes, you should, considering tonight's liaison was meant to be your target and not mine. M will be 
waiting at the Barracks when I get back, I'm going to suggest that they double your external 
security.'

'Will that include you in my detail?'

'Under the circumstances I would consider my placement here as inappropriate.'

'As the senior active 00 in the field -'

'I should be doing that and not looking after you, 007. Not only are you more than capable of taking
care of yourself -'

'But if I'm going to retire -'

'It's a moot point. Madeline becomes your main focus, and you reciprocate for her. That's the way it 
should be. That's what it means when you fall in love and get married.'

Impressed at her own neutrality, the loss of fringe benefits might hurt right now, but will pass in 
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time. If Ronni never found anyone else like Bond, she'd live, it would not bring her world to a 
stuttering halt, because grief was something already coped with daily. However, 007 had never had 
to learn the lesson of abstinence, because nobody had ever forced him to go hungry. Not until now.

His quite obvious disinterest in developments remains unsettling, something tickling the fringes of 
disquiet as had happened earlier that evening with Richmond. Now there's the choice to stand, gaze 
constant, assessing as he did in the days before her designation had been earned. They're still not 
truly equal, pay disparity notwithstanding. He continues to hold all the cards, always will until 
Ronni's the only one with a full time job in espionage.

'I'm not married yet, 004. It is still only Tuesday.'

'You're not getting cold feet, are you 007?'

'I have to make it to Saturday alive.'

Ronni thinks perhaps it's a joke, that Bond's trying to inject levity into a discussion that's already 
loaded, but there's tension is his body, alert at the comment. Why on earth would Bond joke about 
fearing for his life, unless he already knows that's an issue? She'd not yet told him the real reason 
for the 2am visit, but it shouldn't be a stretch that it was either one of two things: business or 
pleasure. Now the latter was off the cards, what did Bond already know?

'This isn't a lame attempt to try and get me to personally protect you, is it?'

'You shouldn't be here with me. Us working together tonight would have been fatal.'

Now it is unmistakeable, conversation led and directed, body language and tone so unlike what 
would normally be present that the disconnect becomes inescapably obvious. Yet when their eyes 
meet, need flares so bright that Ronni can't breathe, reflecting back from him unintentionally or 
otherwise. His fiancée is asleep in the next room, yet he's here, clearly unable to join her. She didn't 
get Bond out of bed at close to 2am and finally grasps why.

007 knows he's a target, and was waiting for Richmond.

The man moves far too close for comfort, gravity unavoidable. Left thumb is at her throat, brushing 
the necklace she forgot to remove, fixated at the point it connects with skin. Then the same hand 
brushes arm, down to slip around willing fingers and there is no desire to stop the caress, tracing 
with a gentleness that mustn't stop, can't be separated from a mind's cries of disbelief. Don't ever 
marry, I'm your mistress in a heartbeat, happily destroying your sanctity, this sacred bond yet I 
need you gone, taken so my heart's pain might yet heal. Mouth moves to ear, lips touching sensitive
skin, breathing straight into her brain.

'Domino.'

It is the longest second to process his coded message, means by which 00 agents could 
communicate when compromised. Placed this close for a reason, 004 remembers why, as her free 
hand goes to his face. Third week of training in Basic Survival Ops: there will come a time where it 
is necessary to use deception in order to communicate covertly. An embrace is a perfect means by 
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which an agent can pass messages to a colleague without it appearing obvious or staged. Intimacy 
is your best weapon, Special Agent Ashby: never be afraid to grasp its possibilities.

Ronni devours a willing mouth with passion unhampered, no care that he's betrothed to another. 
That would never be the prize, because no desire for family or happy endings ever existed. This job 
remains both of those and more, which has never really been understood by this man since they 
began their liaisons. His job is her destination, standing in her space defiantly refusing to give up 
the prize. If this were the last time they kissed? She'll make him ache at her loss, realise the mistake
made by picking the easy target and not the considered one. Sometimes it wasn't just about the 
mission goal, after all. Occasionally, there needed to be a cerebration he'd never learnt and seldom 
assessed. If the man just stopped reacting and measured the consequences?

She was the best thing that had ever happened to him and he'd just fucked that up too.

Bond is unexpectedly breathless when she stops, raw emotion all too obvious. Mobile phone is 
liberated from his hand before Ronni's turning, walking away without another word, not looking 
back at what has become an extremely significant mission and no longer a failed relationship. 
Maybe that gun isn't to protect the woman next door if Bond's using that particular code word to 
communicate, whole new slew of issues to be considered and balanced. There's something in her 
pocket too, slip of paper passed as they kissed, and brain's already overloading with possibilities. 
She's grateful having changed into mission gear, chance to travel on foot from his flat to the 
Barracks, leaving her Jaguar safely out of danger. Running will allow some vital time to push the 
desire from a body that now screams at her to be satisfied. Only then will the signal from her phone 
be sent that will alert Q, Moneypenny and M in that order.

Whether Ronni likes it or not, it is now her move.

==

Stuck in the moment that Felix Leiter has created, Bond's brain screams to stop Ronni at his own 
front door, forgetting briefly that circumstances are no longer his to control. Desperate to keep her 
safe, the best way for this to happen is having Ronni leave and not look back. It takes considerable 
willpower just to stand, watching the woman walking away, aching when she breaks into a run and 
vanishes into the night. This pain is horribly familiar: Vesper's face, own hands desperately shaking 
closed lift gates in Venice, watching life ebb away in front of a body utterly unable to change fate, 
dictated by the number. Suddenly, damningly, everything has collapsed. There is nothing left but one
constant that remained since the day the Section Chief in Prague had died.

All that is left to rely on is the job.

James undresses from instinct, numb and distant, knowing that the man he'd trusted to forewarn 
Ronni had chosen to keep her out of the loop, but it didn't matter. M would have had his reasons for 
the move, and now it didn't really matter, for the truth of this situation wouldn't escape 004 for long.
Now she was aware of disparity, understanding reality behind the decisions would soon be obvious. 
He wasn't actually alone: she had become his salvation, not the woman who sleeps, kissed with a 
gentleness deliberate and staged. The rules have changed. Bond should have spent more time 
getting to know Madeline before committing himself to the relationship. There ought to have been 
considered reflection on what that actually meant for everybody: of all the people in the world, no-
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one would expect 007 to neglect the true understanding of mission goals. 

Except this time he'd crucially overlooked the consequences of a single, damning action. 
Fortunately for Bond, fate had pulled him and Ronni back together, man she'd managed to escape 
from the same individual who would undoubtedly have attempted to kill him. He knows why 004 
survived, that this meant he was no longer the only target in the frame. With more time there could 
be a warning, but that was something that they'd both run out of. Ready to play the part fate now 
dictates: he is pawn, not king on this board, where Flemmings' game has already begun.

No longer the provocateur, Bond willingly succumbs as bait.

007 stares at the ceiling, before yielding to unconsciousness almost immediately: after all, sleep 
was always a priority when he was in the field.

==

Staring intently at his mobile phone Q wonders at what point his life became so inextricably linked 
with a designation: as it's nearly 3am, sleeping is probably off the cards until a great deal later in the
day. He's alone in the Lab apart from the overnight skeleton staff of the Barracks, but Ronni's latest 
text message means that won't be the case for long. In fact, everybody else on the Primary Mission 
Team needs to be here, as a matter of priority, because of the two words now filling the tiny screen 
in his hand. 004 only grasps the significance of one, the other being sent by Flemmings makes life 
far more complicated than anyone in MI6 needed right now. However, when your enemy was 
everywhere?

You simply had to deal with everything at once.

As if to prove the point, the comms panel in his office flashes with a call already anticipated: 
Moneypenny has arrived at the location where Ronni's real dinner date had been staying. The young
man's already predicting what she'll find, and gut churns when the newly promoted senior agent 
shows him footage from the phone's video camera: their potential business associate is dead, lying 
where he was shot, running away from his assailant.

'There's something you need to see, Q, left on his body.'

The business card is no surprise, knowing the logo he's being shown hides a coda on its flipside. It 
remains abundantly obvious who Ronni ended up spending an evening with: his identity is 
unknown to her, but as soon as the fingerprint database has finished its search, there would be 
confirmation of what Q already knew. Without the need to ask, Moneypenny turns the card over in 
latex-covered hands. He doesn't need a computer to match the handwriting he sees, and suddenly 
the last ten day's worth of concern turns into a full blown departmental issue.

'Cuckoo.'

'It was execution-style, despite the first shot. Back of the head, second to the heart. This guy isn't 
screwing about.'

Q's anger rises; emotion remains carefully controlled, focusing instead on the messages being sent 
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to two other men. Neither of them would take kindly to being woken, but once the codeword sent 
was digested, both would understand the significance.

'Are the Met Police there to deal with the body?'

'Our coroner's just removing the bullets, do you want me to go to the Morgue?'

'No, I'll send Grace over to expedite the body. You need to be back here as 004 is already inbound. I 
just woke up Felix and Charlie, who I suspect will not be best pleased as they're still working on 
Eastern Standard Time. Would you possibly mind collecting M from his Westminster address, 
please, I'm instigating a Level Two Protocol.'

'Bond?'

'It will come as absolutely no surprise that he's decided to bypass mission objectives and pull Ronni 
into the loop. Haste would be appreciated.'

'Already on my way.'

Q is careful to omit that he began this chain of events, because what the situation doesn't need is 
two agents berating him for choices already taken. As one call ends, another begins: Q switches 
effortlessly between frequencies and media, already in his element as Special Agent Charlie 
LaCroix's face fills the screen. He looks surprisingly awake for four hours sleep, jet lag something 
the man will undoubtedly take in his stride. Q's pleased that his assessment of this man following 
Bond's association with him in Alaska was correct, that he'd be the first non English born individual
to hold a 00 designation in his tenure, and certainly not the last.

'You don't do practical jokes, right? This isn't some hazing stunt to welcome me to the party?'

'You will be pleased to know Mr LaCroix that your contract is very clear on ethical and fair 
treatment of all employees, regardless of race, sex and ethnic background. Having welcomed you to
the bosom of the British Secret Service, it would be unfair now to prank you before you've even got
feet under the desk. Is Mr Leiter awake?'

'Yeah and I won't repeat what he called you when that happened. Am I allowed to talk on this 
frequency or do I need the scrambler?'

'Under the circumstances I think I'll leave any briefing until you're somewhere whose security I can 
personally guarantee. No disrespect, you understand, but your presence here is a matter of priority.'

'I get the British efficiency thing, we'll be there in 15.'

No more conversation is needed, and that gives Q a chance to pick up Ronni on external CCTV, 
running from Bond's flat close to Millbank through a damp and unsettled Central London. The call 
goes out to his best people: Walters, Frasier and Cartwright-Miller all answer within fifteen seconds
and this alone fills a weary heart with joy. He brings in Lizzie Mayer too: she may only be in the 
Barracks on secondment, but this would be a perfect opportunity to see real field work first hand. 
He'd also take the young man from Comms, Emmanuel Curtis, as he'd been showing real flair in 
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research and as Ronni was more than likely to be out in the field? A good extra pair of eyes would 
never go amiss. His team is coming together, disparate parts of a puzzle that for years has been only
about a dominant factor: heterosexual male success. There is the chance to make things so much 
more than they are, and Q's influence and support in the organisation is growing after the failed 
merger with MI5. That institution remains the dinosaur, unable to evolve in the darkening winter of 
Spectre's attack, whilst his department continues to not only flourish but strengthen.

Q is more than aware how much of that change rests not simply with the women in his department, 
most especially Veronica Flemmings. Everybody needs her to succeed, and not just for their own 
internal, political gains. She's become the metaphor for progress in the Service, and the next step in 
that process is potentially a fraught one indeed.

Now the game's afoot, a great deal of expectation rests with 004.

==

Trafalgar Square shines: rain soaked pavements reflect the lights of street lamps and the constant 
flow of traffic, even this early. The city may not be insomniac as New York, vibrant as Istanbul, but 
London is all too aware of the pain in Ronni's heart. Each stride is a way to think, arrange the 
evening in context. However, what might have happened if she'd stayed at Bond's flat makes her 
ache, events a world away from the drama dropped in her lap. Doing the crossword when he 
returned with takeaway, naked except for his shirt. Legs tangled, early dawn embrace, first time 
they'd woken together. It will be some time before that part of her comfort is assuaged, time to lock 
everything dangerous and distracting away, hidden deep so it can't cloud judgement. Bond's own 
precarious position highlights the damage a misplaced emotional connection can make, not a 
mistake she's either willing or prepared to repeat.

The city feels this pain and sings comfort beneath tired feet, each step pulling her closer to the point
where professionalism becomes all-consuming, mission the primary goal.

She is not prepared however to walk into the Barracks at 3.30am and find it completely staffed. In 
fact, the number of people here further fuel the fire that's now burning healthily in her mind: this is 
big, and Bond knew she was in trouble at the Opera without the need to explain. Thinking back on 
what he said, niggle remains that M should have been spoken to before James, and had she done so 
there was a good chance he'd have in turn prevented contact at all. Too many pieces of this puzzle 
have been kept from her, and there needs to be urgent understanding of why.

Q wouldn't have allowed a visit if there had been a problem, so why is he approaching her at speed 
before she can make it to the control room where M will be waiting?

'Ronni, we need to talk.'

'You screwed up, didn't you?'

The man's features harden at the suggestion, and for a second she thinks Q will snap in response, as 
was often the case when people were either very stupid or thoughtless.

'I could say... I didn't think of consequence, but that would be erroneous. I didn't lie, I was simply 
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economical with the truth. For a moment, I put myself in Bond's shoes.'

This isn't the response expected, and she's lost for an appropriate comeback. Q stares, defensive 
stance relaxing, before he puts a hand to her arm.

'You two are a considerable force when combined, and you have been chronically wasted since your
promotion. I know this, and so do you. That's why this situation will now require something 
extraordinary in order to salvage anything. As you will soon discover, you are very much on your 
own, but I will do everything in my power to support you. If you want to blame anyone?'

'I'll blame James, because if he had trusted me to begin with, we could have fixed whatever this is 
far earlier. I also suspect I have the boss to thank for a warning I never received.'

Her hand wraps around Q's, sudden closeness to a man who reminds her there's still a sizeable 
mountain to climb with certain senior staff. Leaving him she's determined to find M, and certainly 
isn't expecting to encounter the African-American guy plus the very attractive Canadian blonde who
are in the briefing area, coffee mugs in hands.  When the older man sees her his eyes light up, rush 
to go and hug, long and hard, joy at reconnecting after absence. La Croix starts with a handshake 
but ends up in a hug, which dissolves into laughter.

'So the vending machine rumours were indeed correct; however, should I be concerned, Charlie that
both you and Felix are here?'

'Agent LaCroix signed his contract yesterday and was confirmed actively 00 at 17.00 hours, but 
won't be required to take his predecessor's name, simply the number. Mr Leiter is our recently 
promoted European Liaison for the joint FBI/CIA Taskforce set up after Spectre's existence was 
confirmed.'

M's appeared from the back of the room: impeccable in dark blue Burberry and in full exposition 
mode, there's the sense he's not relishing being awake this early, regardless of the situation. 
However, even he manages a smile as Felix shakes his hand, apparent the boss has not seen these 
two since they came in from Washington. Charlie's enthusiasm is infectious, thrown around liberally
and gratefully received before dawn.

'I have to say, Sir, this was an offer I think both Felix and I would have been foolish to turn down.'

'I'm also pleased to see that when called to action you responded with the promptness we'd expect, 
009.'

This section of Whitehall had finally come out of the 1950's, casting their net beyond the normal 
remit of applications. There had been rumours whilst Ronni was last undercover that basic 
procedures were being revised, in an attempt to prevent someone like Bond going off alone in the 
future and potentially jeopardising the long-term sanctity of the programme. She also knows 
Moneypenny's desk job is vacant as of the same moment LaCroix became 009, being covered by a 
male agent from Acquisitions. 

The woman's outside, striding into the frame with Rachel in tow, dressed in a manner that makes 
004 think that perhaps Charlie isn't the only new top tier on the books. She'd been responsible for at 
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least one of the three enemy fatalities after the initial attack on the Barracks: had London decided to
count this as her second kill and finally award the designation? There is one way to find out, and to 
ask the question of her directly.

'Good morning Moneypenny, I'm going to guess congratulations are in order?'

There's no humour towards Ronni's greeting, only quiet determination: all business in a clear 
attempt to not allow the moment to overtake.

'My first task as 003 was to confirm your intended dinner guest for the evening was executed, 004, 
and is now lying in the Metropolitan Police's morgue.'

Ronni takes the plastic bag she is presented, inside which is another business card. Turning it over, 
anger begins to rise that needs to be channelled and dissipated, and so focus is moved back to the 
matter in her hand.

'So Q, I'm going to suggest that whoever it was I took to the ENO tonight was the man responsible 
for shooting the real Mr Richmond. Would I be correct?'

Q's reappeared, quietly slipping into the empty terminal space in the open-plan briefing area, calling
up details that illuminate on order above him as he talks.

'I was able to lift a fingerprint off the wine glass, from your opera guest, and identified residue on 
the business card's surface which suggests he'd handled a firearm in the last twelve hours. Who you 
thought was Christopher James Richmond can now be correctly identified as Christian Alexi 
Swann.'

A familiar image fills the screen that's now acting as the focus for this impromptu briefing, and 
suddenly the resemblance between this man and Madeline is unmistakeable.

'Same mother, different father?'

'No, the other way around. It seems her father had an affair sometime before Madeline was born. 
Christian didn't effectively exist either until his early 20's. There's no education records, pictures, he
appears at the Sorbonne in 1994 almost by magic. The man has lived a charmed life ever since and I
only have his fingerprints because they were voluntarily offered to the French Police two years ago,
when his electronics company signed a contract with them to supply tagging and monitoring 
equipment. Bond's codeword was your clue, comparing DNA…'

'I am assuming Domino refers to Domino Vitali, who was involved in Operation Thunderball in 
1965. Her brother was responsible for the hijack of two NATO-owned nuclear warheads, which the 
007 at that time subsequently located and recovered. So knowing this I'm betting Madeline having a
half brother isn't news to Bond. Did I miss a briefing?'

There's a moment of discomfort in the room: Ronni remembers a feeling, past making present 
awkward. It would be the same acute discomfort she'd experience when made the butt of a joke at 
school, or outside the privy of some piece of gossip or scandal. Of everyone that surrounds her, only
M has the balls to make eye contact, and so 004 decides to start there.
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'How long have you known Madeline wasn't an only child?'

'We decided it would be wise to keep that information on a need to know basis.'

M won't break the look and Ronni can feel anger rising unprompted, because a man was now dead 
as a result. This was what Q had meant, why Bond had mentioned the boss in conversation.

'Had I known this we could have prevented an innocent man's untimely demise this evening, Sir, 
because that information would have been freely available - '

'Under the circumstances it was decided - '

'I assume by the same people who deemed Blofeld's life of sufficient value to keep him alive even 
though it was abundantly apparent he would never willingly volunteer anything to us or anyone 
else?'

'Sir, I think 004 should be made aware of the letter you intercepted this morning.'

'Moneypenny!'

It is Q who's instantly indignant, throwing the other woman a look that indicates only too well that a
line was crossed that wasn't hers to traverse. There is no regret from Eve, almost defiant with arms 
folded, and Ronni's really rather pleased that the man's PA's on the same playing field as her at last. 
Rachel quickly makes herself scarce and Charlie plus Felix are keeping well out of the fray: M 
considers, before reaching inside his jacket, passing an envelope to 004 on which her designation is 
written by hand. Opening the letter, Bond's handwriting is both surprise and shock combined.

I'm sorry we fought, it's the last thing I ever want to do. Your significance in my life is only 
now beginning to become apparent, and I know you were right, I don't want to lose what we 
have any more than you wish to be separated from your future. The wedding's been put on 
hold, while I sort out what needs to happen next.

Please, try and understand I'm only trying to be your friend.

James
x

In her stomach she feels sick, knowing that M had not only opened it but held onto this without her 
knowledge, for most of the day. Anger is now burning out of control, consuming a body working on
far too little sleep and an excess of caffeine, and instead of keeping quiet, it is time to go on the 
offensive.

'You didn't trust that I'd be professional enough not to act on this?'

'It occurred to me that you might have an emotional reaction -'



34

'Well I have, Sir. I'm staggered that you made an arbitrary decision based on how you decided I 
would respond, that you intercepted a private communication that was none of your damn business, 
and that you'd then try and justify your actions for the good of a mission. The fact everybody else 
present knew about this is enough to make me wonder why I'm even being briefed in the first place.'

Nobody says a word as she walks out of the room and Ronni knows why: at least something in that 
impromptu outburst hit the target. Kept out of the loop because they'd assumed she'd have gone to 
Bond to ask why the wedding was off: nobody took her fucking seriously, even after everything that 
has happened. For every step forward, she was intentionally held back. Even Moneypenny was 
better briefed, only promoted the previous day… but they were right. These people understood her 
better than Ronni realised. If she'd have picked up the letter this morning it might have saved a life 
tonight, but could well have jeopardised Bond's position. 

It doesn't stop her being angry though, and that's no bad thing.

She won't stop until inside the Barracks sleeping quarters, familiar spot in the corner of the stables, 
bed already made up because somebody will have anticipated this turn of events, probably Q. The 
ire boils, and she wants to pick up something to throw: instead hands are placed on the wall, 
focussing anger into the brickwork with a measure of success. There's still a part of this that's not 
making sense, that might have something to do with LaCroix and Leiter being here largely 
unannounced. The piece of paper in her pocket, pulled out and stared at, is the element missing 
from this equation.

'You have every right to be angry, Flemmings.'

Turning, M stands in the doorway and Ronni has to scrabble for composure, because confronting 
the boss twice in less than 15 minutes wasn't really acceptable under any circumstances: he made a 
call that on reflection was spot on. In fact, she is the one who should apologise as a matter of 
urgency.

'I'm sorry, Sir. With consideration I can entirely understand why you will have kept me out of the 
loop.'

'Do you really, 004? Or do I think that I should have told you what was going on with Madeline 
Swann as soon as it became apparent?'

'If you had, I would probably have considered it inappropriate.'

'Can I ask why?'

'Because, whether I like it or not, what happens in 007's personal life is absolutely nothing to do 
with me.'

As is often the case, M's regard reminds briefly of her father: less judgemental, gaze far more 
benign. He motions her to the cot to sit, taking a seat on the one opposite. Ronni's briefly nauseous, 
unable to process so much emotional consequence simultaneously, so just shoves it all away to deal 
with later. 
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'I am aware of how much of a Boys Club you still think this place is, and you would not be far off 
the truth, but your influence is beginning to have an effect in the most unexpected of places. 
However, Rome was not built in a day, and we have many considerations apart from the obvious 
need to open to diversity. Spectre, as you are now aware, have their ears to too many walls, and we 
must proceed with caution. The rules are changing so fast, snap decisions are having to be made. 
There's a part of this equation that you don't yet know, and I think under the circumstances I should 
tell you myself.'

She hands him the paper from her pocket, one word scrawled upon it clearly not a surprise.

'What's BEAM, Sir? Is it an acronym?'

'No he's a person. Gregory Beam. CIA Section Chief for South America from 2008 to 2015, at the 
same time that 007 came into contact with a certain Dominic Green.'

'Quantum senior agent, subsequently confirmed to be a subsidiary of Spectre. I am aware of the 
mission, Sir.'

'It appears Mr Beam was working as a double agent for Spectre up until about six weeks ago, when 
he vanished on a routine trip from Los Angeles to Washington. This would not be of particular 
concern to us were he not carrying a significant amount of very important information at the time.'

'For the American government?'

'No, for Spectre. From what we have learnt concerning Christian Swann, Beam had been trusted 
with the location and activity of a great many senior Spectre figures in the US, Canada and South 
America, with remits that reached all the way into Asia. Clearly this is information we'd love to 
own, and with the death of the only Spectre member we held in custody...'

'You learned this from who, exactly?'

'Mr Swann's half sister. She admitted to Bond after Blofeld's death that she was aware of him and 
his position, that her father had placed him inside the organisation when it became apparent that she
had no interest in following him into the family business. After consultation with Bond, we offered 
a deal: full immunity, safety in return for anything she could offer to help trace her brother's 
whereabouts and activities. What we didn't anticipate -'

'- was the effect it would ultimately have on Bond's relationship.'

From M's pocket comes a box, clearly very old, and Ronni has to work quite hard not to shake as 
the older man hands it to her.

'007 gave me the letter and this, and I promised that I'd pass on both when a suitable opportunity 
arose. His respect and trust of you is abundantly obvious and he's right, we haven't given you the 
opportunities we should have in the last few months. Now we can be fairly confident Bond's 
actively at risk himself, or else I doubt he'd have provided the means to expose the back-story when 
you visited earlier. However, there is more to it, which involves Felix Leiter's position here.'
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She is trembling as the ring box is opened, staring at the Bonds' wedding band. Diamonds stud the 
filigree, pattern of what look like twigs, leaves with the stones as blossoms. James's father had 
impeccable taste, and this was a rare and unique piece of jewellery. The box is clearly fire damaged;
the effects from Skyfall, amongst so much else.

'He knew you'd take care of it, and it has finally convinced that you need to be in the loop. Of 
course, this is the first chance I've had to speak to you -'

'- and I just confirmed that you did exactly the right thing by withholding the information with my 
emotional overreaction.'

'When I was 22, I met a woman I fell in love with almost overnight. She was brilliant, and funny, 
and had a smile as warm as summer sun. But I was in the Army, and my career was beginning to 
take off, so I made a choice. I took the future over a relationship that, had I chosen it, would have 
completely altered the direction of my life. 007 is at the end of his career. He admitted as much 
himself today, and knows that whatever now happens in his life, he can't reasonably expect you to 
be any part of it.'

Ronni stares at her boss with amazement: this conversation's taken a turn she'd have never seen 
coming in a million years.

'He actually said that?'

'I'm not a fool, 004. I understand how this has worked between you two since the first time you 
crossed paths at Carnagie. Your final assessment before Active Consideration was sanctioned for a 
reason, and there was always a risk there would be consequences. Ironically, you were never the 
concern. The problem here, unsurprisingly, is Bond, and now we have him in a situation that we'd 
not immediately anticipated, which needs to be dealt with as a matter of urgency. Q quite logically 
suggested that because Swann didn't attack, you have also become a part of this equation, that he 
might use the fact that Bond's called off the wedding…'

'I could become a target too?'

'No, you're missing the earlier point. There was a communication after Bloefeld's death, addressed 
directly to me, that we believed had been sent by Spectre. Because it was hand-written, it was 
initially dismissed, but thanks to the two business cards recovered this evening we can now confirm
that Swann himself was the author. The organisation holds you personally responsible for the death 
of their leader. Bond's weakness in retiring, leaving the service means that they consider you as the 
senior 00 in the field, and their current primary target. After tonight, Bond has become bait to 
guarantee your involvement. Knowing this was a possibility? It meant the plan moving forward was
to make sure 007 could exploit that position without compromising you.'

Ronni doesn't want to consider the possibility. Christian's comments to her earlier made it obvious 
he was probably quite high up the command chain, but to have him in charge seemed impossible: 
however, if he wasn't the whole story…

'Sir, we have a problem.'
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Moneypenny appears, concern obvious, and M is up without a word. Ronni doesn't want to let go of
either box or letter, slipping both and her hand into jacket pocket before following back to the lab, 
where Q is in a state of considerable dudgeon.

'Bond's security systems have been compromised: everything from front door to fridge. I'm also not 
getting any telemetry from the DB6, it has an always on system -'

'Do we know where he is?'

'No, Sir, and that is a genuine concern, because the CCTV I can access showed his car leaving the 
secured parking area next to his flat five minutes ago.'

Moneypenny moves to a second terminal without prompting, augmenting the video that Q is 
replaying as the younger man begins the process of trying to track Bond's movements. Grainy 
footage shows it is most definitely not 007 in the driver's seat however, and that Madeline is at the 
wheel, a fact that suggests that maybe there's a reason for the deactivation. Ronni's already thinking 
aloud, as Charlie goes to watch the two agents at the screens.

'Maybe it wasn't Bond who disabled the systems. It could well have been Madeline.'

'That's a distinct possibility as we've had reports of a break in at the Aston Martin dealership at 
Marble Arch.'

Tanner's almost running into the by now fairly crowded briefing area, overcoat still on; coming to 
stand at Moneypenny's shoulder, pulling up footage from social media as the woman works. He 
shouldn't be here: married with two girls, he's not subject to the same rules and restrictions as 
anyone else in the room, and yet he's clearly keen to be included as part of the team. There's a third 
set of pictures to view: Christian Swann can be seen, blood on his dress shirt, attaching a large, 
circular device to the large window of the car showroom. Seconds later it shatters the glass in one 
massive action, before he approaches a vehicle out of shot of the shaky amateur footage.

'Fairly audacious, even though it's 4am, but the other DB10 prototype's been stolen and the Met are 
attempting to track it now. That footage is pretty damning: at least we now know where Spectre's 
heir apparent went after Kensington. I think it's a decent bet Madeline may be on her way to meet 
him.'

'No, he's going to meet her. If you've kept me out of the loop for this long? My research was right, 
you knew it well before I told you and had planted someone willing on the inside to exploit this.'

All eyes are on 004: Ronni finally has the confidence to take theory that's been weeks in the making
and present it as truth. M's suggestion: Bond could now be bait for her, when that was the plan all 
along. Her own sixth sense, jangling uncontrollably since the first time she opened and read 
Madeline's file. The business cards and theatrical overtones… this was a dance, possibly even a 
contest. Siblings loved to compete, after all, Spectre made rivalry part of career progression. 
Considering the mark left on Christian's finger, his ring had been worn for several years. If, for the 
sake of argument, Madeline was indeed an intentional plant, sleeper placed by Blofeld himself to 
entrap Bond? Knowing that MI6 had finally seen the deception would call for drastic and damning 
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action…

She'd never trusted Madeline from the word go. Trying not to consider it jealousy, she'd buried the 
feelings, but the conclusions she'd recovered simply refused to go away. There'd been a lot of time 
whilst undercover in Ankara to think, and with one of her particular skills in research? She had to 
dig, and unsurprisingly those conclusions weren't news to anybody else in the room.

'I suggested privately that Ms Swann could have been compromised in the two year period she 
vanished before working for Médecins Sans Frontières. She was in Uganda at the same time both 
her father and Le Chiffre were known to be working there, and again in Bolivia at the same time 
both Green and Beam operated. It doesn't take a genius to put the pieces together. I didn't want to 
suggest it publicly because I know what it would have looked like, that it could be construed by 
some that I resented 007 being happy. I think this is the coda Blofeld had decided to put in place so 
that if Bond survived and he died, there'd still be the opportunity to exact revenge from beyond the 
grave.'

Tanner's nod confirms the suspicion: her research is the truth. Turning to Felix, she smiles with the 
understanding that if he was here and had said nothing, keeping quiet through all of this would have
been for a reason, to allow her to get to this point alone.

'Mr Leiter, can I assume therefore that your presence here means you're hoping that either of the 
Swanns might yet give you a lead on Gregory Beam's whereabouts?'

'This is what I like so much about you Flemmings, cut the bullshit and straight to the chase. Yeah, 
we were hoping that Madeline might shed light on his location, but so far no dice. Right now, using 
a plant is our next best option.'

'So, if this is a conscious break for the border now Christian intentionally or otherwise blew his own
cover? You'd like to keep the bait on the hook?'

The implication makes Moneypenny bristle, but that's not unexpected. Bond could have walked out 
of his flat with her this evening, but he chose to remain. In fact, Ronni will bet her Civil Service 
pension he's already promised Felix to get as close to Beam as he possibly can, and that now that 
agreement has her included as additional backup.

'James and I go back a long way. Still my favourite poker player, best guy I know at playing dead 
when it suits. He knows what's at risk here. If he's cool, he'll stay in the game.'

The room is expectant: there's a flashpoint coming, and were Bond here he'd already be planning 
the next move. Ronni's instinct has already kicked in: you're the senior 00 here, take the initiative. 
Moneypenny's the best handler you'll find, but she might resent being picked over La Croix unless 
you can provide a solid reason to take the Canadian, and that's easy. Just present the plan, and see 
what happens.

'Permission to take 009 as his face won't be known to either target to intercept the flock, Sir? We 
need to ensure Bond is still in the game.'

'Granted. You'll need a handler -'



39

'I've got you both, already tracking the DB10 into East London. Charlie's going to need a weapon.'

Moneypenny's in her element, instantly co-ordinating with Tanner as he loses both overcoat and 
jacket. LaCroix is quickly following a focussed Q out of the office for a sidearm and suddenly this 
stopped being discussion and supposition. 004 is the senior agent, and in charge. Stakes are very 
personal indeed and Ronni's standing, trying to work whether she's pleased that suddenly the rules 
are hers to dictate. Spectre's modus operandi had been built on the tenets of revenge and division: 
playing sides against the other, using weaknesses as strengths to exploit. To them, it wouldn't care 
she was a woman, simply a pawn in the larger game. Except now, the pawn was a queen, finally 
placed in a position of potential power, backed up by considerable firepower and solid defence.

Whatever she'd find when they located Bond, Ronni was ready.
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THREE.
I laugh now

But later is not so easy
I've gotta stop

The will is strong
But the flesh is weak

==

His first day at MI6 has been more than ever reasonably anticipated, and now at 5am Charlie 
LaCroix is keeping pace with a woman who he'll freely admit scares the crap outta him on multiple
levels. Ronni can handle a motorbike with an ease seldom seem from anyone of either sex: keeping 
pace is proving an exercise in nausea. She corners almost at 90 degrees, and how she's not come off 
the bike in such wet conditions is still a mystery. They stop several blocks away from where the 
DB10 is now reported to have stopped, grey and anonymous industrial estate near the railway, mix 
of modern concrete and Victorian brickwork. 

The new 009 is having to think on the run, and is enjoying the freedom he's been afforded. He's 
similarly amazed that his partner takes time to padlock the bikes together with a Service-provided 
chain, before looking for a way to approach their target from above. Walking in the front door is 
hardly practical, and Charlie's immediately alert, staring skywards for fire escapes and buildings as 
ladders. He's watched enough videos of the guys who free run this city to know that there's a whole 
different climb and jump game above ground level, if you know where to start.

She's spotted a fire escape, down the side of a disused brick building: 004 is waiting, ready to give 
him a boost, so he can grab bottom rung and pull himself up. Arms complain until feet are firmly 
established, and only then does he think how she will cover the gap: turning back to look down, 
Ronni's sprinting across the road, jumping up to the bottom rung by using an adjoining wall as a 
springboard before grabbing it with balletic ease. Flemmings' parkour skills make Charlie grasp: he 
needed more time watching You Tube as a matter of priority.

Yeah, I shouldn't be surprised at anything this woman can do.

They cover the last block on the edge of roofs, skipping from building to building, cat like grace in 
the early morning calm. Ahead there is the sound of an argument, voices in dissonance that become 
clearer and more strident, and then what is undoubtedly a gunshot. The Walther's in Charlie's hand 
from instinct, not as comfortable as the SIG he's used to, but no matter. He's ready, dropping behind 
a concrete balustrade as Ronni moves past him, crouching to his left.

'Set your watch to Comms, let's see if I can make it to ground level for a better view.'

There's not been much time to check out the smart watch that Q issued him with, but because he's a 
good boy and has read all the briefing documents on the transport from DC, it's already making 
sense. This thing makes commercial efforts to create a truly interactive companion to his phone 
appear to be designed by fools: Q's ability to shove everything and anything he might need onto his 
wrist and make it easy to access is nigh on astounding. Mostly, it's the fact he can draw on the face 
for Comms Mode and a series of symbols activates all manner of clever trickery on his, and in this 
case Ronni's paired unit. This connection allows the almost seamless switch to eavesdropping away 
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from distorted speech up on the roof down to the clarity of 004's wrist, which will now conveniently
become microphone to his earpiece.

She's close, managing to get within range of the altercation below. There's a voice in his ear 
recognised from an initial briefing on the flight to London: strident, French-accented and 
surprisingly seductive.

'I'm sorry, Christian. I only did what I thought would be for the best.'

'I apologise for getting mad. It is frustrating knowing we've lost our advantage because of my 
failure and this dinosaur. I'm still not sure why I don't kill him now.'

That has to be Christian, because only a Spectre bad guy's gonna talk about not eliminating Bond. 
The fact the man's silent is a brief worry to LaCroix: who had the shot been at?

'Because nobody makes your sister as happy as I do.'

Bond is very much still in the game, although doesn't sound utterly in control: the thump that 
follows is undoubtedly a punch to somewhere, and Charlie's fairly certain by the cry he hears that's 
not his stomach.

'You won't fuck anyone for quite some time, Mr Bond, I will personally make sure of that. That was
never my primary focus of interest, you only remain alive thanks to my sister's assertion you're 
worth more as collateral. I find it especially depressing how clearly devoted your prodigy appears to
be, after tonight's performance at your flat. That you would let her do such a thing whilst your lover 
slept? It is both depressing and utterly predictable. Flemmings was impossible to seduce, yet you 
make these things look so easy. I fully intend to ensure she's captured alive so I can make you watch
me enjoy her at my leisure.'

Christian's a psychopathic douche, and I need a better vantage point, Charlie concludes, searching 
for a spot where there's a chance of at least a shot at the pair, to reinforce his presence and plant the 
belief there's a plan to eliminate them. Felix had been clear: everybody needs to leave, but it needed 
to look as if the reasoning for intercepting them still isn't obvious. LaCroix can think of many 
places on either Swann that he could stick a bullet and still allow them escape reasonably 
unhindered. That would be his aim.

Make them bleed, at least for a while.

==

On the ground Ronni waits, poised, listening to discussion taking place mere feet behind her. Only a
corrugated metal garage door separates body from the Swanns, temptation to wander in gun blazing 
beyond compelling. However, Bond is on the ground, and she won't risk compromising any 
hostage, for that's what he now is. 007's strong enough to survive considerable torture, Ronni all too
aware of his level of fitness, but if he's been drugged or mentally compromised, Felix's plan could 
be in jeopardy. She's wedged less than a foot from the front end of the means by which the stolen 
DB10 will be removed from site: impressive custom-built horse transport, with a compartment at 
the rear to protect the super-car. If this goes to type, they'll load Bond inside too and vanish 
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surreptitiously into the sunrise. Before that happens, 004 has to know he's still capable of self-
preservation.

What concerns more is the conversation she's become eavesdropper to, no choice but to overhear. 
This is far more personal than expected, apparent that Madeline's love for Bond was genuine, at 
least for a time. What's less obvious is whose benefit this part of the show's being performed for.

'I know you cared, for a while. I still don't understand why you can't tell me the truth.'

Ronni really doesn't need this but there is no choice: Bond might already suspect they're here, but 
with the tracking on his car intentionally disabled it is just as likely he went blind to keep them 
away. The reply takes time, because 007's been incapacitated in a manner he's become used to from 
the women he sleeps with. Spectre clearly got the memo about hitting where it hurts.

'Things changed. This isn't the same relationship any more.'

'You are the man who cannot commit to any future, and yet this is my fault?'

'I freely offered my life, away from the number, and it wasn't enough.'

'That's not the truth either. I watched her kiss you, how you stared longingly when she left. The 
moment you knew what I really was, it wasn't about love any more, but loyalty. Not to me or her, 
but to the job and country. You could never knowingly betray England, James. It is too much of 
what you are.'

'I'm not a company man any more. I gave that up, would have married you if you'd admitted the 
truth about who you really worked for. The moment you lied, it was over.'

There is a slap, and Ronni closes her eyes. Bond's restrained, wouldn't attack her anyway. He'll 
allow the hand to his face as punishment, fair penance for what Maddy's been put through. This 
woman's supposed to be a psychologist, specialist in trauma and rehabilitation, yet seems totally 
incapable of seeing the fault in her own life. Ronni wonders how much of that story is a lie as was 
the case with her half brother.

'If you really cared, James, what I did wouldn't matter.'

'If I was anyone else, perhaps, but this is all a lie to exact revenge. So are you.'

This time a punch lands, hard and crunching; bone plus flesh sickeningly rended before the thud of 
body impacting concrete. Expecting more Ronni waits, taking the anger inside, allowing disgust at 
this pair to evaporate into the rapidly lightening morning.

'There is no point in discussion, he will not tell you what you want, any more than his friends will 
allow him to escape unhindered. We have company on the roof. It's time to leave.'

Ronni imagines 007 lying lifelessly on the ground, blood streaming from mouth and nose, 
understanding the brutal truth behind why the wedding would have been cancelled. He had been 
used, in the most damning manner possible, by a woman who is walking from him towards the open
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warehouse door… 

A single shot rings out from the roof; Charlie's attempting to cause a diversion, enough so she could
move in to pull 007 out if she chose. Shifting position to the opened door next to the roll-up shutter 
Bond's in view, awake and staring straight at her before mouthing a single word: 'NO.' Felix was 
right, he is playing dead, well aware what's at stake if they're ever going to destroy Spectre's 
presence. With the woman he used to care about exposed as a fraud? He just went back to the job. 
That never hurt him, or lied, or tried to push into something unsavoury. Everything was on the 
man's terms, in Bond's hands, and 004 couldn't in good conscience second guess that, though every 
cell of her body screams to mount a rescue.

She mouths 'OK' in response before making a break to the back of the warehouse where the DB10 
waits to be loaded, before slipping a tracker under the car's rear wheel arch and ducking away, 
melting into darkness on the other side of the unit. A young dark haired accomplice arrives to 
complete the loading process, dressed in surprisingly conservative black trousers and white blouse. 
This is new: none of the Spectre personnel who'd been captured at Bloefeld's demise were female, 
yet this one wore not one but twin Berettas. Maybe diversity wasn't simply an MI6 objective.

Ronni's wrist vibrates as a message illuminates in darkness: 'Bond or DB6?' For a moment she 
wants to scrub the mission, forget the bigger picture. Instead the letters C A R are drawn on the face 
of her watch with a shaking hand, expecting Charlie to object, until it occurs this just confirmed 
Felix's call. As the senior 00, that's what she did, allowing these people to escape thinking they'd at 
least partly achieved their objective. If the position on the ground is revealed they'd know to sweep 
the transport for transmitters: remaining hidden at least gives an upper hand in the short term. The 
gunfire continues and finally there is a shout, followed seconds later by a delicate jangling of metal 
on concrete. That's a grenade pin. Quick and dirty, enough to throw a wrench in her partner's attack 
plan if he doesn't know its inbound.

Ronni's palm hits the watch face with enough force to ensure Charlie's wrist will shudder, loss of 
audio plus vibration sufficient notice that he needs to move and fast. Hands over ears, the explosion 
is still deafening and shakes the entire unit, dust falling into hair and eyes. Several seconds later the 
watch confirms her message was received: 'Still alive, Calvary inc.' The explosion blows the 
Swanns' cover open and the Met will be rolling the anti-Terror bandwagon out with all due 
diligence. They're out of time, as the garage door begins to automatically ascend and personnel files
in.

The DB10 is loaded, custom-built container for the purpose, and for the first time Ronni catches a 
glimpse of Maddy and Christian together. She's made a great mess of his face, 004 notes with some 
satisfaction, point that is likely to be recalled when they next meet. His hand rests not protectively 
on shoulder or waist, but disconcertingly on his sisters' arse, making alarm bells ring. Perhaps 
there's more at play here than was immediately apparent. Bond remains 'unconscious', dragged to 
the back of the transport before being secured inside by handcuffs that won't keep him restrained for
long. 

There is a silent prayer that he'll remain capable at least long enough to keep his back covered, so 
this isn't over before it begins. As the back of the vehicle closes automatically, blue eyes open, 
meeting her concerned gaze with confidence that unexpectedly galvanises. How did Bond know 
where to look? Because you're where he'd be standing for the best view. 007 might be physically 
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broken, but mentally he's stronger than ever, lessons taught well. It worries Ronni sometimes how 
much alike they think, that they could almost be each other in both outlook and problem solving.

Once loaded, the trailer swings out of the yard and away into the morning. Only when it's quiet does
Ronni emerge, to see the DB6 intact, shining in the early East London sun. There's a smoking hole 
where the second warehouse used to, as Charlie athletically drops off the adjoining building before 
walking over to stand, staring at the pool of blood that is all 007 has left in his wake.

'You get the transmitter fixed?'

'Yes, I'll let Q decide when he activates it. They'll make a stop and shift the car to something else 
now they know their cover's blown. At least this means I might get some sleep before we intercept.'

'Bond's really up for this?'

'I know he is. He was married to this job long before Maddy came along, it's always given him 
something better to do when the world failed him. It's the only constant he feels comfortable 
grasping.'

'And you?'

'We need to rescue him so he can finally retire and then everybody gets to do their jobs without his 
legacy constantly acting as distraction.'

Ronni intentionally pluralises the sentence, because Charlie has to be in on this, plus Moneypenny 
too and indeed everybody else to drag the Service into the 21st century, once and for all. Like it or 
not, Bond's legacy is a liability: expensive, narrow minded and outdated celebration of a time that 
no longer exists and a way of life nobody really wants to remember. 

Using him as bait could yet be the best outcome for everyone concerned.

==

The Barracks hum on their return, breakfast laid out in the briefing area with thoroughness that 
suggested Q was making sure everyone on the primary mission team were properly rewarded. 
Charlie needs no encouragement to take two bacon sandwiches and a bucket of Brazilian Roast but 
Ronni's appetite is less forthcoming. There needs to be food eventually, because with no certain idea
how life will adapt or change, eating and drinking whenever freely available remains top priority. A
wholemeal bacon sandwich and vanilla latte is taken, but away from the centre of activity. There 
needs to be somewhere to think, alone, chance to process what's just transpired at her own pace.

Sitting in the changing area, Ronni can't erase the image of Bond from her mind, lying on the 
concrete, certainty unwavering. Felix had his word, and that meant nobody stopped until Beam was 
located and his 'package' collected. However, right now there was absolutely no indicator as to 
where the Swanns were going, distinct lack of indicators towards intent. The tracker meant they had
a fighting chance of an interception, but Q was not prepared to show their hand too early, and so 
this became cat and mouse time. Ronni hated not having an advantage, and they should. That's 
what 007 had taught, admitted he failed at more often than not, remaining an area for personal 
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improvement.

If Bond had known where they were going, he would have found some way to pass this on.

Only now does Ronni grasp she's not alone.

The young black man stands, looking slightly uncomfortable, a second to put face to name. This is 
Emmanuel Curtis, recruit from the Army Fast Track scheme. He was a prodigious talent but needed 
work on both self confidence and communication. His tie's also a little too tight and that shirt could 
use an iron across it, plus 004's pretty certain he shouldn’t be here either as the area had been 
recently designated as women only.

You only broke the rules if it was important, to complete your mission...

'I know I'm not supposed to be here ma'am but Q said that should we discover anything I'd need to 
find you as a matter of priority.'

'Is this to do with 007?'

'It is ma'am, I have something I think the senior team has overlooked.'

Almost dropping the tablet he's holding and then his glasses in short order, Ronni can't help but take
pity on the man, bending down and reaching across to hand them back. The smile is genuine yet 
guarded, and only then does it occur to Ronni he might have a problem with her seniority. That 
would never do, and was easily fixed.

'Tell you what, Emmanuel, let's both sit down while you take a second to grasp that you're holding 
all the cards.'

'I … I am?'

'You're the one with the information. Without your input, I don't have anything to work on.'

'I'm sorry, You're just -'

'100% human, just like you. There's no difference between us, age and rank are irrelevant. If you've 
picked up something the senior team have overlooked? I'd like to hear about it. Take your time, 
there's no rush, until we know where 007 is being taken - '

'That's the thing. There's a message in your Inbox, on the internal phone exchange. It was sent at 
04.45 am and as you're now on priority it's our job to check for anything unusual. There's no 
message and as it sounds like a dead line the senior team overlooked it, but I know they missed 
something.'

Ronni's heart soars: had Bond finally begun thinking ahead?

There is a confidence to this conviction that is immediately exciting, prompting the young man to 
present his case. Curtis plays the sound file from his tablet and Ronni listens, initially unaware of 
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what she's hearing. It is obvious why the tech team would overlook this, right until the moment it is 
apparent there is indeed something hidden in the static.

'Start it again and turn up the treble, please.'

At the request the young man smiles because he knows she's grasped the discovery. Embedded 
inside this noise is a message, dots and dashes that she begins to translate out loud. Morse code, lost
and obsolete from communications except when you learnt your trade in the armed forces as James 
had.

'Domino… break. Halfway… between… Germany… and… Portugal… break. Trusting… only… 
you… end.

'Bond sent this knowing only you would understand the relevance, correct?'

'Indeed he did, Mr Curtis.'

Q's standing in the doorway as the young man almost jumps to attention. The Quartermaster has 
changed between early morning and now, tie and jumper over standard issue shirt and trousers. 
Considering the message, there is quiet contemplation before he speaks.

'It's okay Emmanuel, I'll overlook the lapse in protocol, because now I'd like 004 to tell me where 
Bond is heading and as you don't have the clearance as yet to be on the team who'll now deal with 
this, I need you to go to wait for me in Ops so I can change that. Suddenly your skills have become 
indispensable, and I intend to make as full a use of them as it is possible during your shifts.'

When the young man is gone, Q comes to sit at Ronni's side, clearly concerned with what he has 
heard.

'My geography’s pretty sound, and I know where the Bonds wanted to go for their honeymoon. I 
assume that is what 007 is implying?'

'They had a week arranged in Monte Carlo, Madeline had never been there. The safe house just 
outside the town had been put aside from Saturday on M's orders -'

'I'm not going to ask how you know this especially when I turned down the request.'

'I used Moneypenny's login details, please don't tell her. M authorised the request off the books, she 
confirmed the arrangements. It seems everybody has a soft spot for 007 except you.'

'If I told you why I refused to arrange the safe house, you must promise not to tell anyone else. I 
objected to Bond's choice. I thought he was being unfair.'

'What, by using Government property without paying for it?'

'No, I thought he was being unfair to you. That's why I didn't stay past the cheese board on Sunday. 
I decided his decision was misguided, and now I've been proved correct.'
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Ronni stares at Q in amazement: he judged Bond. Of all the people in the building expected to do 
this, he was probably on the bottom of the list. There'd been gossip, of course, but it didn't matter, 
all that concerned her was doing the job. To have him admit this with a straight face?

'What Bond does in his time outside the office is nothing to do with me, Q.'

'I know that, and so do you. I find it depressing and disappointing however how much protocol and 
procedure 007 ignores, normally for his own unspecified ends. This, at least for me, was a step too 
far. Fortunately for him, you seem to care sufficiently to have not only covered his arse but have 
inspired others to do the same. I doubt Emmanuel would have had the nerve to approach Bond 
under current circumstances: you do at least present an accommodating and charming front. I doubt 
he'd have been as thorough either, and so in that regard?'

'Bond could end up owing me his life on multiple levels.'

'Indeed. I need to arrange Curtis' clearances, and you are looking tired. Go take thirty minutes in the
temporary accommodation I've organised. I need to get Gregory down here to brief you on 
Madeline anyway, it will give time to organise myself.'

As he stands to leave, Ronni is compelled to reach for his hand, surprised at the need to 
acknowledge his concern. She expects him to simply receive the gesture and isn't ready for him not 
only grasp, but squeeze in reciprocation.

'I know only too well what you're capable of, and what you may now need to do in order to retrieve 
007 from the Swanns. Go and rest, you'll need it.'

==

Ronni lies in the Barracks cot, staring at the ceiling, understanding now why 007 never slept off the 
clock. Even in the relative quiet her mind's far too noisy, multiple scenarios bouncing in a troubled 
brain. Mostly the image of Bond's bloodied face is a concern, that even though she knows where 
they'll send her, there needs to be more context than currently exists. There is three weeks of 
intelligence on Maddy to catch up with for starters, and the understanding that a lot of internal 
politics had been missed whilst undercover...

'You're supposed to be resting, Flemmings, and are not trying hard enough.'

Moneypenny stands in the doorway, dark blue McQueen trouser suit a recent addition to the 
wardrobe. Ronni doesn't move because finally, she's comfortable and it would be sad to lose at least 
the notion of relaxation.

'We keep meeting back here, do you think there's a reason?'

'Normally at least one of us is on the back foot. Last time it was me. I should thank you for sharing 
the responsibility.'

Ronni expects to have to move but Eve comes to sit on the cot's edge, staring down at her.
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'I wanted you to know I've made sure Bond's ring's in M's safe until such time as you can hand it 
back to him. I don't think you need worry too much about anyone stealing it.'

'Thank you Eve, I appreciate the thought. I presume you took a look?'

'Indeed, it's truly beautiful. Would you wear it?'

There it was, Moneypenny not messing about as was always the case, straight to the point and no 
deception. Ronni often wondered how she made it through Basic Training being so blunt, and 
maybe when Gregory came down from Whitehall shortly for his briefing, she could ask.

'No, I wouldn't. I don't want to marry him either. The thought has never crossed my mind.'

Eve knows this is Ronni's honesty at play, and is taken aback.

'All the work you did on Maddy-'

'- was because I saw her as a genuine threat. Why is your disbelief not surprising?'

'I'd assumed because James cancelled the wedding -'

' - I suspect as a result of what he knew was coming and not because of me. Of course, I can't find 
out and I'd bet it wouldn't be on the agenda the next time we meet, but really, truthfully-'

'I'm sorry. On top of everything else, I just assumed you were the reason.'

It's obvious the entire conversation isn't going as Moneypenny had hoped: expecting the woman to 
get up and leave, when she stands there is clear indecision and Ronni's immediately curious. Eve 
could have waited for the briefing to talk to her, and didn't. That means the real reason she is here 
will be personal. For the first time since they've known each other there is confusion and 
uncertainty in the woman's features. Eve's mask has slipped, perhaps even removed for a reason.

'I know you told Q you thought I was being wasted at the desk, and Tanner's told me what happened
after Blofeld's arrest, when the previous 009 suggested I wasn't capable of taking responsibility. You
didn't need to defend me but you did, and when Bond called and urged me to accept the promotion 
at the weekend it was a surprise. Between the two of you, this is a second chance at a designation 
I'd pretty much accepted was lost. I still can't entirely believe I've made it here.'

Now Ronni moves to sitting, because this is important. It's the longest she's ever heard Eve talk, and
it deserves nothing less than her full attention.

'I know what Q's done, that Charlie's been picked as a partner for me because we're a good fit, but 
I'm not sure how this works. How do I do this job when I can't be sure I'm capable?'

'That's just not true, and you know it. The organisation can be done in your sleep, that's never going 
to be an issue. I found really quickly that if you trust the training, you'll be amazed at what you can 
achieve. Mostly, it is about faith in yourself. Everything else will come eventually.'
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Once upon a time they'd been wary of each other, uncertain, but this isn't the same Eve from Ronni's
training days. The attack on the Barracks had changed her, added a level of determination to the 
demeanour that had previously been missing, blown away the myth of an inability to shoot under 
pressure. When the circumstances had called for her to just step up and be a 00? She'd not even 
stopped to think. The journey to make it here, via Istanbul and regret had finally been forgotten. 
Confidence was established, she just wanted reassurance. Ronni knows that feeling only too well.

'I'm sorry I assumed things about you and Bond. I just thought that if he'd given you the ring-'

'I don't know what to think, Eve. I wish I did. All I know is that I have to save him. I can't trust 
anybody else. When I've done that?'

Suddenly Ronni wants to be somewhere, anywhere else, and without another word is up and 
heading for the small bathroom opposite the cots. Being sure that if she cried Moneypenny would 
be both supportive and understanding, the reassurance isn't needed. If all this emotion spills out 
now, she won't cope for the rest of the day, and this is the time for the training that Gregory gave her
concerning stressful situations and dealing with consequence. Standing moments later, back against 
the hastily-shut bathroom door, 004 sinks to the floor and tries to clear a troubled mind.

Being unable to save Bond had ripped open her heart.

Ronni knows what it is now, undoubted feeling of terror hadn't been at the situation, but firmly 
around Bond. Having to leave, even knowing how competent the man was, caused an ache in a 
manner she could only recall having felt when far, far younger. Despite all the best intentions, he'd 
not just gotten under her skin. This was something far more concerning and absolutely the wrong 
moment for all of it to surface, at the time when 004 needs to be at the most professional and 
focused. The fear that grips a disbelieving heart, sudden and unavoidable, isn't around ability, or 
007's situation. With abrupt and inescapable amazement, Veronica registers it is not agent that 
matters here, but person.

James is funny, almost achingly so, and clever beyond words. A perpetual observer, yet seldom 
boring. The addictive personality understands danger in both alcohol and drugs, often unable to 
avoid their allure when pressured. Fools are never suffered, honesty welcomed and ultimately, 
desire embraced with enthusiasm never found the like of with anyone else… Ronni lets everything 
fall away until the basic truth remained: complete the mission. Locate Beam, save Bond, then worry
about everything else. If you let emotion cloud even one step, the end may never be reached. Never 
forget what he is, however, under the 00 veneer. This man lives and breathes, makes you hurt with 
absence...

There is then, perhaps unsurprisingly, a knock at the bathroom door.

With no idea of how long she's been lost in thought, Ronni's professionalism snaps instantly back 
into place before getting up, opening the door and expecting Eve, certainly not anticipating Q. He 
holds a large mug in his hand plus an inescapably concerned look.

'Moneypenny thought you might find it easier talking to me, so I've left her with Curtis now his 
clearances are organised. You should give Eve credit, she understands you have a lot to learn about 
each other. I also think 003 may have embarrassed herself by second guessing your 
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professionalism.'

Ronni takes the drink as offered: hot milk, with a delicate, vanilla smell. There are dark spots she'll 
guess are real seeds in the liquid: staring at the man with amazement, confusion is not only expected
but immediately assuaged.

'The last thing you need now is more caffeine. I'm here to help you relax, and this is not my proven 
method... but 007's. Thanks to him I have vanilla pods in my bottom drawer. Tell me how you feel.'

'Honestly, it's like somebody's kicked me in the chest.'

'I can only imagine how hard it is to watch someone you care about be attacked and have to stand 
by helpless. Bond however is more than capable of the task Felix has asked of him, and this entire 
operation will hinge around all three of you being able not only to fulfil but exceed potential.'

Leading them both out of the bathroom and back to the cot, Q sits and talks whilst Ronni does the 
same and drinks, amazed at how much better this combination is making her feel. It isn't just that, 
on reflection, but the implication behind it that is soothing a troubled soul. James' care is beyond 
reproach, when everything else is stripped away. Quiet concern and genuine compassion, if you 
know how to expose it. As the milk works its magic, their plan moving forward is explained.

'Let us assume for the sake of argument that the Swanns are expecting you to be sent as rescue, so if
we're going to show our hand, there will be the requirement to strike first and with force. Also, as 
Bond's life is undoubtedly part of this equation? We'll need to at least attempt inserting you to 
theatre with some measure of subtlety. If Monaco is where they're heading, it will presumably co-
incide with some kind of meeting, as these people also seem to like to celebrate their success in 
committee. I'll set up a video link with the French as a matter of urgency. I also need to issue you 
with suitable field equipment, and as I'm not entirely sure I can trust our contact on the ground 
under current circumstances? I have a friend inside the Gendamerie. That kind of friend. I think it 
may be the right moment to call in a favour.'

Ronni stares as Q goes a quite delicate shade of pink. Of everyone she'd worked with, he just never 
mentioned any personal life out of turn. In fact, the only time there was memory of doing so was in 
the last days of her training. The Quartermaster's life outside of the Barracks was subject to tighter 
security than most Eyes Only assignments, and 004's curious to know more.

'Q, I'm genuinely impressed. I always thought you were the type who never discussed their 
conquests.'

'Alex was hardly a conquest. In fact, if truth be told, I was very much the submissive partner. 
However, I must have done something right with him, as we still talk at least once a week.'

'Please tell me you don't have a network of friends stretched across Europe for just such 
emergencies?'

'I'll have you know I'm the model of professionalism and decorum, but only about 90 per cent of the
time. Nobody ever used to talk about sex in this place until you turned up, it was all just reward for 
the 00's and then quickly forgotten. Considering my particular desires, I rather like the revolution 
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you've wrought in that regard, and long may it continue. I know your professionalism is assured, 
trust me when I say the same for myself.'

'The boss knew about Bond and I being intimate. Was it discussed in committee?'

Q's not expecting this question, and spends a moment composing a response.

'I made a call, Flemmings. As it transpires it may well have saved Bond's life, because your 
influence on him has seen a marked improvement in communications. He's the only agent currently 
not actively tracked too, thanks to Spectre. I was forced to deactivate his system at M's request, and 
we never got around to reversing the situation. If you'd not have positively impacted his outlook-'

'He'd not have had the foresight to call me.'

'I will gather further intelligence, 004, and we will hold a briefing at 1500 hours. I would suggest as 
you're likely to be in the field sooner rather than later that you attempt some more sleep in the 
meantime. You may not have Bond here in body, but you can be most assured he remains very 
much in spirit.'

The man is gone and Ronni stares into the mug, suddenly aware of the depth of her task.
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FOUR

I guess that's it
I've made my bed
And I'm lying in it

==

She always wakes before the alarm: it's become habit, body's method of showing readiness. 
Adjusted to mission time, lying in darkness, the bunk on the far side of the room's already empty. 
009's been charged with the task of flying to the French airbase at Nice, as Ronni's not logged the 
flight hours to qualify going alone. Part of an already concerned consciousness doesn't want to be 
beholden to LaCroix any more than is necessary, but there is little time to worry about debts and 
consequence. Confident now of where the Swanns are heading, 004 wants to be as close to Bond as 
it is possible to manage, because with the volatility of both siblings more than apparent, there's 
genuine concern for 007's safety.

The entire Barracks had been briefed by Gregory at length the previous evening: everyone invited 
to watch a number of interviews with Madeline, woman looking increasingly uncomfortable and 
edgy. Bond himself had gone on record admitting her mental state had deteriorated in the weeks 
following Blofeld's capture, and was concerned for her health. However he was faithfully following
his Spectre mission briefing: promising to protect, right up until the moment things got ugly. Q had 
replayed the last monitoring to be sent from Bond's flat and although there were no pictures, the 
audio was damning. Swann had snapped, physically assaulting him, whilst hurling a slew of verbal 
abuse; claiming her half brother had told about an affair he'd been having with a fellow agent. It had
been uncomfortable to sit in a room of a dozen people knowing she was being used as fuel for a fire
that had subsequently resulted in 007 being attacked.

An overhead light in the room switches on, sudden brightness only temporary disorientation. 
Charlie's standing with vanilla latte and croissant, dressed to travel yet with hair still wet. The Army
fatigues suit him, grey shirt stretched over abdominal muscles that are undoubtedly impressive by 
service standards. It makes sense he's a looker, all part of persona, but this man shouldn't be 
bringing her breakfast, handed over without ceremony. Charlie's a pleasant contradiction to wake 
to, Ronni simply grateful.

'You get any sleep?'

'Thank you and yes, but as I may have to wait for engagement when I make it to Nice, it's not an 
issue. If all else fails, I can always rest on the plane.'

'Not the way I fly you won't. On that front, I'd suggest not eating any more than this, there's high 
pressure all the way from Calais to the Med: things might get a little scary.'

'If this is my last good breakfast for days, I'll take my chances.'

Sitting where M had yesterday, Charlie watches with obvious interest: there's no desire, but concern
that Ronni can't reconcile. They know each other only in passing, after all, she'd been undercover 
pretty much since the last time he'd been here. Yet the man keeps staring, clearly keen to engage and
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she's about to press when concern is vocalised.

'You still feel bad about having to let Bond get beaten, don't you?'

'I don't know how I feel: the training kicked in pretty comprehensively. I keep playing back the 'no' 
he mouthed just to make sure it was the right call.'

'007's worth more alive than dead until you're in theatre on their terms. He's the bait remember, 
Christian said it himself. Once they have you in the frame, then his life's not nearly as secure.'

'Let's hope someone from our side's there to save him when it matters.'

'Would you do the same for me?'

'Yes I would, as it happens, but before you ask? No, it's not quite the same.'

'I have no intention of ever trying to compete with Bond, for the record, so don't start giving me that
evil eye thing you do 'cause I so don't need that this early in the day.'

'Am I not attractive, 009?'

'Very much so, 004, but this is business, and I'm not an asshole.'

Charlie is no-nonsense, affable and without the kind of self-absorption you'd expect from someone 
this ridiculously charismatic. In fact, his openness and honesty had been the defining factor in the 
job being offered to begin with: Ronni can't help but like him, and there's no tension, distinct lack of
banter that she'll throw at Tanner, Q and even Moneypenny if the moment arose. His respect is 
obvious and makes her smile, gives comfort in a moment where her own ability is anything but 
constant. That comment, for instance, states the case without contention. He knows she's not 
available, and as a result would never even chance his arm. However, now there is the desire to ask 
why, interest awakening as the caffeine begins to work its magic.

'You think I'm taken?'

'You know you are. That's why as a team you work so well. Q likes to call it 'Friendship Plus.' I also
suspect that's why I'm being double teamed with Moneypenny. They did their fancy metrics, 
realised we were the best fit.'

'If it happened naturally, would that be a problem for you?'

'I really dunno what to think. We're pretty good together. She'll drive, I'll shoot things, it'll work on a
lot of levels. I'm not sure if she'd wanna be involved with anyone after what happened in Alaska 
anyhow. Part of me thinks that's a bridge I gotta cross sooner than later, just because I was the last 
person who saw her ex-boyfriend alive.'

'Would you travel across half of Europe in the hope you could save her?'

'In a heartbeat. I'm not sure she'd do the same for me.'
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'Then I think maybe you ought to be having this conversation with her instead. Q and Gregory are a 
pretty sound team when it comes to combining the disparate. Bond and I shouldn't work, but we do 
because the match-up helps us expose the weaknesses in each other. Sometimes, it's up to you to 
take the initiative.'

'Between you and me, I think Moneypenny's wearing the pants in our relationship.'

'She'll only be doing that because she thinks you're not stepping up. You'd be well served to meet 
her as an equal.'

'And I do, for the record. This is a conversation however I've never had the nerve to start with her. 
You don't scare me any more, but she still does. That's my problem, right?'

'Maybe as the current senior 00 on roster I can help there as time goes on. All I know is if it were 
me, I'd want someone I felt I could open up to without being worried you'd take it as a weakness.'

'Do I really do that?'

'The metrics say that you can be overly critical. Maybe that's a starting point.'

Breakfast is finished, and Ronni can't avoid the inevitable any longer, needs to be showered and 
ready to go by 07.30. As she deposits breakfast things on the table next to the bed, Charlie rises, 
taking time to think on what had been said.

'Bond's a lucky guy. I will make sure when you bring him back alive to remind him of that fact.'

'You were the one bright spot for him in the whole of Operation Icebreaker. He had nothing but 
good things to say about you.'

'I've a lot to thank 007 for. I'll help you liberate his ass but only for you, because he's got no idea of 
just how damn lucky he is to have you rescue him.'

Charlie leaves without ceremony, casual confidence in both stride and outlook, and Ronni can't help
but be impressed. He's a perfect fit for Eve, will bolster her uncertainty, and in turn she will keep 
him from getting sloppy. 009's right, she will wear the trousers, but only because that's the way it 
has to be to ensure respect by everybody else. With this guy on the team, her backup's beyond 
reproach.

All Ronni needs to do is make sure she doesn't screw it up herself.

==

The bikes are again utilised: 004 and 009 chase each other from Whitehall into the Wiltshire 
countryside, all the way to RAF Lynam. Moneypenny is already there, with Felix pretending to be 
in charge yet not pushing the point. A Tornado is fuelled and waits for them on the tarmac in the 
early spring sunshine, and Ronni doesn't let excitement show, despite every cell of her being 
demanding it. There's no luggage to check in or passports to remember; as below the radar as she's 
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ever travelled, totally anonymous to everyone including the skeleton RAF ground crew. As far as 
they know she's a Person of Interest, and if anyone asks where the plane went at 9.26 am they'll 
insist it was training over the Mediterranean with a single pilot. Eve's a qualified radar operator 
from her time in the Navy, so once ordinance and equipment are secured the Tower staff are asked 
to leave and sit in the Mess Hall for fifteen minutes: if anyone asks? 

MI6 was never on the ground, and she's on her own.

Except in the modern world, alone is something of a misnomer.

Thirty seconds after the plane screams into French airspace Q's prototype retrofitted smartphone 
beeps with three distinct tones: scrambler, audio and video. All communication is instantly 
encrypted from the satellite that's now listening above to her alone, thanks to the US and their 
continued gratefulness to MI6 for keeping quiet about those missing nuclear warheads Charlie tried 
to intercept whilst Ronni was in training. Q had pulled most of his remaining favours to use 004's 
mission as proof this surveillance software, pushed through after the same incident the previous 
year, was not only legitimate but viable in the field. There was a general understanding of how 
much money could have been made if the Government had decided to launch it commercially, but 
instead the deal was in place: the Quartermaster got to keep full control of everything, British 
Intelligence reaped the rewards and nobody else knew until it was too late. She was the first active 
field test, best way to check they could communicate yet not be compromised, Q acting as virtual 
partner in the field.

This would be the man's ace in the hole for reviving the country's respect amongst his intelligence 
peers, and Ronni is supremely confident of his success. Normally this would also be Bond's 
preserve, but he could already be dead. All that could be hoped for now was the best, that Maddy's 
affection for him was indeed genuine. It was a good bet he continued to hold value as a bargaining 
chip or his death could be broadcast around the Globe via social media as an example that even with
Blofeld gone, Spectre was never to be ignored. Either way, Ronni would be there for him, until the 
end. In that regard at least there was a determination to keep the promise given before she became a 
number.

Working on the theory that the less she heard from London the better, now was all about vanishing 
from existence with the minimum of fuss.

The Tornado is silent as she slips out of her flight suit by the side of the runway, using the plane as 
cover. Charlie has five minutes while the French pretend he doesn't exist, so she can change into 
camouflage fatigues and head for the edge of the airbase. There will be a battered Range Rover 
waiting with Swiss plates and a boot full of camping equipment, because this time the senior 00 
doesn't get to stay in the best hotel there is. This isn't about being hidden in plain sight when so 
much of Spectre's operating personnel is seamlessly integrated into the lives of the rich and famous.
Thanks to the Gendamerie, she's become a joint French/English mission, yet her silent partner is not
aware of what happens after now.

Disappearing completely however shouldn't be that much of a stretch.

As the sun goes down over Sospel, Ronni settles down after dinner outside her tent, staring down on
the town picked to be her base of operations on Bond's previous recommendation. She'll be fine 
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here for several days, but hopefully it won't take that long. A couple of extra hours sleep had been 
snatched too, but no more rest would happen until the address is checked north of Monte Carlo. Part
of her knows the guilt eating away at professionalism may never be assuaged if Bond does turn up 
dead. 004 has to be moving, constantly considering options: sitting here enjoying the foothills of the
Alps in early Spring won't help anyone's chances of survival in the long term. Yet that's the plan, to 
wait until dark, because it's just easier to be inconspicuous without daylight.

Her phone is charging from the last rays of evening sun, solar cells built into the case also ensuring 
the backup battery is at maximum capacity, when a message alert brings her back to the moment: 
local law enforcement is being alerted of a massive explosion. As if on cue there are fire engines 
and ambulances screaming through the town, sirens and lights blazing, and Ronni has to resist the 
temptation to jump up and follow. From the direction of Monte Carlo there is a plume of smoke, 
pushing every sense on alert simultaneously. Her upgraded smartwatch vibrates, Q on it's face, red 
letter that reminds this is on the scrambler by default yet there's reticence to to take it, knowing that 
the moment they connect this brief sanctity of calm will be gone, shattered forever -

'How do you cope?'

Bond sits casually on a low bench opposite the changing area; black Tom Ford trousers and 
immaculate white shirt, holster almost a natural part of his ensemble, considering the question. It 
was a week since punching him in the balls had moved their relationship on, and this felt like the 
right moment to pose a question that kept concerning a troubled mind. However good Ronni 
remains physically, the psychological maintains the ability to destroy everything, and she'd love to 
know how 007 dealt with the pressure.

He takes a long time to answer, carefully considering the choice of words.

'I don't. I lie, mostly: to other women, to Gregory, but never to myself. It's like a great big dirty 
wave that you can't control and just have to meet head on.'

'But you didn't lie to me.'

'I'm supposed to be teaching you. I'll be honest, I resented this job at first, but now? I understand the
significance, because having to explain it to somebody else? You better grasp it yourself.'

'Do you regret not dealing with things sooner?'

'You never use that word in this job. If you do, the whole conceit just collapses on top of you. What 
I've done over the years would mount up to enough to destroy me ten times over. Don't go there.'

This is the most Bond's ever disclosed about the psychology of the job… in truth, revealed about 
anything. Ronni's aware that she's staring, suddenly wanting to hear him speak, but unsure how to 
keep the conversation going. It is a considerable surprise therefore when she doesn't have to.

'How do you do it?'

The man stares into her soul, only because for a moment access was granted, without realisation the
exposure had occurred. She can't lie as a result, and suddenly doesn't want to, need to share fear 
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with someone who understands the sensation very well.

'I run, until legs hurt and my feet bleed to try and find a level for it all, but more often than not I fail.
It might look as if I have it all under control but things aren't forgotten that should be, far too much 
held onto. I regret choices even now, sometimes wish I'd never even started down this path to begin 
with.'

The honesty is temporarily blinding, struggle to prevent the emotion of admission from 
overwhelming everything. Bond senses this and says nothing, empathy both impressive and 
welcome. For a moment the air shimmers, adrenaline and association creating frisson that renders 
Ronni brilliantly breathless. As quickly as it appears, Bond shuts it and her down, standing without 
ceremony.

'You're going to need a better way, Agent Ashby. Time to start learning.'

Without a flicker of emotion or concern, Bond's gone, leaving only stunned silence in his wake.

'Ronni, you're not going to need to wait until dark after all.'

The Quartermaster's in her ear, professionalism personified, and suddenly this isn't just a solo 
mission. Despite an overriding desire to not take support Q had insisted that he travel with her, that 
having secondary means of assessing situations allowed better evaluation of most possible 
outcomes. He was right, of course: allowing Bond to exist alone for so long, as had been the case 
with all the 00's before him, had been the biggest single contributing factor to their ultimate failure 
and demise.

'The Monte Carlo safe house is now a raging inferno, however the DB10's tracker is both intact and 
functioning, and as a result I need you at ground zero as quickly as possible. We need to eliminate 
the possibility Bond is still at the scene.'

'You think he caused this?'

'We both know only too well 007's predilection for destruction. I don't think this would be an unfair 
assumption to make under the circumstances. If he's back in theatre he'll inevitably ignore the 
mission brief and have gone dark, so we'll need to confirm regardless.'

Events happen without thought, professionalism swallowing everything in a heartbeat. The Range 
Rover is moving, driving down the mountainside, Ronni having to stop the shake in hands by 
gripping the wheel tighter, understanding that this was the moment already stepped up to. Punching 
finally at weight, Bond could be just behind a mountain and requiring assistance.

She wasn't anywhere near ready, but it didn't matter. 

This was the job, and now it would be done.

==

The combined French and Monaco fire services are struggling to keep events under control as 
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Ronni slips down the sharp incline that forms the southern side of the estate where the safe house is 
located: it had been an impressive piece of early 1930's art deco but is close now to being a 
shattered shell, yet the blaze inside continues to rage apace. According to Q's intelligence the 
tracker's nearly half a mile away from the house, in an area that's marked as 'secondary storage.' In 
reality that meant the obligatory underground bunker that would have been retreated to if the area 
came under aerial assault, marked by an unassumingly anonymous low brick building with two 
large wooden doors.

Ronni slips into darkness, before putting on the glasses Q had provided as extra field equipment. 
Impressively bright LED's automatically illuminate the space yet fail to blind, and suddenly a 
sophisticated heads up display in front of her eyes springs into life. The micro-earpiece crackles 
briefly: Q's voice then is so clear that he could almost be at her shoulder.

'I have Rachel as my second pair of eyes with Emmanuel and Lizzy on backup. We are all with you,
004, so I guarantee we'll not miss anything. Please however proceed with caution. We have no idea 
what we may find.'

'Q, that is normally my default state in situations like this. Who's more nervous here, you or me?'

'I think I win this first round hands down, Veronica. Your attentiveness has been a pleasant surprise 
from that of your predecessors. This outlook will also give everybody time to think: proceed please 
at your discretion.'

Anonymous concrete surrounds, stretches downwards, temperature control provided by an intact 
internal electrical system that meant she could find lights if needed, but would prefer to stay in 
darkness and not draw attention to their presence. There's a ramp that leads down to another set of 
solid steel doors that should be shut yet are wedged open, and Ronni stops herself, distracted by a 
bright patch of red on the ground.

'Before you ask, it's blood.'

The inevitable question is pre-empted, as Ronni leans down, trying to imagine who's body it was 
from. Could this be Bond, dragged helplessly in here to die, or better Christian's, as 007 smashed 
an already damaged face into the concrete? There is a trail too, drips that lead into the first large 
storage area, and they are followed as breadcrumbs until almost running into a wall. Looking up, 
there is a moment of shocked amazement when it becomes apparent not only was her presence 
anticipated, but had been clearly planned for.

Across the entire expanse of concrete wall is a word, spelt out using the same size of photograph: 
WHORE. Every image is of Ronni: from undercover work to her running in London, images 
leaving and entering the Barracks, and out at the Colosseum in November. It's meant to scare, 
intimidate a lesser mind into believing life had been defiled and violated for months without 
permission, but she knew better. This was part of the job description, after all, and unavoidable in 
the modern world. Ronni begins to take pictures of each 'letter' with her phone camera, to allow the 
analysts to better understand what had been used as potential torture. In her ear there is movement, 
a second body to Q's left, and then Rachel's voice talking away from his microphone.

'We need to ID when and where every one of these pictures was taken, and ensure the integrity of 



59

any of our devices that may have been used as access. I want to know as much as you can find out 
in the next hour. GO.'

It is reassuring to listen to Rachel already two steps ahead, so that Q can continue to handle the 
situation with dispassionate attention. There is second word, scrawled across the collage in chalk: 
PERSEVERANCE, clearly added after the main work was complete.

'Whilst Emmanuel is checking the integrity of our surveillance systems Lizzy will be making notes 
on anything we see. I think this word was added afterwards, and is not part of the original intent. 
Please check for anything even remotely unusual, 004.'

'Looking at where I know these were taken, none of this stuff's really sensational, I'd be concerned 
if they had anything from internal CCTV like Whitehall.'

'Indeed but I'd like to be sure. I'm also concerned in the dark you may find yourself easily 
disorientated.'

'I am aware what happened to Theseus: although I may not have string, I'm making sure I remember
the way back.'

There are indeed other words as she moves down the access tunnel, and Lizzy's diligence will recall
them all for later. Reaching a second room, it takes a moment for the smart glasses to adjust to the 
darkness, but as they do there is an audible gasp from Mayer: from the ceiling hangs a dummy, 
clearly made up to look like Flemmings, with large metal spikes hammered through both breasts 
and the crotch. Above hangs a banner, red paint, the word SLUT in badly drawn capital letters. 
Ronni laughs, despite herself, because this isn't making her frightened. She feels sorry at the 
simplicity of the effort: was this the best Christian and Maddy could concoct?

'I've never really understood this form of abuse, it's hardly very well done.'

'I feel that perhaps you and Christian may be at odds. He appears to have some issues with your 
professionalism.'

'Well, can you blame him? We didn't exactly hit it off, did we?'

She deadpans the joke and knows Q will smile, that this is all that is required from the moment to 
reassure there's no concern for her mental well-being. This room however should be full of arms 
and equipment but is empty, as Spectre has clearly stripped the place clean. 

'My greater concern past the amateur theatrics, Q -'

'Indeed. Our guests have been extremely thorough. Lizzy, I'll need someone on the inventory for 
this location so we have an idea of what Spectre have liberated on their departure. Ronni, there's a 
room to your left, access code Delta One. Can you check it for me please?'

Doing as instructed, recalling the code choice from her first briefing after taking the number, the 
area is empty apart from a pile of clothes. Suddenly conscious of her audience, Ronni briefly 
hesitates before reaching down and smelling the underarm of the shirt, dark spots on the surface she



60

knows are blood. Bond's blood, shirt he changed out of. There's no need to rescue him, because 
unsurprisingly he did that for himself.

'What was provisioned in here, Q?'

'BMW S 1000 XR motorcycle, survival equipment and the clothes I assume Bond changed into?'

'In the end, yet again, he saved himself. Can't say I'm at all surprised.'

The relief is genuine reassurance since the first time her feet touched European soil, that knowing 
Bond's already in theatre takes a surprising amount of pressure off her shoulders. Now, however, a 
whole slew of new questions suddenly rise to challenge: most notably, what lies beyond the main 
storage area.

'Lock was operated about an hour ago, I can now check satellite footage to confirm it was him 
regardless. The DB10's tracker's still registering, 004, lets see if we can recover some stolen 
property while we're here.'

'No. This is where I stop.'

Ronni knows she's done, suddenly unwilling to continue the objective, every nerve unsurprisingly 
on alert, and it takes a moment to work out why. Only now does brain register words read as she'd 
descended into the bunker, needing confirmation of what is suddenly compelling her to disobey a 
direct order. Explanation added after the fact, familiar handwriting. The letter he sent, telling her 
the wedding was off, reminder that these circumstances changed the game plan. Turning suddenly, 
consciousness connects with location to provide an answer. In chalk, on the wall of the small room 
are scrawled three words: TODAY WE ESCAPE.

'Care to explain, 004?'

The first thing truly bonded over was music, back when 007 had liberated her iPod during training. 
This band would always come up somewhere in conversation, and so Ronni felt obliged to buy the 
albums and, despite herself, began to appreciate a new back catalogue. He knew every lyric by 
heart, because James was the bigger nerd, and that suited his persona just perfectly when all was 
said and done. They'd agreed the last night they'd slept together: codewords were easy to decrypt if 
you knew someone's history. Lyrics were far more esoteric and mysterious. If they were ever 
compromised, needing to communicate on an intensely private level, she'd use The Divine Comedy, 
and he'd always pick Radiohead.

'Private joke, 007 knew only I'd understand. He knew it would be me here, and planned ahead. I 
think this is where we use the drone, and I get ready to run if required.'

'No, you will exit first, I can control the unit perfectly well from ground level. If Bond is telling you
to go no further, I am the last person to ignore such sound advice.'

Once back outside the bunker, Ronni retrieves the tiny remote controlled device from her four 
wheel drive, effectively a camera with sensors and propellers, watching as Q takes the reins from 
Central London via her scrambled connection. He flies the unit up and away, back into darkness, 
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with a skill that should not be a surprise. The heads up display on her glasses register as the tiny 
device zips back to their last point of interest, before ascending to just below ceiling level. Another 
ultra bright LED bank activates and shines down as the unit moves slowly forward, before an alarm 
sounds, then another, with the sickening realisation Bond knew full well the theatrics had only one 
aim, to draw her to an untimely demise. Ronni unconsciously begins to back away from the 
entrance, aware that the unit's picked up multiple hazards, but that's the least of their concerns. 

As she runs, as fast as possible away from the bunker, there are shouts from up at the house as the 
fire crews also scatter, leaving the building to burn. Q has raised the alarm for them via the French 
authorities, video from beneath her feet revealing the ultimate, damning truth. Inside the final 
storage area sits the DB10, still immaculate, surrounded by enough explosive compound to blow a 
hole in the mountainside that would make the safe house's destruction appear like lighting a match.

==

The sun is coming up as Ronni finally returns to her tent, exhaustion beginning to eat at the fringes 
of rationality. It had taken six hours for the specialist French explosives team to make it into the 
bunker and disarm the bomb, and another twelve or so would elapse before there'd be a chance to 
recover the DB10. However, in that respect at least the operation was a success, and would go a 
long way to restoring trust between manufacturer and Whitehall. Sometimes, collateral gains 
mattered far more than principles. Mostly, 004 took every success where she could find it. That 
included breakfast, quietly liberated from the passenger side of the Bomb Disposal Team's own 
support vehicle; croissants that taste a thousand times better than anything she'd ever find in 
London. There is time to savour as the valley fills with sunshine; appreciation that, albeit briefly, 
everything was going to plan.

The phone vibrates inside leg pocket of her fatigues, long, long, short, long: expecting the Barracks 
a blank screen comes as a surprise. If Q is contacting her outside normal auspices of procedure, 
something has happened off the grid she needs to know about urgently.

'Ronni, how goes your extraction project?'

'The car's intact and being removed, French team confirms probably a thousand pounds of explosive
at the scene. Why aren't you at the Barracks?'

'002 was shot an hour ago, Spectre sniper who's gone on to kill four other innocent people at 
Charles de Gaulle Airport. Reports are still sketchy, but the French authorities have him in custody.'

'Our man's alive?'

'Yes, but we have no means of extraction as yet.'

'Why aren't you on an internal line?'

'Two of our strategic army communications centres have been bombed, Lynam's control tower is 
still on fire. Looking at the bigger picture, it's apparent all these events were timed to co-incide with
the explosion in Monaco: it wasn't 007 who blew up the Safe House. I'd guess Spectre chose now to
increase the pressure on the 00 network. Sadly for them they'd not factored in Bond's overriding 
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obsession with resurrection. Activate scrambled video, please.'

The shakiness to Q's voice is all that's required: not only is the man scared, but possibly 
compromised. Ronni's fatigue is forgotten, and switching over to screen mode it is a surprise that 
she's looking at the young man's laptop, probably through another set of smart glasses. On the 
screen is the video from her trip to locate the DB10, series of words that had been written across 
walls and on photographs.

'Handwriting analysis confirms what you already know, this was Bond's work, six words as follows:
perseverance, endurance, persistence, ingenuity, decisiveness and belief. We have satellite footage 
at the Safe House that confirms two people left by helicopter fifteen minutes prior to detonation, 
with a lone individual exiting the building three minutes from the explosion. 007 then entered the 
tunnel system and left on the BMW.'

'Those six words were his message to me.'

'Indeed, I told 007 to use those in his report after that final assessment for Active Consideration. 
Even if you'd not realised the significance, he'd ensured I'd be watching closely. I may have to take 
back what I said about Bond's flagrant disregard for process.'

'So if that's the message, where's the decryption key?'

'Emmanuel's attention and genius provides that yet again, from your home phone this time, message
was left from the main safe house number four minutes before the entire place disintegrated. I 
should also congratulate you on getting Bond to communicate in a variety of codes, good to know 
he finally paid attention. I am aware of your love of word puzzles, so I'll leave you to work out why 
you were sent 619732 as the cypher.'

She's already scanning words on screen, counting along each one with a speed that surprises. After 
the first three letters the rest don't need to be decrypted.

'He's heading for Venice.'

'That's fast, even for you 004. '

'You know me Q, I work well under pressure. I'm also getting very good at second guessing 007's 
modus operandi.'

There is noise suddenly, overly apparent Q's most definitely not at MI6's HQ. Ronni's not sure what 
she's just seen so pushes for an explanation.

'Was that a stewardess? Where are you?'

'On a commercial flight to Venice from Gatwick. Felix was in Geneva, he'll get there first and meet 
us there.'

'Q, what are you doing?'
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'Making an executive decision. You need me on the ground, and as Spectre have pole-axed our 
traditional covert insertion method, I acted on instinct. I need to be part of this equation: M 
sanctioned the whole thing and Rachel's in charge while I'm gone. If Bond really does know where 
Beam is, you'll undoubtedly benefit from my IT skills amongst many other things. Grab as much 
sleep as you can and then get on the road. It's a six hour drive from your present location. I'll 
contact you again when I'm in theatre.'

He's gone, silenced not by Spectre but a clearly over-zealous flight attendant and Ronni knows she 
won't rest, regardless of what Q suggests. It'll take an hour to disassemble the tent, time to relax 
when well into Italy. After that, it's probably not wise to think too much anyway, so she doesn't and 
forty five minutes later the last of the equipment is secured. Only then does it register she never 
slept in the tent to begin with, and there's a moment to laugh at the ridiculousness of this life as an 
agent. Most of the job was planning, and ultimately pointless. Except occasionally, it did matter.

Only then does it register: if Bond had decided on this course well in advance, then something 
important had been missed at the Safe House.

Returning under a pretext, courtesy check-up of the team who's now preparing to remove the 
explosives, Ronni returns to the small side room only 00 agents had access to. Bond's clothing 
remained where it was left, placed for her to find, that she'd stupidly failed to search. In the pocket 
of the trousers are two pieces of paper, because now 004 understands they've been partners in 
theatre since he whispered the code-word in her ear. Both are read before folding up one and 
putting it away, sudden confidence in the next section of the game plan. From the other pocket 
comes a memory stick, which is slipped away as a present for Q.

The Quartermaster will be absolutely delighted: this isn't simply scrambled afterthought from Bond.
The meticulousness of his plan, attention to detail presented is glorious, demonstrating an agent 
absolutely at the top of the game. It uses intelligence gathered combined with present circumstances
to create a series of events that tell 004 precisely what is expected of her, and what will be jointly 
required to not only extract Beam's data but eliminate the enemy. There is even a provision to save 
Madeline, wrapped up in his approach, that Ronni cannot help but be impressed with. Above all 
else, this life still mattered, regardless of the pain she'd wrought upon him.

This is how the previous senior officer held the job unopposed for nearly a decade, benchmark now 
happily aspired to.

Back at the surface, Ronni asks one of the Bomb Disposal officers for use of their satellite phone.

==

Having arrived at Marco Polo Airport less than a minute previously, Felix Leiter is already 
uncomfortable. The captain's announced a delay in disembarking and the guy to the right's 
complaining again, but what's concerning most is that his rear pants pocket is vibrating. This isn't 
the work phone, but private comms with Bond, that they've maintained off and on since that 
evening at Casino Royale. Emergencies only, number shared with those he trusts with his life. That's
the way real espionage should work, after all, no spreadsheets or metric-driven briefings. MI6 was, 
at least in that regard, offering a potentially interesting opportunity to work off script. Last time he'd
heard, Bond wasn't capable of communication, meaning this call's got the adrenaline running.
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'How you doing Jim?'

'It's Ronni. He's gone dark. You able to talk?'

Things have suddenly gotten really interesting, because Flemmings is the MVP nobody wanted to 
draft and yet everyone needs a piece of. Plus, she's a movie fan, and Felix always has time for 
anyone talking celluloid.

'Nope, just landed.'

'Yes or no answers please. Have you contacted the field office?'

'Yeah.'

'They've been compromised, chances are the original staff are already dead. Trust nobody on the 
ground as a result.'

'Not a problem, anything else?'

'Walk from the airport. On reflection, regard Venice as compromised. As soon as there's a confirmed
safe house, Q will contact you.'

The phone goes dead, and Felix's smile turns to laughter, because she'd made the call last just long 
enough to ensure nobody could triangulate them. Ronni's better than good, and whatever's now 
going down has the potential to push them both to the limit, and that was never a bad thing.

He loved it when a plan came together.

==

The waitress returns with his receipt, smile that makes Leiter wish he wasn't in town on business, 
because he'd really like to try his luck with this woman, especially as it's apparent she's under the 
employ of the British Secret Service. Maybe when it's all done in Venice there'll be time to return to
this restaurant, ask for help improving his conversational Italian, which is woeful at best. Maria 
hands over both credit card receipt and the address he's been waiting for: then there is a moment to 
enjoy the pert rear sashaying off back to the kitchen. Getting more women in the service was 
absolutely the way forward: now all Felix needed to work out was how he benefited from this 
expansion in diversity, without making it appear that all he was really looking for was a woman to 
watch Netflix in bed with.

There is one word written on the paper, laughter when it becomes apparent this is the rendezvous 
point all along. Dropping his well-used napkin, Leiter stands, turns and heads down the narrow 
steps that lead to the bathrooms, walking past both them and several storage rooms to the door 
marked Privato before standing, waiting for presence to be detected and the electronic lock to click 
open. Inside the surprisingly large brick built area are chairs stacked, barrels and crates of bottled 
beer, plus Q. The Quartermaster doesn't even look up, clearly engrossed with laptop and the mission
ahead.
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'Good evening, Felix, I trust you've had a hassle free afternoon?'

'I walked, did some light sightseeing and just finished up an extremely good plate of bigoli in salsa, 
because I should enjoy my visits to places like this far more than I do. How was your flight from 
London?'

'Singularly uneventful, which suits me just fine. Flemmings will be with us shortly, she's just getting
changed, so let me give you an idea of this evening's entertainment while you wait.'

'We have people to meet and places to go?'

'It is a marvellous party that we will be going to crash. Please, take a seat.'

There's a temptation to ask why he's not being directed behind Q's screen, but Felix knows well 
enough by now to understand when told to go somewhere by this guy, there's a reason. Picking a 
chair from the nearest stack he moves to sit, waiting for the show to start. The young man does not 
disappoint: from a small projector to the right of his laptop, set on a large wooden barrel, there is a 
burst of light, as a fully rendered 3D model appears. It's a Renaissance style building by the quay 
that Felix recognises, clearly visible on the approach to the Airport.

'Spectre do love hiding in plain sight, and their Venetian HQ is a case in point. Bond has helpfully 
provided not only Beam's location, but his own, placing himself directly in the lion's den. He's also 
had the foresight to steal a full set of floor plans, taken from the Swanns themselves without their 
knowledge. I just wish 007 had become this considerate far earlier.'

The building morphs, twisting and flipping in front of admiring eyes, to reveal Bond's liberated 
data, and Felix can't help but be impressed.

'That is very cool, Q.'

'Thank you, one likes to tinker on the side when one can. Beam, we have now established, is being 
held in the basement. However, as we have no idea as to the kind of data he was carrying -'

'Q will be coming with us both, so he needs to get prepared.'

Flemmings appears from the back of the room and Felix has to try very hard not to stare, because 
he's pretty confident she just walked off a Milan catwalk. Hair is piled high, to the side of a 
perfectly made up face, skin tight green mini dress leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination. 
She's packing a better set of abs than Bond possesses or Felix could dream of and this is a woman 
you most definitely will not be messing with at any time, ever.

'Should I ask where you keep your gun?'

'That's what I have you for: fortunately I didn't need to guess at your suit size, so you're going to 
look fantastic in your Armani tuxedo. Bond's managed to do a supremely good job of dividing and 
conquering our siblings, to the point where Maddy's getting ready to leave the house using 007 as 
leverage against her own brother. There's an internal power struggle coming to a very useful head 
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and it's the perfect distraction for the night's work.'

'I sense I'm not nearly enough in the loop, you wanna fix that?'

He's expecting a formal briefing but instead Q gets up from his laptop and walks to the back of the 
room, vanishing to the area where Ronni had appeared from, as the woman grabs a chair and places 
herself at his side. This girl smells as good as she looks and Leiter can't help but be jealous that 007 
got to her first.

'Bond's on the top floor of the building, hooked up to an IV full of medical alcohol. He knew 
exactly what he was doing when strolling in the front door at lunchtime, and had the good sense to 
let me in on reasoning beforehand. As a result, we can plan accordingly. Everything hinges on 
Spectre assuming I'll arrive to rescue him, all guns blazing, and that's what is now being 
provisioned for. As it stands, the place is defended like a fortress.'

'And yet you're going in unarmed?'

'Because I failed to show in east London, and now singularly refused to be blown up in Monaco, 
tradition demands we must have this final showdown in Venice. Bond knew Spectre would 
postulate this, that the rules of war have been dictated by him over the years with this organisation, 
and so he removed himself from the frame. He's conveniently acting as a metaphor.'

'For what?'

'The outdated world that designation represents, that dismisses diversity and continues to dictate 
terms from somewhere in the 1950's. With Bond removed from the board, refusing to play 
provocateur, he becomes nothing more than an object.'

'In essence, Felix, you should consider him the damsel in distress.'

Q reappears, dressed in black fatigues that give the man a completely different look: he is 
dangerous, unsettlingly powerful. No longer stands the awkward, misplaced young man that Felix 
remembers from their first meeting after Skyfall. He has evolved into something far more coercive 
and compelling, suddenly someone to fear.

'He becomes an ancient trope from a version of history neither relevant or accurate. Every speech, 
each carefully-worded exchange is just that: obsolete exposition, sauce for the goose, knowing we 
are already here and eavesdropping. How will we second guess their grand plan? How do we know 
what our enemy expects?'

'So how do you play this?'

'We counter the theatrical with what 007 does so well, the very antithesis of planning. It is the 
ultimate irony that what I have for so long wished Bond would do has become the very problem we 
need to address. Because it is through predicting behaviour that Spectre are able to assume they 
know how we will respond as counter. Metrics, precision, care and effort, all these things become 
weapons in a war of move and counter move.'
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'You didn't answer the question. What's the plan?'

'Felix, both 004 and myself are conscious of your love of motion pictures. You are, I hope, aware of 
the central conceit in 'Wargames?'

'I am.'

'Espionage, like thermonuclear war, is a strange game.'

'The only winning move is not to play?'

'Indeed, and this is what we do, Mr Leiter, stop listening to Spectre's tune once and for all, and 
change the entire course of this absurd narrative for good. Shall we begin?'

==

The party is in full swing, quay area packed full of revellers, surrounded by a ring of security guards
that Felix has counted several times. There's not just bodies either, but a hastily-erected metal fence 
that him and his partner intend to make full use of, assuming they can make it inside. He's still not 
sure how they're going to pull that part of Q's plan off, but isn't arguing with twin SIGS holstered 
inside the Tuxedo jacket. The outfit is finished off with Christian's Spectre ring, a surprisingly good 
fit: on his arm remains Ronni, garnering far more attention than even he thought would be possible. 
In fact, as it stands, nobody gives a fuck about the black guy, and everyone wants a piece of this 
white woman's body. Flemmings clearly gets how to use herself as a weapon, and that's the bigger 
part of an equation Leiter now understands he's going to have to give some thought to when all this 
is becomes metrics and debriefings.

It's a surprising irony that they have to queue to enter the inner section of the bad guy's party, but 
this at least gives chance for whispered small talk whilst waiting.

'I take it back Ronni, you could be wearing a sack but with this attitude?'

'That's how power works in the modern world. People can't be bothered to look past tits and arse. In
fairness it's been like that for centuries but right now, the superficial has become particularly 
relevant.'

'I'm not sure I like this version of the future if someone like you gets treated like meat as much as 
this.'

'We all have our prejudices to bear, Felix, the system is inherently fucked to begin with. Both of us 
could do without having the white guys in charge.'

'Now don't you go there, young lady.'

'You're right, I think we ought to remind everyone of just how lucky you are.'

'You don't have to do this.'
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'Don't fret, all this is only business after all, and I know you're not an arsehole.'

As the queue moves Ronni puts hand to his face and kisses: acutely aware that she's doing the job, 
Felix is still surprised how comfortable 004 feels pressed against his body. As she finally surfaces 
there's awareness of people watching, that the reasoning for theatre is apparent. He's supposed to be 
a big fish, after all, and the guy at the entrance to the high security area's already waving them 
through, not even asking for his ring as ID. The metal detector's negated and Felix finally grasps the
significance of 004's task as distraction.

'Q was right, you're a trojan horse.'

'And so much else, until Spectre realises the rules have changed forever. Right now we make the 
most of every opportunity. With Q as silent backup pretty much anything is possible now we're 
inside the perimeter.'

'I actually think this crazy-assed plan's gonna work. That boy really is a fucking genius.'

'Let's go do him proud. I'll meet you back here when you're done.'

There was good reason why Q now sat in darkness, hidden from the world and Spectre with just his 
laptop for company. Access had already been gained to the town's power grid, plus domestic 
amenities, and with understanding of both came a plan to use the very things Spectre had deployed 
as additional protection as weapons against them. The fencing, steel cables that held the large 
protective awning above the party in place, even the metal tables that revellers sat around were 
potential conductors of electricity. Even the deep-grooved paving slabs beneath revellers feet were 
capable of becoming a danger, as soon as all points were connected together, forming a deadly net 
around the party. Felix's task was to ensure a number of key electrical connections were quietly 
made, simple task in areas where no-one expected issues, without CCTV surveillance.

Ronni begins the task of covering the floor in water, slow drip that would on cue become a flood, 
setting mini detonators which would in time exploit weak points in ancient pipework. No-one pays 
either Flemmings or Leiter any attention because neither shows interest in approaching the main 
building. It is a slow yet meticulous process; after thirty minutes of carefully organised effort and 
co-ordination, the entire area is set to go 'live' with nobody the wiser. With interest focussed on the 
expected attack from security at the building, there's even time for some food and a drink, as Ronni 
and Leiter sit, watching excessive celebration continue unabated. It is the first time they've had a 
chance for reflection, and Felix is ready to make the most of the downtime.

'You ever question whether you made the right call, Ron?'

Felix is amazed at the voracious appetite of this woman, surprising for someone as lean, chowing 
down on a full plate of buffet food. He's never hungry when working, but understands that's often 
the exception.

'If the choice came between this life and our side? I know where I'd end up. These people aren't fans
of the way I decide to live. I doubt that will ever change.'

'Yeah, this celebration makes me uncomfortable, as if there wasn't a war on their doorstep.'
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'It is as if they're untouchable, no way they can be beaten. Spectre don't understand what it's like to 
feel fear, so many years being unopposed by authority. At some point, there's always a reckoning. 
That's how life works. You either do the right thing, or face the consequences.'

'Now I understand why Q wanted this, and not just to take the place down. This isn't just mindless 
retaliation -'

'Anything but. The casualties should be minimal once people work out what's going on, and if 
they're smart?'

'They can stay safe, but it's the distraction you need to get in and to flush the Swanns out. They 
should let Q out of the office more often...'

An hour passes, then 004's watch vibrates, signal that it is time to set the trap. Felix hands the 
second SIG to Ronni who vanishes with surprising speed, before making his way across to the rest 
area. Beside a row of portable toilets he ducks, exploiting a weakness that Bond's floor plans had 
exposed, slipping unopposed into the inner courtyard of the building. With the signal that indicates 
Q has all the CCTV in his hands, Leiter ascends to the top floor of the building using a fire escape 
without being observed, shifting to a point where he'll sit and wait for the next set of instructions. 
Once it becomes apparent the attack is live, there's a Spectre helicopter standing by that will land in 
this spot, pre-planned escape route for the Swanns. Felix has no intention of taking out either, just 
here to make sure they leave.

A glance at his watch tells Felix all he needs: 15 minutes to 22.00 hours. He thinks of Q, now using 
the sewer system to make his way to Spectre's back door, and wonders if he's met any resistance. As
if the boy knew, there's a buzz to his wrist, and the codeword 'EGRESS': not only is he inside but 
ready to go. Leiter's about to suggest they could go early when there's an explosion, then another, 
before the building he's hiding on top of shudders. Water is pouring from the ground, mains pipes 
blown with explosive devices Spectre never noticed, nobody thinking to consider these areas as 
targets. There'll be water streaming down walls too, thanks to Ronni, and as soon as the 
Quartermaster redirects the current along the rewired generators?

Exactly on cue, the entire area around Spectre's main building is instantly electrified, immediate and
unsettling screams of terror as people begin to flee, panic sudden and all-consuming. As revellers 
run blindly towards the exits, secondary explosives are activated, one after the other, blowing a 
section out of the quay wall onto the escaping mob, penning everyone into an area where everything
touched will shock and possibly kill. From his vantage point, Felix's understanding of Q's rationale 
is further apparent. Those who run in panic become the agents of their own demise, but smarter 
revellers realise that anything metallic or wet is their enemy, and are forced to stand on plastic 
chairs or away from the live areas.

Nobody can move, as the full focus of the security teams is effortlessly pulled from the main 
building, as all fail to note a series of steel plates beneath their feet, supposedly protecting the 
cabling up to the main building. In what becomes an undoubted irony, hapless guards stream from 
the front of the HQ and are taken down by their own rush to the fray, one after the other, in an 
almost elegantly organised pile of smoking black cotton and Italian leather footwear. The 
Quartermaster had said it himself: evil surrounds itself with stupidity, because the smart people 
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understand there's no future in being the bad guys. The Swanns had continued to arrogantly assume 
that they would be the first targets and, more importantly that Bond's retrieval was the priority.

In reality, nothing was further from the truth.

==

Ronni drops to the ground, shadows across canal's sheltered side, apparent her weapon would not be
needed regardless of preparation. She'd encountered no resistance at all since the explosions, 
watched Spectre guards eventually run for their lives rather than stand and defend posts. The attack 
on the majority had produced exactly the level of panic and disorientation that Q had predicted, and 
had forced the Swanns to call for evacuation far earlier than expected. A chopper's powering down 
in the large, open courtyard opposite her vantage point: Felix is in place, overlooking the same spot 
on other side of the waterway. Now, it would be time to wait for their targets to emerge, and react as
became necessary depending on Bond's current situation.

Christian suddenly strides from a side exit, expecting some kind of attack with gun already drawn, 
seeming genuinely disappointed when it doesn't materialise. Behind follow a brace of senior 
members of what probably passes for the current Spectre inner circle, two of them dragging what is 
undoubtedly a genuinely unconscious Bond. This time there are absolutely no theatrics and this is a
man who's incapable of helping anyone, including himself. The men drop 007 dangerously close to 
the side of the canal, as 004 moves quietly to water level, already confident of the quickest way 
across to his position. Maddy almost runs from the building, already heading straight for the 
helicopter when she registers her brother's almost flagrant need to stand in the open.

'What are you doing?'

'I'm waiting for Flemmings, what does it look like?'

'Their intent tonight was to eliminate as many Spectre members as possible, they've done that 
conclusively: the longer we stay here the more likely it is we too will end up as casualties.'

'I know how much Bond matters to you, but that's nothing compared with how Flemmings -'

'She's not coming! Don't you understand, Blofeld is dead and Bond is impotent, this game has no 
relevance any more. It was played only for him, entire world revolving around a past that is now 
pointless and obsolete. Our days are numbered, and those of this organisation, unless we adapt and 
evolve as the Secret Service is. I have told the Council this until I am hoarse, and yet nobody 
listens. The game is over, Christian.'

'Flemmings loves this man unconditionally. Why would she not try to save him?'

'Because she loves her job more! Bond is fleeting, simple pleasure that is possible from any number
of sources. Women have never required men to be complete. You've been fucked by the one thing 
you've never understood and refused to embrace.'

Ronni slips into the water, surprisingly warm considering, swimming quietly closer to the 
courtyard. Maddy's argument isn't the entire truth, but close enough to conclude that when all is said
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and done, she's the far larger long term threat over her brother. Bond remains face down on the 
concrete, unmoving since dropped there, and there is real fear that if he hits the water, 007 will 
drown. 004 needs to be ready to react, and closer to the action. As if on cue there's a voice in her 
ear, reassurance that the real reason for this operation is still the priority.

'Felix is in position. Electrification remains at 100%. Am deploying disruption virus now.'

She morses OK to Q on the watch and then continues onwards, listening to the power struggle 
playing out opposite. Christian is becoming increasingly agitated, and only now does it register that 
Maddy isn't trying to reason. This is an attempt to keep him calm, because if he loses his temper...

'We can change things together. You and me, mon frere, make this organisation fit for purpose, 
better than it is, to ensure the intelligence community is ours to manipulate and dictate for decades 
to come.'

'Your future is weak, just as you are. Seduced by a fool, misguidedly bargaining with his life. He's 
only here now because you see humanity within him. I know what you're doing. How stupid do you
think I am?'

'But if you stop and think, to include everyone makes far more sense. You must understand this.'

'I've outgrown this stupid charade, and have no need to be lectured by my family.'

Christian lifts the gun, points directly at his sister's head and pulls the trigger: Madeline is dead 
before hitting the ground. Ronni ducks under the nearest pier, already confident over what happens 
next, preparing to dive, because Bond is about to be sacrificed for the cause. The command is 
given, then splash as a body hits the canal: on cue there is gunfire from Leiter, enough as 
distraction, at least three bullets sounding as if they hit targets before the unmistakeable start up 
whine of the commercial chopper drowns out everything else.

The assumption was sound: Bond's unconscious and dropping like a stone, and that means the only 
way he gets out of filthy Venetian water is with Ronni's help. Breathing's already stopped by the 
time they're back at the surface but there's still time, knowing how good she is at lifesaving. James 
does not get to check out like this, nobody chooses how this life ends except him. That will be the 
ultimate gift: not only the one who listened, but the person who returned choice to his own hands. 
Dragging the lifeless form to safety, out of sight of the carnage, almost throwing his body on to a 
small jetty, Ronni starts CPR on instinct.

Spectre never gets to win, not until both of them are dead.

Twenty six seconds into heart massage comes a spasm, water spurting from lungs mixed with vomit
and the all-pervading stench of medical alcohol: Bond's alive, gasping air and looking around in 
terror. Ronni falls back, shoulders hitting solid stone, staring as he readjusts; another one of nine 
lives summarily consumed. There'll be an insistence Felix travels back to Como with him because 
that remains a safe haven, and this time James can get better without falling in love with anyone. 
Only now does it register: he's staring, fully conscious and wide-eyed, yet completely incapable of 
speech. Bond's expecting a comeback from the dead, and all Ronni can be grateful for is survival.
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'You're welcome.'

007's trying to move; shifting body, staring with what Ronni's fairly confident is amazement. His 
tears are a surprise before there's retching again: blood with the vomit prompts the immediate need 
to move him to the Recovery position. If this wasn't Spectre there'd be another acronym to deal 
with, different bunch of random nutters with no discernible agenda except chaos. You never 
eliminated bad guys, they just evolved into something more insidious and the only conclusive 
manner of eradicating evil was with the good in the hearts of people like 007, because that's what 
he was, a fucking hero.

Ronni might often disagree with methods, but the heart's purity she just restarted was without 
question. James cared about what was right, stopping bad from becoming the norm, and that alone 
was worth saving. A shaking hand reaches out, slipping around hers: pulling them together yet 
conscious of crowding as a pulse is taken. He's built like an ox, resting heart rate almost stupidly 
unaffected by the fact he just died. Only now does the Spectre chopper register, climbing above the 
water, that Christian's escape is only being allowed because that way MI6 has time to destroy 
everything he stands for in front of the world.

There's movement behind her eyeline: Leiter's arrived, dropping down the set of stairs that lead 
back up to the main quayside. Because they've forced Swann into retreat, it is absolutely the 
moment to press an advantage.

'Q has the data, everything's set, leave Jim with me.'

Bond is clearly capable of understanding Leiter's presence but not intent, and as 007 remains her 
partner, Ronni knows this plan needs explanation. Leaning into a shaking body, her own shudders in
response, amazement that instinct pushes to lay down and protect until he recovers. Yet again, time 
has run out. All that is left now is the mission, compulsion to complete this game-changing 
objective.

'You're never going to believe this, but I was the one just passing. I need to be somewhere else so 
that we can wipe these guys off the map for good. I'll leave you with Felix: I promise to find you 
when I'm done.'

Bond understands, despite being incapable of response, nodding assent. Felix stares with what only 
now registers is awe: truly understanding she means business, very much in charge of the fight 
back. Spectre had been given notice, already condemned to destruction in the most damning way 
possible, and if anyone got in the way? She would destroy them, because now was summarily 
grasped the true value of revenge. It was no use to you on the back foot: the only way forward was 
to own the concept from first breath until your last.

'You said you wanted to get Swann…'

'I must be prepared to go all the way. Because they're not gonna give up the fight, until one of you is
dead.'

She can't help herself, knowing how they both loved quoting classics. Leiter stares at the mess her 
body undoubtedly resembles with smile already forming, nodding at the use of the classic movie 
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scene with approval.

'They pull a knife... '

'- you pull a gun.'

'He sends one of yours to the hospital... '

'- you send one of his to the morgue.'

Their hug is instant and solid, allowing opportunity to pass him the smart-watch, ensuring both will 
remain in the loop. As Felix pulls away his smile is the widest she's ever seen: 004 really hopes in 
future to watch movies and drink beer with this guy whilst concluding that real life is not nearly as 
dramatic as the big screen would have you believe. In many ways, this will be the more solid 
relationship than with Charlie, because Ronni has so much more in common with Leiter than first 
realised.

'You got this, Ron. Go make Spectre bleed.'

Leaving Bond is almost impossible, however; there has to be closure of sorts. Planting a kiss to his 
forehead with all the emotion within, willing into an addled brain to stay safe until the medical team
arrived, they are both again forced to work alone. Above come shrill sirens, emergency services 
arriving in response to their actions and if Ronni didn't know already it is the cue to complete this 
mission. The taste of blood in won't vanish as she sprints up the canal wall stairs, two at a time, 
trying to erase memory of James as a wreck, literally dead in the water.

Now she understands how 007 must have felt when Vesper died.

==

The last of Beam's data has been safely transposed to his own portable drive, and Q spends a 
moment to check the integrity of the information. At the same time his laptop's more than 90% 
complete with the task of hacking Spectre's own mainframe, and once that is done London will 
proceed with the retaliation plan he'd created and agreed first from a British Airways flight and then
from a restaurant basement in Venice. It had been a snap decision, intentionally light on planning, 
but this at least proved the point that the man could work on instinct if required. At the sound of 
movement from behind him the Beretta is in his hand, only relaxing when he sees Ronni, soggy 
wreck of her previous immaculate self.

'Is everything alright?'

'All sorted, Bond was just out of his depth.'

She deadpans the one-liner this time with a skill that makes Q laugh, despite himself.

'You can do this now without thinking, can't you?'

'No, I've just become incredibly adept at ignoring everything except the mission brief. Bond did a 
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remarkable job at manipulating Maddy, cutting Beam out of the equation. We need to make sure 
that Christian's overriding desire to save himself gets exploited as comprehensively as possible.'

He can't help but stare, beauty unthinkingly bedraggled to complete the task, knowing she's cried 
between 007 and here, and hand goes to her arm, because suddenly there's the need to reassure.

'Was he able to talk?'

'No, so I left Felix with my watch: if we need to communicate he's in the loop, because apart from 
you and Bond he remains the only person I'm trusting in this town.'

'Considering how many dead we now know have resulted from this spot, that's very sound indeed. 
I'm also beginning to suspect that all our operations in Northern Italy may have been compromised. 
Spectre are almost as thorough as you are, but not quite. You were right, 004, tonight we fly.'

He uses her own code phrase, final acquiescence to the plan they'd hatched before Felix had met 
them under the restaurant. Now hands intertwine briefly, shared strength as the pact between them 
is cemented. Without 007 capable to be her shadow, Q had agreed to do the job. It would mean a 
different set of issues for them both, but their dedication was already unshakeable. It might frighten 
him now, but in the end reward would far outweigh risk.

'How long do we have?'

'I'll be into Spectre's system in less than 10 minutes. Nobody as yet is aware of our presence, though
that is likely to change as soon as we deliver the mail. You might want to consider a change of 
clothing.'

Q was aware of how audacious this plan remains: half a dozen hastily picked Spectre locations, the 
cream of remaining 00 agents and Field experts from Army and Air Force pulled together in less 
than eight hours, relying on him and the woman to his left who reeks of marine diesel and sweat. As
she goes to change, he ignores what could yet go wrong, simply focussing on the things done best.

==

The packed briefing room at the Barracks goes silent, all eyes watching as M arrives at the desk that
would normally be Q's. Tanner stands off to one side, quietly impressed with everyone he sees: 
most were working on limited sleep and an excess of caffeine, yet all were immaculate. The new 
team that included Emmanuel and Elizabeth had lost their initial nervousness, now all quietly 
standing and watching as their boss took off his coat, handing it to the young Asian man who now 
acted as his PR. To his right was Rachel, looking unbelievable on only a handful of hours rest, her 
team from Acquisitions and Expedition with tablets already out, prepared to take notes if required.

Tanner remains pleased and proud to work for Her Majesty’s Secret Service, most particularly at 
moments like this. They stand at a crossroads: key Spectre locations in the UK and Northern Europe
ready to be attacked and shut down. Q had provided their impetus, it is now up to this team to make 
that plan a reality.

M stands, surveying the room with increasing satisfaction, before he speaks.



75

'When I was offered this job, the world was a very different place to the one we now inhabit. It is 
staggering to think how much has changed in such a short space of time, but undoubtedly this future
remains one not only worth fighting for, but that everyone in this room has a chance of improving. 
Each and every one of you brings a unique perspective to the landscape we all now travel together, 
and I realise just how narrow-minded my predecessors have been in thinking that by excluding 
certain elements, we'd somehow survive better in the modern world. Nothing is further from the 
truth. It is only by inclusion that we can become stronger.

The 00 Section has, for a long time, been the dinosaur in the room. With Veronica Flemmings and 
Eve Moneypenny's promotions, Q's acceptance of a field role and his efforts to diversify Q Section 
overall, the evolution of many other departments has become not just a priority, but an expectation. 
Metrics and organisation have their place, but not at the expense of free thinking and spontaneity. Q 
may not be here in body, but that man's drive, passion and enthusiasm for the job regardless of the 
dangers lives in every single one of us, myself included. We have the chance to hit back at Spectre, 
but to begin a symptomatic process of eradication and redefinition that will finally turn the tide in 
this new conflict, and return both sanctity and belief to thousands of men and women who's fight 
for freedom is a daily struggle worldwide.

I don't need to tell you to do your best, because everyone here already is. You make me proud, and 
long may this continue. To your stations, and let luck no longer be a factor in anything we do.'

As the room breaks into spontaneous applause, M knows that the advantage has moved decisively 
into London's hands. 

==

Showered and changed, Ronni still can't remove the taste of Bond from her mouth, and knows why. 
They're partners now, truly indivisible, doesn't want it any other way. He'll never be distraction, 
simply strength that will be needed in the days that follow, weeks to come. Now the path is set? 
Nothing remains but the execution of a plan that, if she and Q do it right, really does give her 
superiors all the chips to gamble with as they please.

The report that fills the screen in the security room is damning: Q and her are marked as priority 
targets for immediate execution by any and all Spectre agents. Capturing them alive also rewarded 
a million US dollars or equivalent. The bounty is ridiculous, but considering the damage the pair of 
them have caused to Spectre's infrastructure since their arrival, it seems both appropriate and 
acceptable. The automated software suite sends the screen above her back to London, as she notes 
with interest that Christian's on his way to Geneva, still blissfully unaware of their efforts. However,
it would not be long before the truth reached Spectre's new defacto leader with authorities already 
on the scene.

It is time to go to the basement, down narrow steps to the crude jail cell, to find Gregory Beam 
virtually pressed to the bars waiting for redemption. At her arrival he's clearly keen to have hands 
untied, gag removed, but Ronni's glad of the silence and doesn't have time for conversation. The 
only thing needed now is for this man to be out of the equation, with a salutatory warning over both 
his arrogance and its consequences.
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'Mr Beam, considering the number of deaths you have caused today I should shoot you in the head. 
However, as this would be a criminal waste of ammunition, I would suggest you start running until 
you hit civilisation and don't look back.'

She leads him up the stairs and to a side door, watching as the man bolts away into the Venetian 
night. As soon as their present to Spectre's worldwide intelligence mainframe was delivered the 
power would be lost, their position vulnerable, and that was entirely unacceptable. Before then there
was a lot to pack, plus more to consider.

Planning ahead also afforded enough time to send a message to the two people who mattered most.

==

Bond's consciousness is fighting the battle with induced drunkenness and winning. He's aware of 
what Christian had done, that it could have been so much worse had the man decided to get sexual, 
but he was long gone and his fiancée’s death would soon be sending shock waves through Spectre's 
hierarchy. If a hangover and two lungs full of dirty water was all the indignity he suffered, that 
would be a small price against what 004 had now managed to achieve. He still can't believe they'd 
pulled off his rescue, had partly reconciled that this could have been his final mission. The last thing
remembered is her swimming downwards, ethereally beautiful, redeeming water sprite reaching to 
pull him from oblivion. Ronni had, in a small way, closed the cycle of regret he'd carried with him 
since he'd failed to save another's life in the same place. 

His wrist is vibrating, a moment to work out why. When she rescued him and kissed a grateful 
forehead, there was the foresight to leave comms. Q's prototype smart watch is really rather 
brilliant, and now it is trying to talk to him. Felix is staring out of the evac chopper window, nurses 
intent on other tasks while they wait for permission to take off, so Bond can steal a glimpse at the 
device. Even inebriated, he registers the code word on the face and understands that she's now 
alone, in charge of the most important person the Service possesses. Whether he likes it or not, they 
need more people like Q in active ranks, those that understand the future of encryption and hacking.
Brute force and destruction have had their day. Somewhere, the truth is between both points, 
wrapped in a female form that now makes him begin to shake with its thought. Ronni has the most 
important package the Service has ever collected, and now needs to protect it at any cost. 

She is about to sacrifice two lives to keep MI6 in the game.

Felix is staring, trying to hold him down as he struggles to get up, because there is still time to find 
Veronica and protect before it is too late. The nurses are restraining too, almost strong enough to 
escape them all until the sedative is in his system, then there's nothing to do but sleep.

==

'Ground zero confirms package is delivered, we have green on all missions.'

Ops is at full stretch, multiple operations simultaneously in full swing. These people are the next 
generation, mission specialists in the field making a palpable difference in new and interesting 
ways. Having a 75 year old ex 00 paired with a man forty years her junior seemed fairly audacious 
on paper, but the combination of Grace with Acquisitions wunderkind Anton Wiltshire was only one
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of many revelations that had emerged. Moneypenny, LaCroix and all the others are in theatre, 
across two continents, and about to deliver a body blow to Spectre as revenge for damage done to 
their organisation. Tanner's grateful for Q's insights into everyone, that metrics and assessments 
have transformed the space he lives and works in over such a short space of time.

Left wrist unexpectedly vibrates: this means no good, especially at such a crucial juncture.

The man's been practising the art of glancing casually for the time, when instead he can take in the 
messages Q is sending: when he sees the word it takes a second to make a connection. The code 
isn't from the Quartermaster either but 004, particular use sending a chill through his soul.

VESPER.

She picked it as, in her words, it perfectly encapsulated the set of circumstances that would have to 
transpire to make her use it to begin with. Compromised and without alternative, Ronni needed to 
die. With the exception of 007, going dark wasn't something any agent should need to do to begin 
with, but if Bond was unable to assist their escape? Q had even broached the possibility before 
leaving for Venice: with Beam's information secured, travelling with it would be fraught with 
danger, especially with the bounty now placed on both their heads. It was probably best for 
everybody if they go to ground and are thought to have been lost. If Ronni knew they'd not get out 
of Venice without a fight, this would be the default response. Q would never consciously place 
himself in danger unless he was completely aware of what was at stake, and to agree to this meant 
the stakes were even higher than anticipated.

Tanner watches the room around him vanish to background noise, taking in the consequences one 
word set in motion. Everyone here would need to believe the fiction, without exception, or else the 
chances of decrypting Beam's data would be lost. Despite the continued issues with extraction, 
Bond would not be safe at Como and would need to be treated there and then flown back to the UK 
immediately. Other 00 operatives would need to be directly and comprehensively briefed… but the 
bigger issue remains how 004 and Q would remove themselves from theatre. If Ronni plays to type,
there would be at least nod to Bond in execution…

Fire suddenly consumes the video feed from Venice: Q's 'electrified' area outside Spectre's HQ are 
burning, blue flames from broken beer barrels causing fresh panic amongst the emergency services 
attempting to approach the building. As people run from this new threat, the waterside base of 
operations for Spectre unexpectedly erupts in a sudden and all-consuming fireball. Tanner stares 
with horror, knowing now what he has to do. The junior handlers already grasp something is terribly
wrong, comms with Q having unexpectedly vanished with the explosion, and Rachel is desperately 
trying to re-establish connection. The Chief of Staff picks a spot to stare at outside the Ops Room, 
towards the ancient vending machine, remembering the time Ronni had consoled him there after the
loss of her predecessor.

'Tanner!'

Frasier is desperate, screaming with tears barely contained, bypassing protocols he no longer cares 
about, and Will briefly hates himself. Now he must deceive a woman who really doesn't deserve the
grief about to be inflicted on her, plus every other person in this room. What worries most is if Bond
knows or not, if he is in on the fiction. This is the part of the job Tanner utterly detests, but is the 



78

most powerful weapon of all. Lying for your country has always come with consequences.

'004 and Q have been compromised.'

M appears, standing opposite, staring ashen faced, as Will Tanner begins to cry on cue.
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FIVE.

I'm still hanging on
Bird upon the wires

I fall between the waves

==

The first time both fugitives stop is just before dawn.

They've said nothing since leaving Venice; simply walked, keeping away from civilisation 
whenever possible. Q hasn't complained about the rucksack carried, but slowing in his pace tells 
Ronni rest would be appreciated, plus perhaps some sleep. She's found an abandoned building far 
enough away from the beaten track for them to have some respite, but ideally they need to be 
further away from the centre of their handiwork before there is time to truly relax. Spectre's regional
HQ was stripped of everything valuable, before they'd destroyed it to send a message: we will die 
for our ideal, without a thought. Bond's salt blood intoxication remains all that Ronni can taste; 
memory must be buried deeper than a sleep-deprived brain is capable.

She stands at the front of the house alone, guarding Q as he relieves himself, conscious of only one 
clip of ammunition for the SIG which might not be enough, when it becomes apparent she's being 
stared at. This is not the place to talk, and so the man is ushered inside, conscious of anywhere that 
might be seen with a long lens or via satellite. Only then is rucksack removed, slump of shoulders 
telling 004 all that is needed. The Quartermaster is exhausted, food and fluids required before any 
attempt is made to travel further: if his level of dudgeon is any indicator, there'll also need to be 
some verbal reassurance mixed in.

'Honestly, Veronica, I will just require a moment.'

'You can take all the time you need, it is absolutely fine.'

'All I can smell is burnt electrical wiring, I assume that passes in time?'

'Could be worse, there are far less pleasant things to fixate on.'

'Would you like me to boot up the laptop and see how Bond is -'

'It's better I don't know. In fact, it's sensible just to keep moving, but I know how tired you are. As 
far away from prying eyes as possible while the world still sleeps. Then when it's awake? We can 
rest.'

'I did write this briefing document, remember. Never thought I'd actually have to follow it.'

She hands over a banana which Q eats, bottle of water afterwards that is quickly finished. They 
move to sit on a solid wooden table, surrounded by decay and damp, still shell shocked at their 
sudden change of situation. Ronni has already died once: the numbness will, she knows, pass in 
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time. Suddenly this young man is the unknown quantity, both in mental and physical fitness: 
conscious of circumstance they need to be moving, and before it becomes an issue he's shifted back 
to standing.

'I am also aware of my status as your liability.'

'There are many words I would use to describe you Q, but liability will never be one of them. 
Brilliant, strong, determined and focussed are better, and I'll use them instead. You came all this 
way knowing full well what the consequences could be. Lesser mortals would have run. I have your
back, because I know just how important you are. Not to Country or mission, but to me.'

The man blinks, briefly embarrassed at the regard. In the Barracks he was in charge but this is 
Ronni's world, a fact that won't need reinforcing. Having never seen him deal with this level of 
stress, remaining aware of what was at stake, perhaps making this overtly personal wasn't the right 
answer. However, this was 004's method: Bond made people want to assist using charisma and 
sexuality: honesty and warmth seemed to her better bets, ostensibly because that was just easier 
under pressure. Only now it seems has Q grasped this difference: there is a conscious shift in body 
language, normally detached curiosity aware and then surprised at what her words had meant.

'That was a genuine compliment.'

'Is this the moment when I remind you that I'm not 007 and there's no need to alter the terms of our 
relationship?'

'Your honesty was always refreshing in training, but I'd always considered it dangerous in the field 
because of the potential issues it might cause. However, hearing it now? That's exactly what the 
scared, confused and frightened boy I now am wanted to hear.'

'You do yourself a disservice, Q. You may be frightened but I guarantee once safe and secure, you'll 
grasp what an adventure this has the potential to be.'

'Is that your reasoning, 004?'

'Every time I remember what I've become there's a double take, disbelief at this opportunity I've 
been given and that must always be taken seriously. It's amazing, yet humbling. Thank you for 
believing I was capable when there were moments I believed failure was inevitable.'

The words are doing their work, both energy and confidence in the young man's stance. Then he sits
back down, closing the distance between them for a reason. There is an admission coming, as the 
Quartermaster's voice drops. 

'When I agreed to go dark, I was utterly cognisant of consequence. Your foresight, in that regard, 
has been remarkable: I wouldn't have considered many items as essential equipment, would have 
questioned your need to walk in wet clothing until I thought through your reasoning. I have 
staggeringly misjudged your organisational acumen, and it chastens me greatly. Of all the people in 
the World I would want to be on the run with? I would pick you, in a breath, every single time. I 
won't disappoint you, and I will make sure I'm always strong and determined. Of that, you have my 
word.'
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A hand rests on Ronni's leg, brief squeeze from now dirty hands before they're both standing. 
Rucksacks are secured, the laptop grasped across Q's chest, and 004 will keep them both moving 
until they can't any longer. With what was pillaged from Venice, they can set up a decent camp 
somewhere, anywhere, and then her superior can sleep for as long as is required.

==

Bond's sober, conscious and instantly nauseous; sudden need to vomit whilst disorientated in the 
darkness, until there's a hand gently holding head, medical container under mouth. He doesn't 
remember the last time there was food yet the bowl is full, blood and dirt obvious amongst the 
yellow liquid. Too many seconds pass before the woman next to him stops being a stranger, smell 
and touch suddenly familiar…

'Moneypenny!'

'Oh, James…'

His compatriot is dirty, soot on face and arms, cut to dark forehead as disbelief morphs into 
recognition. He'd expected to wake up at Como but this undoubtedly Lynam, Secret Service 
medical unit that sits out of sight of the world. For a second he cannot grasp why 003 would look 
like this, until memory finally provides context. Eve's returned from her first field mission: the guy 
taking your vomit away while she hugs you is 009.

'Bond.'

'Charlie.'

He doesn't like his surname used, Bond recalls, doing his best to show more awareness than might 
be expected. Their first meeting was almost yesterday, crossing paths on the tarmac outside this 
place as he flew to Alaska, LaCroix on the way for debriefing at the Barracks. Coalescing 
awareness registers dressings on face and hands, dull pain in the left lower back he knows is a 
historical injury and not new. Without any idea of time frames and contexts there's uncertainty as to 
how this game's being played, and so keeping quiet is probably wise. However, there are no tears, 
only grim determination in Eve's features. When Charlie returns, Bond decides to hand his 
colleagues the initiative.

'What did I miss?'

The pair exchange an uncertain glance, LaCroix who speaks first.

'Doctor was very clear, we can't tell you anything, has to be recalled by yourself, because there's a 
concussion, probably several. That's gonna cause a problem, I suspect, because you're hoping we 
tell you what we know first.'

'Excellent idea: why don't you tell me what I should know.'

'Charlie and I shut down an entire Spectre operation in northern Holland with minimal casualties, 
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nearly sixty people have been detained as a result. Local law enforcement were struggling to cope 
when we left.'

Moneypenny's pride is obvious, Bond grinning at the woman who finally stopped caring what 
people said, just as had been the case with the agent who'd inspired them all. Veronica. Her mouth's 
on his, salt tears falling onto disbelieving features, gentle pressure of lips to a grateful forehead. 
She'd used his joke about just passing, finally bettered his abdominals, abundantly apparent under 
that dress, plastered to a perfect body as everything comes back to him in a rush. Having sacrificed 
himself to Maddy, refusing to continue their intimacy, James knew there'd been a chance he'd 
become nothing more than a condemned man. However, as the end rose up to swallow him, 004 had
materialised as ultimate redemption.

Bond detaches from reality, simply nodding along to an animated recount of the Dutch attack, 
factory running as a front for drug distribution plus people trafficking. Letting their revelations exist
alongside undoubtedly joint joy at this completed mission, Bond is impressed that Q got the metrics
on both utterly spot on. There's already respect from Charlie as Eve tells her side of the tale, clear 
admiration and joy in the young woman's face when narrative switches to LaCroix. James grasps 
enough about body language to place desire existing between them both, but this is early days, and 
maybe the rest of humanity doesn't work on the same motivation that he does. 

'This is clearly a fantastic job from you both. However, it still doesn't explain what happened to me.'

'Perhaps you should just ask the question and see where that gets you.'

M, it appears, has been sitting in the room the entire time but Bond never registered, realising that 
his eyesight's not exactly as brilliant as first thought. The revelation's a surprise, staring at the large 
dark blurred space where sound came from before hazarding a response.

'Where's 004 right now?'

There is no flicker of response from anyone in the room, before M stands, conveniently moving into
Bond's focus.

'003 was correct, we can't provide you with that answer. You need to do it for yourself. The truth 
please, 007.'

'Once she'd rescued me, I was left with her smart watch, and shortly afterwards was sent a 
codeword. She and Q are dead.'

'Indeed they are, both were incinerated in the explosion that destroyed the building in Venice we 
now know was Spectre's Northern Italian HQ.'

M stares, no emotion on grim features. Moneypenny is a mask, Charlie impassive, and Bond loves 
that British Intelligence does everything by the book. Each person in this room grasps full well that 
he just lied through his teeth, will play the conviction of truth with a skill they've all been trained 
for. In any situation where communication could be compromised, codewords will be used to 
reinforce intent. When a 00 agent goes dark, all others on the roster are on a need to know basis, 
which will be defined by the current senior officer.
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'I am very sorry to report that your fiancée is also dead, and we're now pursuing leads to locate 
Christian Swann, who was responsible for her demise. Any help you can give with this would be 
greatly appreciated, 007. However, for now you need to rest, and the medical team allowed to 
complete their work. La Croix and Moneypenny, we need to commence your debriefing. Until later,
Bond. We'll allow appropriate space to grieve this terrible double loss.'

As soon as they're gone, 007 drags his complaining body out of bed, testing levels of fitness. There 
is undoubtedly disorientation and nausea, but still ability to make the bathroom with IV in tow to 
deposit the last stomach contents in the en suite's sink. Looking critically in the bathroom mirror, 
face is a mess, far more than he ever remembers at any point in the tenure. Everything will heal if 
he allows, but there simply isn't time. There'd been a point where rest would have been appreciated 
but now? There is a game to be played that holds far greater significance, and that's already making 
him irritable. Grieving for absence will be easy: he'll just be more angry than usual and use his 
frustration at being unable to rescue Ronni as fuel for the journey.

Maddy's death however, prompts a fury that is surprising. The woman did nothing to deserve the 
abuse and manipulation levelled from her half brother, becoming unwitting pawn in both father's 
and sibling's game. This loss therefore could not be allowed to be forgotten without some form of 
organised and decisive retaliation. Her death would be mourned, then dissected at length with 
Gregory, so that Bond could categorically assure himself to never allow the same set of 
circumstances to consume existence ever again. After that's done, 007 needs to be out of Hospital 
and back into theatre as soon as humanly possible. 

As it transpires, he's still not done with the designation.

==

Watching the sun rise has become her daily routine, as Ronni waits for a bite on the field-built 
fishing line. This is absolutely the best time to be working the river, highlighting just how beautiful 
surroundings are to be lost in, especially in the quiet calm before dawn. On cue, water ripples and 
there's carp being harvested, grateful supplement to the hare snared overnight. This means protein in
their diets as well as fruit and vegetables quietly liberated from various spots, and no real concern of
hunger for another few days. By her own admission 004 is not the greatest of cooks, but Q's been 
quietly offering pointers without making criticism appear too overt. He'll be awake already and 
working, leaving her trying to keep busy in his efficient, unstoppable wake. Adopting role of 
protector while he decrypts Beam's files, providing an ear to his frustrations, whilst keeping 
occupied with exercise and drills is what 004 does best, and with Northern Italy as their backdrop, 
this could almost be a summer vacation, were their circumstances not so obviously extreme.

Time has become oddly fluid, without normal routine as distraction the nature of existence stretches
and alters unimpeded. In reality, this morning marks ten days since they died, which means today is 
important: a coffin will be cremated later and her ashes handed to Bond, now named as her 
executor by mutual consent. Thinking whilst cleaning fish at the river's edge, cutting still warm 
flesh, Ronni knows how deeply he'll hate both ceremony and attention, much preferring to lose 
himself in mission work. It's best too he's at a distance: 007 remains an internal observer, 
reassurance from afar. That removal is helpful, on reflection: no emotion to distract, allowing her to 
be vulnerable alone when required.
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However much she rationalises however, a part of this equation is flawed. The Barracks taunt her, 
sitting shaking on a bathroom floor, not incapable of her mission but instead disabled by desire. 
Reminded of how she'd been initially unable to grasp how Bond was capable of reducing 
Moneypenny and Madeline to mush, the understanding is now all too apparent. For them he had no 
need to do anything except be what he was: the women ended up succumbing to a particularly 
brutal combination of charm, personality and physical fitness. Except for Ronni, charm and 
personality were irrelevant, because she knew what lay beneath. Vulnerability plus brutal honesty 
combined as the most potent of mirrors to herself, then the sex had finally scuppered everything, 
including her resolve. There'd never been such a strong pull to anyone like this in her life, arousing 
each other to a point where they'd spontaneously combust, and it wasn't enough.

Distance doesn't dampen that issue either, simply serving to make things worse. This morning she'd 
let the river's coldness strip desire from a grateful body, but without something sizeable as 
distraction it would only be a matter of time before the inevitable attempted to derail, again. 
Walking back to their camp, Ronni hopes that Q might have something she can do that will allow a 
focus back to reality. They'd been forced to shift two days ago, when spotted by a couple walking a 
dog: Q thought Ronni overreacted, but with total anonymity as their aim? Absolutely not. Their 
home, such as it was, is built down a bank, by a coppice, and with camouflage remains virtually 
undetectable. It's a good piece of work, Ronni proud of the skills learnt finally having a practical 
application in the real world. 

Given a choice between hotel bed and campbed roll, of course luxury would win, but for now this is
acceptable. As she heads back a fire is already burning for cookery and Q's dressing after his wash 
in the tributary that runs along the sharp drop to the south. Still naked, Ronni wonders if she should 
concern herself with privacy: if positions were reversed he'd wait and had on previous days, and this
is what should be adopted as benchmark. Instead of Bond, she thinks of Eve, and whether LaCroix 
ever talked to her about their relationship in theatre...

'Good morning Ronni.'

Q stands dressed and 004 understands she's not as awake as is needed, and that's a problem to solve 
as priority.

'Did you sleep well?'

'You were right, a run before bed is becoming very helpful in wearing out body as well as mind. I 
made excellent progress on decryption yesterday, there's real meat to package and dispatch to 
Washington once our satellite arrives. I think today you could do with finding something to occupy 
apart from pretending to babysit me.'

'It's okay, I'm not thinking about the funeral.'

'No, but having been passed fit for active duty today's very public events will be an inconvenience 
Bond won't want. Yesterday evening there was an assassination of a high-ranking UN official in 
Bangkok that has Christian Swann's fingerprints all over it. 007 will desire to be back in theatre as 
soon as is humanly possible.'
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'Are there any issues I should know about?'

'Apart from the fact he's lying through his teeth to everyone except the 00 section? I hear that's 
being done with more style and determination than at any point in his career.'

'I remember how I felt when I thought he'd died in Alaska. Don't want that ever again if I can help 
it… and hang on, aren't you supposed to be incommunicado with London generally?'

'You will be amazed how much one can learn by electronic eavesdropping, Flemmings. This is also 
a good exercise to expose which areas of our system can be routinely hacked by a professional. You 
know, should one be stuck in the arse end of nowhere waiting for tasks to process. Go explore 
Cremona, liberate something sweet for dinner. I'm sure you can charm something from someone 
with your conversational Italian.'

'You know I shouldn't leave you unattended for too long.'

'I don't need protection but you could use distraction. Go do something useful after breakfast and 
don't be here. If I'm in any way threatened, I'll contact you, but having done such a good job of 
killing us both, Spectre have bigger fish to fry, as indeed do I by the looks of your catch. I think 
there's some rice left, we can pretend its kedgeree for breakfast.'

Ronni's amazed at Q's continued resilience, and won't argue if he wants to play mother with the 
catering. He's a better cook anyway, managing to adapt to their routine with ease. He's also read her 
mood without the need for a prompt: it is her who is beginning to struggle with their rules and 
restrictions presented by circumstance.

Something meaty as distraction would help everyone in the long run.

==

Bond's letting mind wander, tuxedo jacket off, waiting in the Royal Box for the command that 
informs the Prince and his wife are in the building. The ENO is only half full, most patrons still 
drinking and celebrating the last performance of Giselle in the sequence. Halloween is only a few 
days away yet James is stuck in the past, message from M in his Skyfall effects as yet unwatched. 
On leave as of Monday would normally mean focus to 004, but she's off to Ankara on Sunday in the
Diplomatic Bag. If liaison were possible, tonight is the night:  Bond is amazed at how much he 
desires Flemmings in bed, on the sofa or indeed anywhere else in his Pimlico flat. The mere thought
of mouth on his causes a frisson of arousal; needing to move, allowing space for body to react. 
Then the message in his ear is damning: Jester is still at Kensington Palace and hasn't left. The 
performance will be delayed 30 minutes.

Putting on the Tom Ford jacket with irritation, Bond heads for Ops: leaving the Box, 004's instantly 
smack bang in his eyeline. All he can do is stare, mouth opened in transfixed amazement.

Ronni's not wearing a gown, which would normally be strictly against protocol. Instead there are 
black dress trousers, killer heels plus a white shirt that's barely staying fastened, straining over 
pronounced breasts that are further accentuated by a plunge bra and the underbust corset. Her 
holster's black, different from standard issue, and Bond's lost, aware that slack-jawed and wide eyed



86

are the least of his embarrassments. As if on cue she turns and looks straight at him, before that 
most seductive of voices tickles his inner ear.

'Weren't you taught that it's rude to stare?'

'I'm sorry, I was just admiring the view. Is that corset -'

'Kevlar, of course. This is what a male-only Whitehall Committee decided would pass for adequate 
body protection, which is the biggest joke I've ever heard. I wanted to prove that everybody had 
forgotten to factor breasts yet again into the equation. Totally impractical, but incredibly 
comfortable. In that regard, I might wear this again.'

'What time do you finish shift, 004?'

'Long before you have time to work out how this comes off. They bought my flight forward, I'm in 
the air before the Interval. As it happens I'm off to hand in my token and sign off now, you'll need to
do this on your own.'

His groin is aching, everything far too tight: completely oblivious to situation the tuxedo trousers 
are being undone, realisation he's happily about to masturbate with an audience …

The mobile phone's alarm saves him from himself, insistent tone on the bedside cabinet that he 
wants to break but instead ignores. 007 lies prone, sheet stuck to a still aching erection, before 
grasping why this interruption was warranted: today he really has no desire to get up.

This is the morning to pretend, grieving for two of his closest friends. 

The fiction won't be hard to spin, because he misses Ronni with a pain that can never be recalled at 
any point in his life. This is worse than when his parents or Vesper died, forced to live and breathe a
lie that makes him sick with its existence. Given the chance he'd be in the air, on the ground in Italy 
and hunting Veronica down, dedicated to rescue and protection for as long as was warranted. This 
inability to do anything to help or support has become an open wound that M finally, blissfully, has 
allowed him to at least treat if not heal. Today has been planned to the second, more drama than 
would ever be found at the ENO: performance not just for him, but Spectre too, because his public 
persona would then be forcibly retired in full view of the World. After the curtain fell, Bond would 
be on a military transport to to Bangkok where he fully intended to dedicate the rest of his tenure on
the books to eliminating Christian Swann and anyone who thought the maniac deserved to be in 
charge of anything.

If anybody is going to put a bullet in his head, it will be 007.

Before that happens however, there is time to lose body and mind in the shower. Bond's quietly 
grateful the monitoring in his flat no longer operates, that of late he's spent more time washing parts
of his body than was ever true before. There isn't a moment when Veronica's not in his mind, one 
form or another, and knowing her sexual appetite is at least equal, if not larger than his? James at 
least has the luxury of immediate relief, but it ends up never being enough. What worries more 
however is the realisation that despite all his best efforts, he is again becoming emotionally 
attached to a woman with whom he works. Each time this happens, without fail, the results are 
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disastrous… except something has changed deep within his psyche that 007 is having trouble 
grasping. He's not getting any younger, and as soon as Swann is dead? His tenure in the 00 Section 
is over. When that comes to pass, the possibility of someone to help him survive moving forward is 
now being almost positively encouraged by his employers. In a certain light, it is almost as if 004 
has been presented to him as means to let go.

He won't let anyone manipulate Flemmings into anything, and the more that insistence and 
determination grows, to ensure she's allowed free rein and the ability to do the job she fought so 
hard for, the deeper desire for this woman becomes. That feeling however is anything but sexual, 
vital need to maintain her equality and ensure everyone else did the same. His respect, in the end, 
outweighed the basic inclination to act to type and nobody in his entire life had ever derailed so 
successfully. When he'd asked Madeline to marry, it was borne from a desire to protect. If that 
happened to Veronica it would only be as a means to maintain their joint sanctity, and suddenly an 
awful lot of other things make sense. If there is a step back from the belief that the world revolves 
around him?

Standing under freezing water, James Bond willingly embraces the epiphany.

==

This should be coding decryption time, yet instead Q stares at the Internet with quiet satisfaction 
because every darkweb security site he has flagged just lit up as if it were Christmas. There'd been 
anticipation of the potential need to hack his own mainframe, but it won't be necessary, because 
right now the picture behind BBC News' Jane Hill is of Bond, which means Whitehall grasped an 
opportunity to call it a day ahead of schedule. It might not be in writing for a few weeks, but this 
truly was the end for 007. A very purposefully engineered demise, once and for all, of both man and
designation, planned to the split second and dependant on their enemy's desire to destroy everything
MI6 stood for.

The video runs on his screen that will soon be bouncing across the world; the exposed Spectre 
assassin working in the Prime Minister's Security detail taking his opportunity: eyes of the world on
the West London crematorium, Bond targeted and crumpling to the ground with blood pouring from
a chest wound as he gave the eulogy for Flemmings. Alex West had been planning a high profile hit 
since C's demise, M his intended target, but had been scuppered by the intervention of an 
undercover Metropolitan Police officer. Once she was able to influence his decision Spectre itself 
would believe they'd corrected its leader's oversight, Bond finally dead so the game could be afoot 
for 007 one last time.

Without sound or context the images are sterile, painless for Q to watch, but he notes with 
satisfaction how two male agents defend Bond's body with guns drawn whilst it is their female 
equal who clinically eliminates the assailant. All three are plants, of course, SAS officers who 
remain unapproachably anonymous, but that won't matter. This sends the world a warning that 
Spectre's scope is all encompassing, and everyone needs to step up their vigilance. The only martyr 
as a result of this soap opera is now in a body bag on the way to Lynam, where Felix waits to 
accompany him with all speed to Bangkok.

All in all, the entire exercise has been completed flawlessly. Bond's 'ashes' will remain as fictional 
as his own and Flemmings' and the three can again effectively vanish from memory. Having never 
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taken voluntary bereavement himself, the time had come to remove yet another life from the frame. 
It hadn't been a wrench: his mother's death the previous year had made the choice that much easier. 
Effectively orphaned, with no family to come looking, it wasn't as if he needed to change large 
portions of his life anyway. The house that was rewarded is a distinct improvement, no mortgage 
left to worry over. In that regard, this was a massive promotion. All he needed now was to be in 
London to enjoy it, except a part of his mind would happily stay here forever.

Despite himself, Q had begun to enjoy the field agent existence.

The phone next to him vibrates, and he's pleased to see that 004's on her way back, hopefully with 
something more unhealthy than fruit sugars for dinner.

'I need you to do a background check on someone for me.'

'You were only asked to find dessert, 004, not play vigilante again. I thought we'd discussed just 
letting the world get on with its own business…?'

'Had you not trained me so well, I would have done so, but this is at least in part your fault so just 
look up Alberto Rinaldi for me and make your own judgement.'

'I am thinking there may be a few of those in the Italian phone book, you have a picture?'

The phone's camera provides context and Q is already searching, smile as it becomes apparent that 
again letting her use initiative had provided a scalp of some note as reward. It is a testament to his 
training he knows this person will be trouble, that Ronni will have picked him out immediately due 
to undoubtedly suspicious behaviour.

'Well done 004, you have my attention, as this man's on Spectre's active agent database. What's he 
done to arouse your concern?'

'Not done, about to do. He's intending to rob the Museo del Violino with three accomplices this 
evening, hold a number of Stradivarius originals to ransom, and effectively blackmail the museum's 
founder for about ten million US Dollars. I happened to eavesdrop on their final planning meeting 
whilst liberating fresh biscotti in a local bakery, which means success on two fronts.'

'That sounds exactly the sort of thing I'd expect from Blofeld's people, in every regard. So, how do 
you intend to stop them?'

'I was expecting you to tell me to walk away.'

'On any other day, perhaps, but now I am officially dead as well as Bond and you, I feel oddly 
liberated. I also love violin music and appreciate the value of preserving the past from rampaging 
villainy. You know how much I enjoy handling you, 004, so I say we make a date of it.'

His new found confidence is infectious, and Q's already looking forward to overseeing this mission 
off the books. This is his forte, and with Ronni to direct, they are a potent combination. Plus even he
could do with a break from staring at code. 
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After all, what was the worst that could happen?

==

The hospital is packed, and Q feels particularly exposed inside it, but he dropped everything when it
became apparent that circumstance had drifted from their grasp. He'd hotwired a Fiat to get here, 
leaving car unobtrusively hidden around a corner, grateful the owner left driving gloves on their 
passenger seat. There'll be no fingerprints to tie him to the theft, hopefully a distinct lack of hairs or 
fibres either: even under considerable duress, training always kicks in. He is nothing but thorough, 
especially under pressure. Looking for a sign of her in the cramped Emergency area, finally a flash 
of curtain exposes auburn ponytail: sneaking into the small treatment booth Ronni sits dishevelled, 
considerably dirtier than she was when they'd parted company two hours previously.

He hugs probably a little too hard but her response is to pull closer, shaking quietly into shoulder, as
instinctively hand moves to head. The curtain shifts suddenly, young female Doctor returning from 
retrieving tests, clipboard and paperwork in hand. As his Italian is shocking there's a moment of 
panic, until it transpires Q's concern is unnecessary: English is the preferred first language 
regardless, and his presence in the space is anything but a surprise.

'You were right, there is nothing wrong with you. If you are fast you can leave before the AISI 
arrive.'

Their sanctity and the curtain are both quickly redrawn as the woman vanishes: Q steps back and 
tries to assess Ronni's stability, watching as she wipes tears from a blackened face. The smell of 
wood smoke is all-pervading, so strong it makes him nauseous. Exposition is required, and quickly.

'What did you tell her?'

'The absolute truth, like the briefing documents suggest when you're out of options: at some point 
all you'll have is total honesty and the hope the person you're speaking to believes your story. I 
simply admitted if I'm compromised both you and I are dead, and was just at the Museum to help. It
appears she believed me.'

'It's amazing how often the truth works. That doesn't detract from the issue however: after I lost 
video and audio there was understandably panic as to your well being. We may have saved the 
violins, but what of our assailants?'

'I finally stopped them from reaching the main exhibit, and thought I'd neutralised everybody -'

'Except we both missed the man on the balcony. That wasn't just you, Ronni, I can take the blame 
for not covering all the exits. It was him who started the fire in the annex?'

'Completely by accident. By the time he was unconscious the whole restaurant complex was in 
flames. It was only when I saw the girl on the first floor I realised there was a problem. I couldn't 
leave them, I know I should have but -'

'No, it's fine, I completely understand. You were incredibly brave for going up there.'
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'Or stupid, or both. I don't know, but at least one of the people I helped get out hasn't recovered 
consciousness. Did the fire service contain it?'

'Yes, that I can confirm, long before it reached the main building. I suspect -'

Then nothing else matters except the commotion suddenly behind them, raised voices and then a 
wail that strikes fear into Q's heart, all too familiar. He's back in the Barracks, the day Bond saved 
the Americans from themselves and brought LaCroix to his attention. He can smell Moneypenny, 
crumpling to the ground, tears streaming down a distraught face, unable to remain upright at the 
news her lover had perished. The woman spied between the curtain gap cannot be any older than 
him, classically beautiful, dark haired and olive skinned in a perfect red dress, on the floor with two 
female friends in attendance. An older man stands behind, staring past him and directly at 
Flemmings. Q wants to know, needs to understand what he's missed, but can't take eyes away from 
the woman as she shakes, grief all too apparent.

'Ronni?'

'That man's daughter was the first person I rescued. The boy I pulled out last, who clearly never 
woke up, was the museum's junior janitor. That was his girlfriend. We need to leave.'

This wasn't an act, staged to deceive an audience, but the closest Q had ever been to the effects of 
his handiwork on the living, breathing world. Stomach lurches, and he's able to keep it down until 
the second set of doors and then the meagre dinner he'd eaten is being deposited outside the 
Hospital's front entrance. Suddenly a hand is at his back, lifting up and almost carrying him away, 
into the night as Cremona blurs, disturbing disorientation. Everything becomes dissonance, anxiety 
as chest hurts, dirt under fingernails as a bank is almost crawled up: branches scratch his skull, 
sudden pain as he fails to clear a wall.

The next thing recalled with any clarity is at camp, bottle of water in shaking hands. Ronni sits 
opposite, blackened and charred but very much alive, watching him closely. Q had gone to rescue 
but had been saved himself, as she had with all the other innocents that could easily have been left 
to perish, thus preserving their anonymity. Instead, yet again, the humanity of this woman had 
become boundlessly apparent. Suddenly an awful lot of disparate metrics slip together and make 
perfect sense in a wider context, and he's infinitely grateful Veronica is part of the organisation. 
After a while, even the silence makes sense: she's waiting for me to speak, to ensure I'm recovering 
from shock.

'So, this is how it feels when a stranger dies and you couldn't save them.'

'I don't know why its different out here, maybe its because they are strangers and not people you 
know. With the casualties at the Barracks that was different, almost less personal, because in that 
situation there was no opportunity to show weakness. I think maybe when you accept death as part 
of your job, when it happens the process is almost acceptable. You've prepared for it. When an 
innocent dies, a true victim…'

'Everything changes. Yes, I suspect Gregory would agree with you. What happens now?'

'You cope, and we move camp in the morning.'
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He's shaking suddenly, not cold but delayed shock, and Ronni comes to wrap herself around him, 
holding firmly until the trembling stops. She makes him drink the last of the water before frog-
marching him to the tent, despite the fact he should be taking first watch. This time, she will guard 
while he sleeps, because that way he'll feel safe enough to actually relax and try and forget the 
trauma.

Q's very grateful he trained this woman as thoroughly as he did.

==

It had taken weeks but the salt taste of Bond has finally gone, in its place smell of smoke, and 
however often Ronni plunges into the freezing river, it will not leave. It should have been an easy 
task not to rack up fatalities but the young man had been simply a bystander, and paid the price. 
Half a dozen lives saved against one lost would be a good tally on any day, but not this one. Her 
involvement had begun a chain of events that had ended with a death that could have avoided and 
would hunt her down for penance. Now there is nausea, anger and displacement and all 004 wants 
is to run.

Except in the middle of a mission, nowhere is safe to hide.

'Veronica?'

She's facing away, cold in her own warm double bed, trying not to show the hurt. His comment had 
been flippant, typical Bond off the cuff wry irony, but it had stung. She did care too much, about so 
many things, but that was just the way she was made. Normally this would be dismissed but 
something had changed between the two of them, and without an understanding of what, there is 
sudden reticence to simply let the remark pass.

'You know I was joking?'

His voice tickles in her ear, naked chest pressed to her back, erection brushing arse in a way that 
would normally distract but is now annoyance, and anger smoulders. Instead of pushing himself 
Bond then moves, up and across, to squat by the side of the bed, attempting to make eye contact.

'What's wrong?'

'I told you. I had a nightmare.'

'I know. Tell me what about.'

'What do you do when you can't save someone?'

'So, yesterday still is a problem.'

He'd read her field reports from Cairo, of course, could look at any of the many files without need 
for clearance, because technically they'd kept him superior. Having returned after his first mission 
proper for the new M, he'd appeared like the genie he was at the back of the Hall when Ronni had 
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stood down, having given testimony to the Coroner as the official Inquest opened. He'd sat through 
three hours of evidence, listened to the story of the flashpoint, SAS officers attacked whilst 
escorting a convoy of aid workers to the south of the city. It hadn’t even been in her brief, she'd just 
literally been passing, but the effects of the moment still resonated within. At the top of that list was
the Red Cross worker from Berlin, who'd protected his female colleague and taken a bullet to the 
chest that had killed him at the scene.

That's why she's uncomfortable, waking from troubled sleep to find him watching. Bond's 
immediate desire to fulfil his own needs ahead of assuaging her discomfort had rankled, and now 
intimacy was last thing on anybody's minds.

'Remind me of his name, please, because I'll be honest I didn't pay total attention yesterday.'

'Dieter. He was 28. His mother worked at the Attaché's office in Berlin. I'd met her, on an 
Acquisitions mission last year. She'd bought me lunch and was generally lovely.'

'Did you make sure he was comfortable at the scene?'

'I held him when he asked me to, and he died in my arms.'

'I also assume you talked to his mother at length?'

'Plus his father, who's now living in Michigan. He also has a sister in Paris. They're a really 
adventurous family.'

'Everybody knew he was a hero?'

'Without question.'

'Then that's all you can do. Remember them, make sure everyone knows they were amazing and 
move on. For the record, you taught me the value of appropriate mourning. I'd never really grasped 
the significance.'

'Is that the truth?'

'I carried Vesper with me for years, refused to let her go. I didn't think I'd ever feel that way with 
anyone again. You made me understand the truth that death is an inevitable part of the job you 
simply can't remove from the equation. So, there's a choice: embrace it or become less of a person. I
like what I've become, appreciate the change you've wrought within me. Whatever else might 
happen, I'll always be grateful for that.  Always.'

Sitting on the bank of the river, Ronni and Q have far outstayed their welcome. They should have 
left days ago but her partner had taken longer to recover from the shock at the hospital than 
anticipated. Now he's ready the camp is packed: it is time to move far away and quickly, but there is
one task left to complete. Because it matters that people understand the truth, wherever you travel, 
Ronni will go back to town one last time.

An hour later 004 watches the small cortège in the graveyard, Italian family bound in grief over 
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their son. A middle aged man stands, away from the mourners, recognising her without question. 
He'd been there at the Hospital, looking for his daughter, and they'd briefly exchanged small talk. 
Ronni didn't even know these people's names, there hadn't been time in the chaos, and shouldn't be 
here now but something makes her move towards him, approach a face etched with relief that it's 
not his child being buried.

[*]

Conversational Italian has flourished into something better, almost fluent, and Ronni's language 
brain is ready for whatever gets thrown at her.

'Sei tu che hai salvato mia figlia, non è così?'

'Sì, volevo sapere come sta.'

'Dovrebbero poterla dimettere tra qualche giorno. Ma perché sei tornato?'

'Perché non ho potuto salvare tutti... e dovevo portare l'ultimo saluto a chi non c'è più.'

The envelope comes out of her pocket, handed over without ceremony, plus the small parcel inside 
which is the money she'd liberated from Alberto when he'd been taken out and tied up with his 
accomplices. It was enough to keep the family comfortable for a few months, she had no use for the
cash regardless. It made sense to give it to someone who could use the help, plus put to rest her own
inadequacy, albeit briefly. After that, phone numbers had been provided for psychological 
counselling, in the hope it might provide some closure.

'So chi sono quelli che ti inseguono dopo il Museo, non dovresti fermarti.'

He was right, and Ronni was out of time, but the point needed to be made before she left.

'No. Questo è più importante. Per favore, portalo alla famiglia, digli che loro figlio era un eroe e mi 
ha salvato la vita e questo non lo potrò mai, mai dimenticare.'

'Certamente, lo farò. E non scorderemo mai la tua generosità. Thank you.'

His English is impeccable: respect understood, returned in kind. The man hugs, firm and solid, and 
suddenly Ronni remembers her father, wondering if perhaps he felt this way when she passed away.
It's the first time that's happened since Carnagie, and the memory is enough to reduce her to tears.

[*]

==
 
They keep pressing east: Ronni tries to put everything back into proper order, but somewhere 
between Cremona and Novara where they finally stop it all gets disturbed and damaged. The desire 
is to head away from the civilised world completely: perfect planning until the following morning 
when Q wakes her with a problem: the laptop is overheating. Efforts to fix the dual external fans 
have been fruitless, and they'll need humanity's help if there's to be any chance at repair. This will 
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be the first time a need to directly interact with the world has arisen since their 'demise': Q is keen 
to ensure this thievery, as that's what it will end up being, is well considered. He locates several 
possible targets between periods of laptop restarting, deciding on the one least likely to have any 
associations with Spectre, or indeed anybody else.

She wishes there was another way, but there is no other choice if her partner's work is to continue 
unabated.

Marco Bulgari's fortune is considerable, legitimate and inherited, plus the man is a virtual recluse 
after the death of both parents, introversion creating perhaps a soft target, were the man not quite so 
overt in his interests. His largely overrun mansion to the north of Novara is an hour on foot from 
where they currently sit, and Q will take his time whilst Ronni scouts on ahead. With only a days' 
worth of fresh water they are limited in options again: needs now dictate direct intervention on 
several levels. Bulgari's effectively holed up in the complex, food and supplies delivered to the gate,
all part of a deliberate persona invented for his new obsession: internet celebrity. He plays the role 
of urban terrorist and fighter around his own home, linking videos to a You Tube channel that 
include small arms tests, hunting and bush craft. More than seventy thousand people watch his 
'lifestyle' but as none of it is ever broadcast live, Q decides the risk of exposure is minimal. Ronni 
however remains unconvinced.

'I don't know, this all seems a little too convenient. Do people really create existences like this?'

'Absolutely they do, 004, you need more time online to understand the future of entertainment. It's 
why the SAS has its own You Tube channel: armed forces worldwide already grasp the significance 
of the platform for both intelligence gathering and recruitment.'

'But what about anonymity? How on earth do you maintain your cover with the world watching?'

'You'd be surprised how easy it is to hide in plain sight, and for how long. This virtual world 
remains the Wild West for espionage and everyone's doing their part to keep the place as law-free as
possible. In this case, Mr Bulgari's entire alternate existence as 'The Knight Stalker' revolves around
nobody knowing where he lives, which is of course a complete fallacy.'

'You have any idea how I should approach this?'

'Yet again, I advocate total honesty. This will work on multiple levels, considering Mr Bulgari 
enjoys playing first person shooters with a secret agent flavour.'

'So you're suggesting I tell him I'm a spy, sent for a night of passion before I drug him?'

'Well, this way he's at least not going to be surprised when he wakes up alone and robbed. He'll 
probably even enjoy it. However on consideration I think I can probably do better than that, leave it 
with me and I'll pave the way. Be ready to play it by ear.'

Ronni had entertained serious doubts around sections of the internet for a while, the fact that anyone
would find this kind of stuff entertaining is frankly incomprehensible. As she walks to the house 
across fields full of ripening crops, the smells of summer in another country reminds of how much 
home is missed; preferring grime and grit, London in her face. Mostly it is time alone without music
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or distraction that isn't needed, grasping life has become almost a parody of how the journey began. 
Pretending to be a damsel in distress, using sex to distract but never having to worry about ever 
being challenged, had been the way she'd survived for close to a decade as an Analyst. The point 
had never been reached before the designation, where someone would have wanted to sleep with 
her, always someone else's problem.

There is nowhere left to hide. The thing feared most was all that was left to rely on. If James were 
here he'd probably relish the fact this walk ended up with a guaranteed night of passion, 
commitment free. All Ronni wanted was to shoot this guy and steal his stuff. Crucially however 
Bulgari was as much an innocent as the Museum janitor, or the field agents that Spectre had 
massacred in Venice. Walking up the long gravel drive in full view of multiple security cameras, 
Ronni has no idea how she'll play it, right up to the moment where the door to the house opens and 
a man emerges in combat fatigues with a SIG strapped to his leg. He's far more attractive in the 
flesh than his videos suggest, and seems totally unphased at her presence.

'I'm impressed, I asked for something different and you're certainly that.'

The American accent is a surprise, especially as the man's Italian on camera is impeccable, and 
Ronni smiles, grateful at least a part of the game can be conducted in an easier language. Q had 
noted in passing this man's interest in female escorts from Milan, and if that's what she is being 
mistaken as? Then that's the way forward. However, if he's expecting her arrival, perhaps another 
woman might be on her way and now that would have to be considered moving forward. Play it by 
ear, that's what Q had suggested: you're an escort pretending to be a secret agent. This is a way to 
make it work.

'Hopefully I'll fulfil your requirements for the evening.'

'Oh that's good, you're English, this just gets better and better.'

'I can be whatever you want me to be. All you need to do is ask.'

'Your name's Veronica?'

So Q had the escort angle already covered. He'd clearly phoned ahead and covered her arse, and 
Ronni's smile turns to a grin: her handler's doing a better job of comprehension than this man will 
ever manage.

'Indeed. What else did they tell you about me?'

'That you walked here for authenticity, and would appreciate a shower as a result. Oh, and that you 
know how to fire the Walther and as a result I'd better watch my ass.'

'I am not what I appear, Mr Bulgari.'

'No, I bet you're not. I'm not what you're expecting either. Dinner's already cooking, you'll have 
plenty of time to get clean. Please, let me get you comfortable.'

The back of Ronni's neck's already prickling, discomfort to all of this that just feels wrong on so 
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many levels. Already alert after the last time dinner with an American was on the table, she allows 
him to take her non-dominant hand, before leading her into the house.

The option to shoot him can then comfortably remain a last resort.

==

Dinner is palatable, far more so than Ronni expects: as tiramisu is finished Marc returns from the 
kitchen with coffee that's enough to make her aroused simply by smell. She's sitting opposite his 
empty space in a dress shirt, faint whiff of the man's scent distracting: oddly erotic considering 
circumstances. It transpires that Bulgari is both smart and funny, but everything falls down when it 
becomes apparent the only real interest is himself. That's all that's been discussed since arriving 
downstairs after an extended shower: his life, projects recorded, how he came back from the US to 
claim a brilliant legacy and never went back. There's also subjects off the books: both parents and 
life before their demise have been obviously and often forcibly ignored. 004 may crave the caffeine,
but wants this deception done. However caution still overrides all else: mindful of pushing, because 
of what might happen if control is even caressed out of this man's hands.

Two espresso cups are placed on the table; instead of drinking she stands, seductive stare at her host
generating more confidence than is currently either possessed or felt.

'I think you're the only stimulant I need right now.'

His desire is almost luminous in semi-darkness, candles casting unreal shadows across them both: 
moving closer there is still no attempt to touch or introduce intimacy.

'I like to take my time with everything, enjoy the moment, extend stimulation. You should feel free 
to control, use me as you wish.'

This contradiction makes her want to laugh but suddenly there's uncertainty in the man's frame, 
shaking hand placed on the table to steady himself, allowing a chance to recompose. A small smile 
forms, Bulgari's sudden revelation at her refusal to take the bait.

'I like you far more than the other girls. They just want to fuck and leave, don't care about my needs.
You're quiet and respectful, let me talk without interrupting. I don't like it when people do that.'

Discomfort won't budge, awareness of hunting knife next to the place setting: the SIG may have left
his leg but is still within arm's reach. He looks incongruous in casual slacks and shirt, but there are 
too many unanswered questions that Ronni never wants to resolve. Pushing the pace she looks 
away, feigning compliance to support the position of submission. His soft, uncalloused hand comes 
to her face, almost frustratingly gentle as head is shifted back.

'Don't be afraid, Veronica. If you spend the night, I'll make sure you're very well rewarded in the 
morning.'

The other hand is offered which she takes, pulled gently to his chest, and without ceremony there is 
a nuzzle to neck, before being guided upstairs. His bedroom is small and cramped, and Ronni 
wonders why they're here and not using one of the larger rooms and then sparks the memory of his 
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parents: perhaps this was always his place in the house and Marc can't bear to leave. There's a stab 
of guilt swallowed without remorse: now is just the time where everything else is forgotten and 
deed is done.

He's a fantastic kisser, it transpires: Ronni detaches from reality in this small restrictive space, 
allowing him to undress first her, then himself. Marc's body is incredibly lean but surprisingly 
strong, erection more than acceptable under the circumstances, and so this becomes the dance she 
knew could be done but had never needed to perform. They move from vertical to horizontal, yet 
there is no rush to Marco's need. He's happy to trace patterns with tongue across breasts and 
stomach, feel the points where scars were made as she reacts, and after a while there is the demand 
to be fucked and have it over with, except he won't. On reflection this is no surprise, from actions 
earlier it should have been obvious this was a man who worked to his own timetable and nobody 
else's. There is a final understanding that if this is going to be done, a measure of control is 
demanded.

Once it's apparent he's only interested in extending foreplay, she pushes to see how he reacts, and 
blissfully is allowed to roll them over, before producing a condom from the side of the bed. This 
may have been the intent all along, Ronni decides: happy for her to set the pace, and once protected 
there's a moment of lucidity. Once this is over, the last wall is broken. There is no desire for this 
man at all, but arousal is inescapable; how the two will finally combine never had to be performed 
in the field. As she takes him inside it isn't Marc beneath but James, fantasy required to complete 
this transformation.

In the candlelight it is easy to blur lines, trick a sleep deprived brain: another under and inside and 
so it is, wondering if Bond does the same. Everything's a game, in the end; falsehood, deceit and 
death wrapped around a job that was too often glamorised and never really understood. For every 
time he had done this, 007 rationalised and moved on, but already Ronni feels the world crumbling, 
slipping sand beneath foundations that had appeared far more solid. As Bulgari orgasms she fakes a 
spasm but not tears; no pleasure, simply pain. Then the final acceptance hits: she never truly learnt 
to do this properly and should have failed her final assignment.

Next time, she kills or disables her target before they make it to the bedroom.

He doesn't talk post coitally as she lifts off, going to the bathroom for a drink, pre-mixed sedative 
that Q had provided beforehand. The actions are reflex: pretending to drink, passing it over, 
watching the shift up onto one elbow as cup is drained, condom still on. In fifteen seconds he's out 
cold yet the erection remains, testament to the moment that eventually is covered with a blanket. 
Showering again, nausea rises and she's sick against the tile, defiled despite the fact it was utterly 
consensual. Once she's dressed, toiletries are also stolen, because if she's going to act to type, then 
that's how this works.

He's washed all her clothes, still warm from the tumble dryer, and 004's compelled to go across the 
landing to check the other rooms. Both are empty shells, spotlessly clean: understanding how other 
people deal with grief is none of her business, Q's profiling remains beyond reproach. Then there is 
the desire to return to Marc from compulsion; removing his condom, cleaning genitalia before 
returning the almost dead weight to bed. Somehow it seems only fair that she creates an illusion of 
care, before taking what's needed there will be an understanding.
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Veronica was human, even if now the woman is a shell.

Q waits quietly outside, getaway vehicle already stocked and ready. He'll have known the coast was 
clear because, like it or not, he'll have worked out there was a camera installed in the bedroom. 
That's how Marc filmed all his conquests for later viewing, admitting as much himself over dinner. 
He'd even offered to use it as foreplay but Ronni had politely refused. She expects the 
Quartermaster to get in automatically, surprised when the young man just stands, staring at her with 
wet hair. There's none of the embarrassment or discomfort expected, instead professionalism that is 
both welcome and comforting.

'I didn't watch. I need you to know that. As soon as you went into the bedroom I took it as a sign it 
was safe and began removing what we needed. Whatever you may think of this job, not everyone is 
damaged goods or a voyeur.'

As if to reinforce the sorrow building inside 004, rain begins to fall, light shower that is suddenly 
torrential, thunder rolling up in the mountains, and there's no more chance to talk as both scramble 
into the vehicle. This impressive, generically Asian four wheel drive will give them enough of a 
head start to make it north to the mountains west of Turin, long before the man wakes and probably 
goes on a destructive rampage. After that, there will be no video to place them at the house as Q 
explains he's wiped everything in Marc's studio clean, including the CCTV feed from the bedroom. 
Ronni's glad for the condom regardless of its actual requirement, tuning out as her handler explains 
what he found in Bulgari's recording complex. When the bigger picture becomes clear, his care and 
attention's simply the front for a deeply flawed personality. Money buys a lifestyle, stream of 
escorts from Milan, and nobody asking any questions because no-one ever got hurt. In the end, he'll 
probably consider the loss of property less significant than the removal of the movie collection.

Rationalising makes the job easier, but won't hold together the damage the incident has caused 
within her. As they drive away, heading towards the French border, there is a numbness to heart that
Ronni has never experienced before, frightening yet strangely comforting as the sun begins to come 
up.

==

Waking with a start, Q knows to be alert immediately as he emerges from the car.

The man knew this moment would arise: today was Ronni's birthday, and that made this entire 
change of circumstances considerably more delicate. There was a very good reason 00's were told to
complete their missions as quickly as possible, because the long-term consequences of keeping 
agents in the field was not only well known, but dangerous in the extreme. 007's predecessor was 
forced into what many considered early retirement after his detention in North Korea, psychological
effects of undercover work well documented on men. For women however, there was no research. 
Nobody knew what happened, because there simply weren't any metrics.

He goes to find his protector: sitting alone on the steps of the abandoned farmhouse they've arrived 
at, steeling himself to a task that he'd rather never have to undertake. Body language screams, leave 
me alone, but Q knows enough to understand that with the right stimulus, that can be changed.

'Ronni? Would you like to talk?'
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'Is this how it's supposed to feel?'

She's been crying for some time, and the man finds himself wishing to be made of harder stuff than 
he knows is the case.

'You did the right thing, 004.'

'Like fuck I did. It doesn't matter how bad the person may end up being: I still slept with someone 
so I could drug them, steal their car, money and equipment and keep us safe. Explain to me exactly 
how that is acceptable conduct for anyone, let alone a member of MI6.'

This is the moment to squat down, to not tower over a woman who's struggling, and to try and make
a point, and so Q does just that.

'Sometimes… an agent is forced to make different decisions in order to expedite their mission.'

'I joked about it with him over dinner. He didn't believe me, I told him what was going to happen 
and he refused to grasp I was serious and when I did it it was like someone had punched me in the 
stomach. How does Bond live with this? How on Earth is he capable of using seduction as a means 
of helping himself when the results are just so horrendously awful?'

'He makes the women want to help -'

'- by lying and stealing? By providing pleasure and then abandoning them to get the job done?' How
ON EARTH is that justifiable for anybody?'

'Because this is the true reality of that existence. It only works if you start thinking rationally.'

Now is the moment to come sit beside her, grasping his own depth of fatigue after weeks on the run,
grateful for protection in a manner there will never be means to adequately thank for. Without 
persistence and sacrifice they would not have turned the current tide in the fight against Spectre. 
She's done so much and because of it, in the next twenty four hours they're finally off the back foot 
and back in the game. 

'I never realised how strong Bond really was, Q. When we trained, it was always this arrogant 
swagger, confidence never grasped. He could just tune it out, forget bad and focus on good. He 
never cared about planning or considering the consequences, he just wanted the pleasure. That's all 
that's ever mattered.'

'You know that's not true. Trust me from someone who's read every report, digested all the files. All 
he has, in the end, is the job. There was nobody else, until Ms Lynd, and when that turned out to be 
a lie… he just stopped caring. About himself, the ideal… everything. Moneypenny was placed to 
instigate a change, but she wasn't what was needed. He required a very specific mirror, held up to 
himself. To make him realise. So he understood what he could do if he cared about someone else 
and not just himself.'

Ronni stares, taking in the truth Q wonders whether she actually ever considered. It had not just 
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been her training he'd engineered, but Bond's redemption as an agent. By giving him a reason not to
be what he had always been, 007's outlook had finally changed.

'Q, are you saying if it wasn't for me, he wouldn't have fallen in love with Madeline?'

'Yes, I am very sorry to say that I am. You gave Bond back his humanity, and the moment he 
grasped that? It simply found the nearest convenient truth to latch onto. He promised a man he'd 
protect his daughter, without finding anything else out about the mission he'd been presented. That's
always been 007's failing. The job is everything. It always has been. What you did was save him 
from himself, but before he was able to actually understand how he could find true deliverance? He 
got distracted.'

'Why are you sorry, Q?'

'Because this was never just about Bond's redemption. I'd never truly grasped what the 
consequences might be for you in all of this, and for that, I am so terribly, dreadfully sorry. I know 
how much you care about him now, and if I'd known the upshot of my actions -'

'Q, you didn't make this happen. I did. I only have myself to blame.'

Ronni stares, tears streaming unhindered down a face that now screams for reassurance and despite 
himself Q reaches across, pulling body close, so he can hold 004 while she cries. Once upon a time 
this would have been awkward but now he knows only too well how much he needs strength and 
focus, to keep them both alive. He cannot lie, not today of all days. The truth remains that, like it or 
not, she is less than her best in the field without Bond as balance. How they have emotionally 
altered the other is abundantly apparent. Now he has forced her to confront that truth, it will be time
to deal with the consequences.

== 

Ronni wakes naturally for the first time in many days, late afternoon sun reflecting through the 
broken glass of farmhouse windows. Reassuring shards of light scatter across the surprisingly 
comfortable camp bed, and for a moment she's back in the Barracks, familiar warmth from brick 
and earth reassuring a troubled soul. Then reality both of past and present rises to swallow the brief 
calm: driving away from Marc's house, crying into Q's surprisingly solid embrace, hour of 
revelation before insisting she went and slept. It had been much needed: lying quietly and reflecting
on the last weeks alone, even Ronni knew how damaged both mind and body had become. Their 
thwarting of Spectre at the Violin Museum, the young man's death in the process plus Q's 
breakthrough decrypting Beam's hard drive meant they'd undoubtedly made a difference. Moving 
into French territory was academic if they continued in the stolen vehicle, but Ronni's not sure she 
wants to draw any more attention to their movements. Uncertain of what Marc would now do 
knowing she'd taken gross advantage of his generosity, leaving his four wheel drive here and 
continuing on foot might yet be their best course of action.

They'd done well however: he'd not been joking when bragging over the starter that his 'complex' 
was prepared for any eventuality. The new camp beds were light enough to be carried, canned food 
and water in plentiful supply so they could last at least another three days before needing to be 
conspicuous… and suddenly Ronni is distracted, smell wafting from outside that immediately sets 
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her taste buds alight. Immediate fears are forgotten, enough to pull aching body up outside to the 
high walled garden behind the farmhouse, and to Q, whose latest excursion into outdoor living is 
ambitious even by his standards.

'What on earth are you cooking?'

Her travelling companion stands, clearly beyond proud of himself in a kitchen that is so Heath 
Robinson in both construction and layout it almost defies belief.

'I am not simply cooking, Veronica, I am creating. It has been a long time since I enjoyed myself so 
much with something other than a computer.'

There is what is undoubtedly a well made fire under a carefully-constructed pile of stones, large, 
flat metal door from something in the wreck of this house being utilised as an impromptu hotplate. 
From somewhere Q's obtained a pan, and at least one decent knife: on the 'stove' sits and simmers a 
substantive portion of what Ronni would guess is game of some variety by the smell, probably 
trapped and skinned by the man himself. There's pasta in the mix, plus bundles of freshly-gathered 
leaves and berries sit waiting to be prepared...

'How on earth-?'

'I knew today would be significant, after what happened at the Museum, understand enough about 
employee motivation to grasp that it being your birthday… the occasion should warrant at least 
something special.'

'Where did you learn to do all this?'

'It may come as something of a surprise, but I was a boy scout back in the day, and rather a damn 
good one as it happens. I was able to pay other people to carry my bags if I cooked for them. I find 
this kind of outdoor challenge rather exhilarating'

'Why did you not say this before?'

'Because being in the field isn't a contest, and you needed things to do as distraction. I assure you it 
wasn't to conform to gender roles. I just like to hide my skills whenever possible.'

'Why am I not surprised at this one little bit?'

She'd assumed Q had forgotten, or simply decided not to rub salt into her wounds when already low.
Daydreaming as distraction as she'd walked to Marc's house, that if this were just a bad dream she'd 
have spent her birthday grabbing a spa treatment, eating cake with Moneypenny, but how deep 
down there'd be the inescapable ache of regret that this year she was alone. However hard Ronni 
tries, Bond refuses to leave her. His taste now is diesel: inescapable dirty Viennese water, 
adrenaline mixed with blood, panic inescapable. His hand, around hers, brush of brilliant 
possibility devolved into anger and confusion. The ache is so fresh and raw it catches her off guard,
closing eyes to prevent more tears because she has to prove she wasn't lying when maintaining this 
wasn't love. Need perhaps, desire quite distinctly, but he was never the happy ending she craved. 
The job was her wage, keeping Q alive her payoff.
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Bond was simply the thing she wanted but must never keep, because when that happened, then there
was no need in being the number any more.

'I'd like to keep the contents of dinner as a surprise for a little longer, if I may? Perhaps you could 
start packing up the rucksacks for tomorrow, as I'm going to assume you'd like to continue on foot 
and not risk the use of the four wheel drive?'

If he were here, would Bond be cooking, she wonders, would he have possessed the foresight to 
create something so amazing and uplifting? In this case, he could learn from Q, that this would be 
the way to show that really, finally, something significant had been grasped about how to treat a 
woman. But this was folly, idle thought no longer relevant or required. The Quartermaster was 
pushing her back to the moment, and that's where she needed to exist.

'I like the fact I don't have to remind you of process, that normally you're one step ahead of me. On 
days like today, your organisational skill is positively inspirational, Q.'

'Andrew. My name is Andrew, and I think we have passed the point where I have the right to be 
considered your superior, at least in the field. I think after everything that has transpired, I'd rather 
regard you as my friend.'

Ronni stares and realises that her boss just stopped being a letter, and that this makes her happier 
than she believed was currently possible. Without hesitation they hug, gesture that is returned this 
time without either hesitation or care. There might be those who'd argue to survive in such 
situations that the last thing you needed was any emotional attachment to the people you were 
protecting, but in this case 004 wasn't one of them.

Right now, this was exactly what she craved.

==

Dinner is finished, and without doubt the best thing Ronni has tasted for a very long time. Warm 
flatbread with wild garlic and goat's cheese that Q seemed to have produced from nowhere was 
followed by a rich and deep Pasta and Game Stew she knows was augmented by a bottle of red 
wine. Then, presented in bowls made of leaves, unbelievably, was chocolate mousse, and Ronni's 
not even going to ask how Andrew pulled that off under their present circumstances. It can remain 
the culmination of an amazing afternoon, reminder that the man sitting cross legged opposite her on
a broken flagstone floor is so much more than a brilliant Civil Service employee.

They sit together in the ruins of this house, late afternoon sun shafting through the rafters, 
conversation temporarily lost as they'd eaten dessert with Marco Bulgari's pilfered spoons. No 
longer two colleagues, this friendship makes both stronger, and that alone makes the remainder of 
their endeavour more than worthwhile. Except now she knows what he's thinking, mostly because 
Ronni refused to vocalise the concern for herself, and had shut him down before the main course 
had been served. Andrew's not done with his analysis yet, that much is abundantly apparent.

'Bond's regard for you has always been impeccable. Nobody else gets treated quite the same way.'
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'I'm not in love with him, despite what you might think. Using that word in either of our worlds can 
never be entertained: I've seen what happens to him when you introduce commitment to an 
equation.'

'And yet, I'd argue that's what he ultimately craves. You are his barometer, touchstone and when 
both London and his fiancée appeared to desert him, genuine salvation.'

'James doesn't need somebody else to provide any notion of worth. That's his job. He has to stop 
and think, eventually, understand that the only way existence ever changes is if he breaks the cycle. 
He can sleep with whoever he likes, live commitment free 'til he dies, but eventually when it all 
ends, and it will, the choice is his alone. If he is the job as you say, then that's a constant since the 
first day you gave him the number. That is his wife, mistress, and love nobody will ever replace. I 
crave him, I won't lie. That support is addictive and when fuelled by him there's nothing I can't do. 
However, without it I can be better, stronger and ultimately free. If the same is true for James, the 
best thing I'll ever do is keep him at arm's length.'

'Is that the absolute truth?'

'I'd like a chance to do this properly for a decade, maybe more if my health allows. Assuming we 
survive this and he finally retires? I could make the difference you told me the Service needed, take 
what Bond has given me and create something better than this 50 year old standard that the 
establishment insist stays foremost for everybody. But you know better, and so do I.'

'You didn't answer the question, Ronni.'

'He's my missing piece. Nobody will ever come close to being what he is to me. I'll make him wait, 
insist ways are at least reconsidered. I'd want him to cook like this, but I'd never tie him down or 
impose choices. In the end, he has to be the one who decides we are in love, and I doubt he'll ever 
be able to use that word successfully ever again. Because… you made him too well. His M was the 
mother craved so badly, still listened to even when she died. I may be the latest constant, but I can't 
be Madeline, or Vesper. They're not me. He has to take me as I am.'

'You don't need a man to be complete.'

She can't respond instantly this time, leaning back against the cooling stone wall. Is Q right? Is that 
the reason she is what this has now become?

'I sometimes sit and wonder what would have happened if Scott hadn't died, what direction my life 
would have taken. I realise now, I'd never have come this far, I'd be married having never 
considered my dream as a child: it would have been just that and nothing more. Without love as 
distraction, so much would have been lost, and I realise that perhaps this is the biggest sacrifice a 00
ever makes in their career. Happiness comes from the relationship with the number. That's how this 
works best. For those of us with emotional deficits, there has to be somewhere to make up for the 
shortfall.'

'I think Bond could really benefit from hearing that from you. I doubt Gregory imparting that 
information at this stage would be either useful or productive. Coming from you however, it might 
effectively register. Would you be prepared to try?'
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'I assumed Bond's assassination was to show Spectre that 007's really dead.'

'That's not an entirely accurate summation.'

'Okay, so you have lied to me. Where is he now, exactly?'

'Bangkok. He and Felix have been removing Spectre's influence across the far east with customary 
thoroughness, assisted by Mr Beam's recently decrypted guide to who's who in in the villain 
hierarchy.'

'I bet Leiter is having the time of his life right now.'

'He's liaising between London and Langley as M pretty much refuses to trust anyone else until I can
finally decrypt the CIA/FBI joint NOC list. I'm 90% done, if you'll take the first watch tonight that 
will be in Washington's hands before the morning, and once that happens Spectre's position 
becomes more than precarious. In fact, with the events of the last seven days?'

'We get to own the high ground, because I'm betting you know where Christian is?'

'LaCroix and Moneypenny's effectiveness as a unit has been a revelation. You were absolutely right,
granting them both 00 status was a master stroke. They've tracked him to Paris and are currently 
working with the authorities not only to secure their intelligence services integrity, but to remove 
any remains of his corruption. Give them another week and at their success rate, we'll have the 
enemy in full retreat.'

'We've made a difference?'

'Me not being locatable thanks to your efforts, and Spectre unable to stop me working in the field 
means that Venice has been the turning point. Enemy agents have been voluntarily handing 
themselves into the authorities since it became apparent that we had their measure. London's been 
employing some fairly sophisticated counter-intelligence techniques too, as well as the good old 
fashioned divide and conquer and since we died? Over half of the activity we knew about with a 
link to the criminal organisation's been either stalled, thwarted or summarily removed.'

Ronni stares, not able to comprehend what Q is suggesting, and this disbelief must be apparent 
because the man gets up, going to retrieve a laptop which must have been liberated from Bulgari's 
compound. Obviously prepared for this eventuality, Andrew comes to sit beside her.

'I did wonder if you'd grasp the significance of what's happened since our enforced extraction from 
the real world. I've been able to keep up to date with progress as I've worked, but you've had little or
no exposure to what I've seen. I think now however, this is the moment to change that. Let me show
you what's been going on since we died.'

Q's skill with a computer does not just cover the technical: as she's seen at the Barracks, it also 
includes an innate ability to use skills to tell stories using the vastness of media the Internet 
presents. On the screen is constructed a timeline, begun at the moment of the explosion in Venice: 
Italian authorities denouncing Spectre publicly, high-profile arrests of leading mob bosses, 
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prompting French and German governments to follow suit. There's the Prime Minister, visibly 
upset, attacking Spectre by name in an address at the United Nations, vowing that the British people
would never be shattered by 'maniacs, lunatics and fanatical power-crazed warmongers.' Then 
there is the funeral, and Ronni has to struggle to remain impassive as she watches Bond gunned 
down in such public view. MI6 use the moment as their spark, urging the rest of the World to accept
the existence of Spectre and to join their fight to eradicate the organisation once and for all.

It is M however who moves her to tears, speech to awaiting press as he flies to France to consult 
with security services, a man who blames the death of his predecessor on the criminal organisation 
with an anger she's never encountered before. Then there is the quiet and brutal promise that 
'nothing will be compromised to ensure that the man in charge is located and then bought to 
justice.' Overnight, Christian Swann becomes as notorious a criminal as the World had seen: when 
the US President cancels her vacation forty eight hours after M's speech to pledge support to the 
UK's efforts, the entire landscape irrevocably changes. Q's pride that he was part of the process is 
apparent even without the evidence to support it, but that doesn't stop him making the point.

'You'll note that this shift from the US was in direct response to the data I provided London on key 
Spectre operatives within the President's own party, the NRA and number of major US 
Pharmaceutical companies. Once they realised how dangerous the potential was for chaos amongst 
the faithful? A female Republican Commander in Chief has enough to worry about without being 
divided and conquered from within.'

'It was hard enough for her to get there to begin with. I'd understand the desire to throw weight 
behind anyone wanting to remove corruption from anywhere.'

'Getting the Americans to admit anything has never been easy, 004. Providing a truth that cannot be 
ignored, as you demonstrated during training, is by far the most effective approach to making a 
point.'

Everything since is a procession of reports, newspaper headlines and You Tube sound bites from 
local news organisations: Spectre thwarted at every turn, notable members taking their own lives 
rather than be captured, turned in by friends and in a couple of cases lovers. From Washington DC 
to Madrid, Edinburgh to Marseilles, the stories are the same: the first step away from oppression 
brings freedom, and unexpected consequences. Ronni notes the headline in Le Monde that 
recruitment to the French Armed Forces is up, that this trend may well be repeated elsewhere. 
There's also several stories on a joint British-French security treaty which rings vague bells from a 
briefing after the capture of Blofeld. The Gendarmerie had something big up their elegantly tailored
sleeves, which MI5 had considerable interest in...

The truth however is inescapable: even if she'd not seen it, the World had changed whilst Ronni had 
been dead, so much to the better. The sense of calm this instils is the most pleasant of surprises, and 
far more needed than perhaps at first grasped. This isn't doing the job and having simple satisfaction
in the consequences: life would no longer be the same for millions of people. It would be better: 
less drama and hardship, oppression and tyranny put on notice. This wasn't just rhetoric or empty 
promises either. They'd promised to send a message, and that cry to action was echoing around the 
planet.

'You're weren't lying to bolster my spirits.'
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'Or indeed to assuage my ego. As you can see, this is the honest truth. We have made considerably 
more than a difference, and yet nobody will ever know it was us.'

Ronni can't help but smile at the man next to her, not just because he could conjure up a chocolate 
mousse out of thin air when she needed it most. It had felt like a fight, place to place, no way of 
knowing they were changing the course of a campaign that stretched across the globe. To have 
made such a difference was significant, but there was still much left that qualified as unknown.

'You said 'what we know about' and that means what, exactly?'

'There's a great deal on Beam's hard drive that as yet makes no sense, and I suspect I may need 
Felix for context. I'm waiting to be advised by London as to what happens next. However, as of 
about an hour ago, there's a video on You Tube produced by MI6 that announces a raft of significant
changes to the Service. After my death, London have formally announced Rachel Frasier's been 
appointed as my very public successor, which is not a total fabrication. What it means is that the 
cover's again secure, and the pressure on us is lifted. With Frasier taking centre stage for 
Quartermaster activity, I can continue my work when we return under far less scrutiny.'

'Which is what you should be doing and not taking to me.'

'I liberated a fair few items from Mr Bulgari's home, including this second machine and some 
extremely efficient solar power cells. I can work all night should I need to, and it means I'll be able 
to expedite the last portion of my mission with far greater speed. However, I have one more 
birthday gift to offer, should you desire it.'

'Why am I suddenly nervous, Q?'

'There's a US intelligence satellite that passes over us at 21:00 CET which I have an access code for.
That will make it 04:00 in Bangkok and I can guarantee Bond won't be asleep. You could at least 
say hello, and he gets to wish you Happy Birthday.'

Q's already getting up, preparing to work for the evening, and Ronni knows how well she'll sleep 
before then with a full meal inside her. There's no argument either: she'll take the 21:00 watch, and 
make the decision on whether to talk to Bond or not when the time comes.

==

As the laptop's clock crawls towards 22.00, 004 sits alone, watching the uplink software refresh 
every fifteen seconds and wondering how 007 has been, uncertain of how this moment might play 
out. She's certainly not expecting the satellite's transmission to kick in early: as protocols establish a
connection there is sound from the inbuilt speakers that causes the most arousing of double takes. 
About to check the connection, uncertain at what's being heard, picture abruptly resolves as audio 
makes perfect sense. The reason for both becomes immediately and amusingly apparent, and all 
Ronni can do is stare in disbelief.

Bond's got bored waiting, and is very much involved in a more creative way of wasting time.
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The fact she's caught him in flagrante is a surprise too glorious to interrupt, even if his position to 
camera doesn't give a totally unimpeded view. The soundtrack is enough to make her entire body 
liquefy in short order, but this moment's all too brief. His gasp at orgasm tells the story: he's done, 
probably the perfect moment to announce her presence.

'Can I assume you're finished?'

There's panic from bedside as Bond registers the webcam is on, before losing balance completely, 
vanishing from sight with a thump. Ronni's laughing, despite herself, embarrassment and pleasure 
combined as he clearly scrabbles off camera for composure before hitting something against 
furniture with a thump, emitting a loud 'FUCK.' Finally there's a response, ignominy apparent from 
thousands of miles away.

'Can I assume you found my efforts entertaining?'

'You didn't know the line was live, did you?'

'I wasn't really concentrating on the laptop.'

Finally he appears, towel hastily wrapped around midriff, and Ronni knows they've crossed a 
previously untrodden path. Masturbation could well be considered as recreationally acceptable for a
00 agent, but hardly activity you'd report back to London whilst undercover. She has to ask though, 
if only to prolong the torture a little longer.

'You've never done that for an audience, have you?'

'I wasn't aware I was then, but I'm assuming you saw everything?'

'There was enough context, imagination did the rest.'

'This is not how I expected this exchange to begin.'

'We both enjoyed it, that's all that matters.'

Staring at the man he looks far better than expected, mostly because Bond's in control, freshly 
showered and on a real bed. Ronni wishes she could will herself through the ether just for those 
luxuries, quite apart from the company.

'I'm sorry, I'm not at my best right now.'

'I don't know, you look amazing for a woman who's been dead nearly two months.'

'I'm glad you knew the truth.'

'As am I, having to spin that lie with conviction was one of the hardest things I've ever had to do.'

'I saw the news reports, Q played me the funeral. You're a very credible actor.'
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'Tanner wanted to make sure we didn't give Spectre even the thought that you might both still be 
alive. If we did…'

'Did you write my obituary?'

'That was Moneypenny's job. It was outstanding. Words have never been my forte, I'm a deeds 
man.'

'Yes, you are.'

'Happy Birthday, Veronica. You can have that opening five minutes as an extra gift.'

They can both laugh, while the silence that follows is comfort and reassurance. Ronni sits, staring at
him, grateful he's capable and active. If that wasn't true MI6 would not have sent him after his ex-
girlfriend's half brother, and that means that she can probably broach the subject without overly 
worrying over consequence.

'When did you know Maddy was a fraud?'

'The morning before the Stag night. I'd had my suspicions, that was when I was certain. I should 
have told you myself and not left it to M.'

'You never have to apologise to me, really you don't.'

'That's not true. I was selfish and rude at the restaurant, neither are ever warranted. I missed you. I 
still do.'

The simplicity of his admission is a surprise, and Ronni's impressed her body's continuing to be 
aroused, but there it is, as he leans back on the edge of the bed, inviting her gaze. Leaner than she 
remembers, there is undoubtedly more definition to muscles apparent even on camera, and only 
then does it register that he might be pushing himself again to make a point.

'There are a lot of things I should have said to you before all of this happened, but only one is really 
important. When I was recovering after you saved me, there was a lot of time to think. After we first
met I couldn't compromise your position, even when I wanted to. This job doesn't normally give 
you the luxury of getting to know your lovers. Most of the time you're forced into action by 
circumstance. With the exception of Moneypenny, who I have never slept with, I now understand 
you are the only other female friend that's ever mattered. I think I'm more scared of losing that than 
of anything else in my life.'

'I promise I won't go anywhere, you have my word. When Q stuck us together for my last 
assignment before I became a 00, I think he made a mistake.'

'Why?'

'I always thought I'd never need anyone to celebrate with. I'd assumed this job was about being 
alone, but now I know I'm wrong. I can do it on my own, but it doesn't make me happy.'
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'What does?'

'Having you to do it with. Knowing someone truly understands.'

The honestly is brutal and necessary, providing immediate relief. This is not a conventional 
relationship by any means or definition, but that's what they have. The tears fall without a thought 
and she just wipes them away, watching him stare with the same vulnerability recalled when 
positions were reversed, the day her predecessor and his mentor were buried. 

'Yes, our employer thought of everything, made the whole dance both rational and acceptable. 
Friendship plus. I hear Q even made a briefing.'

'He loves to use up to date metrics, is brilliant and caring in the field and undoubtedly the best 
handler I've ever known. You'd be proud.'

'His heart and commitment have never been in question. I wasn't sure how to deal with him until he 
turned up unannounced in Austria. We need more agents like you both and no more like me.'

'Does that mean you're really done?'

'If I survive? Absolutely done.'

She stares, digesting the truth probably only thought and not spoken out loud until now.

'What happens then?'

'That depends a lot on you.'

'It does?'

'I need you in the same room before making those kind of choices seriously.'

Her heart is beating so fast, sudden adrenaline rush that is impossible to ignore. This isn't passion, 
something more: inevitably at the revelation brain presents a counter, as it has every time before. 
You don't need a happy ending to do this job. A man's love is not required to make you complete. 
Veronica is worthwhile and relevant without either. Except this time, Ronni stares at the man half a 
world away and grasps that this is no longer the case.

Veronica can also be worthwhile, relevant and care.

Her hand goes to the screen, touching him as he returns her gesture, staring with the realisation that 
whatever happens now, this is no longer just business. Neither is there pleasure after the fact, but 
before, and that created something new and different, frightening in a moment alone than anything 
else felt in an entire lifetime.

Her desire to embrace the truth is suddenly inescapable, and so Veronica gives in.

'When the uplink kicked in and you were mid… what were you thinking -'



110

'That night after your first successful mission. In my flat.'

'The hallway?'

'No, sofa.'

Their shared moment flares to consume: warmth of hands on naked back, him still wearing the 
crisp white work shirt, but naked from the waist downwards. He'd collected her from Heathrow and 
they'd fucked up against the front door, quick and dirty, and now he wanted to enjoy her at leisure. 
Ronni's eyes close, arousal tasted fresh and sweet, watching mouth moving from one breast to the 
other, tip of tongue flicking spikes of pleasure straight into her sex. As she had ground down he'd 
thrusted up and body shudders uncontrollably with the memory, need overwhelming and finally 
unrestrained.

'Ronni?'

'Last night I had to lie to a stranger, and as I fucked him all I wanted was you. I can't escape this, 
and don't want to. Please just help me feel alive again. Please.'

This wasn't how she'd expected anything to play out: he'd be the one to chance his arm and now she 
was pleading, desperation driving, tiredness and emotional stress overflowing and the tears are 
bitter, painful horror. What is required is out of her reach, beyond ability, and she cannot stop 
shaking as arms surround her that aren't his, yet again she imagines they are. Finally the tears stop 
and there are two men staring, concern from both all too obvious. 

'Q, what are you doing?'

'I was working, waiting for an algorithm, I heard you crying and I needed to make it stop. Bond, I 
hope you don't object to my intrusion?'

'Not at all, Q.'

'I… wasn't expecting this to-'

'Ronni, 007 knows what you most desperately need, and I suspect you do too. I'm going to consider 
what happens from here on in as essential field work, and that you both require a particular form of 
relaxation off the clock. I'll look the other way, both literally and metaphorically, knowing not only 
can I handle a Baretta with some confidence, but that I'm really not expecting any disturbances 
tonight. However, to make you feel better I'm going to go outside and stand guard until I know your
uplink's expired.'

The gesture is oddly comforting, knowing she's not responsible at this point brings a relief that 
comes as a surprise in Ronni's mind. Looking to Bond, there remains concern that she may not be 
the only person who'd require guarding.

'Are you likely to be disturbed, James?'
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'If it helps I can ask Felix to stand outside my door. He'll love that.'

'He'd do that for you?'

'You know, knowing him as I do, all he'll need to know is that you require the reassurance.'

Both men are gone and Ronni's suddenly alone, shedding clothing without a thought, knowing she'd
come close to an emotional overload. Once what had happened with Marc was negated, it would be 
easier to move on, and were this London, that's what she and 007 would do. There wouldn't need to 
be sessions with Gregory, or a long drawn-up report on what had transpired. She knew how to be 
stronger, and that was with James inside her. There is a genuine laugh at the double-entendre despite
the situation, and undoubted understanding she wanted to go home. Not for the dirt and noise in 
London, or the comfort of her own bed. She needs James wrapped around her for longer than the 
downtime between missions.

Like it or not, she'd let him into a willing heart without a fight.

Bond returns to camera, this time dropping the towel at the side of the bed, and the room becomes 
undoubtedly warmer.

'I told Felix the utter truth, and once he stopped laughing was surprisingly willing to oblige. You can
check when we see you in Paris. That's where Christian's heading, and where we'll finish this 
together. I know Q's done with Beam's data, you don't need to be dead any more. They're going to 
bring you back. I'll make sure of it.'

She unclips her bra and lets breasts fall free, body finally naked and relaxed, and Bond doesn't stare,
instead his eyes close. There is a shift closer to the camera, whisper to her mind.

'Nobody touches you here except me. No-one will ever hurt you while I'm this close. I promise.'

Leaning back she's imagining his hands tracing patterns across stomach, back in the Pimlico flat 
that night she'd confronted him over Maddy. Their kiss had been so strong and passionate it ignites 
as fuel, means to tie disparate moments together, convenient montage to increase arousal in her 
brain. The many moments Bond had treated with respect at the Barracks, augmented with visual 
highlights carried across the globe. The morning she'd watched him shower for five minutes 
without a thought and couldn't stop smiling for the rest of the day. The Paul Smith tuxedo which 
made him look almost edible. Then there is a rapid replay of their couplings: at his flat, two days at
hers after the first round of Skyfall clean-up, that weekend in early October… standing in her 
bedroom, wearing just his dress shirt, watching James stare with desire that was inescapable and 
frankly addictive.

'I didn't realise how much I missed you until you'd gone. I should have made you stay, never let you
go.'

The voice whispers from the laptop but he's in her head, standing with hand on stomach, that first 
night they joined. Her preference is being fucked from behind, slow and measured, until the inside 
of her body screams, and that's what's now imagined. It's not her fingers manipulating, arms 
bending willing body across the back of his sofa, thrusting and rubbing, tender rhythm of need that 
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takes an already tense body to new levels of sensitivity. The taste of diesel finally vanishes, replaced
by whiskey, mouth pushed into hers, kiss blossoming into sensation now desperately craved.

It has been a very long time since an orgasm happened without electronic aid but she's very close as
body begins to shudder, internal spasm and external fire colliding, losing ability to remain silent as 
desperate gasps echo around the dense stone walls, hearing Bond cry out before a sudden burst of 
electronic noise. As her orgasm fades, Ronni grasps the uplink has gone, satellite inexorable in its 
movement across the Earth, and she's laughing at the ridiculousness of the life she'd wanted so 
badly for so long. 

As the adrenaline quietly dissipates, sleep embraces a body beyond exhausted.

==

On the other side of the planet, Bond opens eyes, swearing in his head across several disparate 
languages. The uplink died nearly fifteen minutes ago but he doesn't want to move, can't as the 
memory of the kevlar corset consumes all rational thought. It is the only thing Ronni has worn in 
his dreams since Venice, accentuation of curve from ribcage through waist to hip: hands at first 
trace smoothness, silken fabric under sensitised fingertips, warmth of body as he controls, 
manipulates. Heels set her just at the height required to penetrate, fucking without pressure, 
focussing purely on friction. For a man who loves definition, this stopped being animal a long time 
ago. It's not sex either, and the word he'd willingly utter suddenly alters an entire landscape.

Accepting love for this woman makes the whole world a very different place.

Body remains unsatisfied, groin still primed and aching despite two orgasms in under an hour: the 
last time he did this for real was with the woman who's insane half brother has now murdered to the
top job in the western world's most notorious criminal organisation. It's a memory he's well on the 
way to erasing, but will need work, and not simply by the redefinition of this relationship. Veronica 
had become arbiter not simply for his ashes, but their future, multiple points of connection to begin 
a mission combined. His life had been returned by her: after penance for a decade of sins it seemed 
only appropriate to offer himself to another's care, once and for all.

004 was determined, brilliant, funny and utterly dedicated, without equal since Vesper. No, she was 
better, because Lynd had deceived: Flemming's honesty was both refreshing and beautiful. He 
doesn't care that for a third time hand grasps engorged flesh and that he's allowing imagination to 
blossom, wondering if she's still doing the same, in the abandoned farmhouse on the western Italian 
border. He imagines her still naked, lying alone, fingers insider her own body, thumb stroking in a 
slow, firm rhythm outside, and his whole body shudders with the thought of someone else's arousal.

Then he detaches from the Hotel, focusing solely on imagination merged with history: wearing just 
his dress shirt, hips pinning to the bed, rocking backwards and forwards, audible gasp as he recalls 
the skill at her internal control. He tries to postpone the orgasm but it's arrival is instant, panting for
air as he comes, hard and long, feeling body ache with a memory he'd forgotten. That first night 
together, in the dark, making him talk when he'd normally just fuck. Pushing him as she had every 
day since: always questions; thoughts and queries, assessment meshed with consideration.

She made him laugh in a way he couldn't remember with anyone else, reflecting back his outlook, 
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questioning attitude at every opportunity. It isn't just her body he craves but the mind that it carries,
because when both exist in his grasp there is nothing else he needs to be happy. Once upon a time 
he'd not grasp that significance, but now the truth is inescapable. This is the only person he never 
compromised to prove a point, or succumbed to under pressure. This woman was unique, had made 
him something better; rediscovery of soul thought ruptured forever.

Bond's not sure how he exists when they take the designation away, but understands that if he is to 
survive after all of this is done, someone is needed to help maintain an equilibrium. In forty-eight 
years on the planet, only one person had ever fitted that bill so completely, and now he grasps that 
should he tell that woman that he loved her, this would effectively destroy the life worked so hard to
create. There has to be a better way, and he needs to find it when all this is done.

For now, her future is what keeps him moving forward.
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SIX.

I avoid your gaze
I turn out of phase

A pawn into a queen

==

Life has become a series of random moments with transportation as the constant: Bond likes to 
imagine them set to music, as if this were some sweeping drama in which he is simply an extra and 
never the lead. Today that means Ride of the Valkyries as this RAF Merlin helicopter skirts a still 
sleeping Thai coastline, heading to a hastily-rescheduled debriefing on HMS Ocean. Felix looks 
decidedly queasy opposite, holding far too tightly to the support straps, while 007 is the undisputed 
owner of controlled yet dismissive languor. He hates flying with a passion, mostly because in 90% 
of cases he's not the one behind the stick. If he pushes the point and can sit up front, it becomes a 
tolerable distraction. The desire to do so has slowly begun to rise, as that allows total control and 
no-one else in the equation. Next time, he'll pull rank and do just that.

Things get considerably more bearable when he spies Moneypenny in McQueen on the deck of the 
carrier, Charlie LaCroix's nondescript khaki shorts plus Hawaiian shirt amazingly not an utter 
fashion disaster. Bond is smiling despite himself, as realisation dawns there's pleasure seeing them 
both, that this means after refuelling and meetings there'll be conversation and catchup on the way 
to their final rendezvous. Travelling with both will be good for everyone.

Stepping out of the Merlin, Moneypenny salutes as is correct, because he outranks her. It's become 
something of a standing joke between them, and Bond can't help but grin as formal becomes a hug 
that's been sorely missed.

'At ease, Moneypenny and who told Charlie that shirt was a good idea?'

'I did. I bought it for him because he could do with expanding his horizons. He's not the only one.'

Eve stares at Bond with a look he's fairly certain isn't genuine contempt, sudden wish there was 
something other than the uniform to fall back on in such situations.

'Don't let women dress you, 009, it'll undoubtedly end in tears.'

'You're better attired than anyone I know, 007, I think maybe you're setting the standard too high for
the rest of us.'

Charlie's handshake gets more confident with each meeting and Bond's watching Felix 
reacquainting himself with solid ground and 003, more pleasure at both than he'd expect from an ex 
CIA operative. These people were far more emotional and distinct than 007 had ever realised: had it
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always been this way? At what point had this job stopped being simply a means to an end? Perhaps 
they weren't the problem: maybe he'd never taken the time to notice their frailties before. When he 
thinks about how pale and tense Ronni had seemed even over a camera the night before...

'James?'

Eve is staring, head tipped, and this is the moment to share specifically edited news of his 
conversation over the uplink with the group.

'I spoke to Veronica last night.'

At the use of her name Charlie is immediately alert: Bond understands that he'll be quizzed by 
various people on what took place. It is effortless to remove emotion from the situation, but her 
fragility bothers him, even in the heat of early morning. Waking alone never used to be an issue, but
now there's a preferable alternative, that ought to be the default.

'How's 004 doing?'

'Not well. She's struggling mentally, I'd be lying if I said I wasn't concerned about her welfare. Now
we know where Christian is heading, I'm going to suggest to London they let her and Q come 
home.'

'I'll happily second that, we really need them both back with us, assuming the plan now is to go for 
Spectre's throat. Oh, and for the record? You're really lucky to have Ronni here to save your ass. I 
promised her I'd tell you that and I have, and now I need more caffeine to get through Tanner's 
debrief than I suspect this boat's currently carrying.'

Taking the luggage without a word, Leiter's already steering LaCroix away, smile reminding that 
payment remains due for standing 'guard' the night before. The noise of the Carrier's only brief 
distraction: Eve takes his hand, pulling 007 away from activity plus the previous evening's 
concerns, back to their moment.

'She's going to be fine, and we'll all support the move to push for her return. You said it yourself, 
she's stronger than all of us. Ronni will cope, and be back before you know it.'

'I never really considered the consequences of this life before until it got taken out of my hands. I 
hate not being able to help her.'

'But you do, without even realising. Without you, she's just not complete. That's why this 
relationship works so well.'

Bond wants to ask at what point his life became public property, but already knows the answer. 
What is required now is free time and privacy, and neither will be forthcoming in the immediate 
future. However he is an expert at patience, and will wait, doing his utmost to get Ronni in from the
field as soon as is conceivably possible.

==
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The view across the foothills of the Alps is truly glorious: it seems the right moment to break from 
their progress, and so Ronni and Q pick a vista over which to enjoy the last of their leftovers from 
the night before. There's an optimism in them both since she woke naked, morning wash in freezing
stream water distinctly less stressful than previous days, and it's all because his voice still whispers 
in her mind, calm confidence that makes the day brighter and concerns lessen. Ronni closes her 
eyes and imagines James, sitting as they eat, quiet acceptance she'd not want Q to be somewhere 
else when this happened. It isn't 007's intimacy lost in her equation, far from it. Moneypenny should
be here, Charlie too.

She misses her friends far more than at first grasped. As the remains of the stew becomes an early 
lunch, it isn't just her with the problem either. Q's desire to to be anywhere but in the field has 
become abundantly apparent.

'I yearn for the hum of servers, random conversations as one passes from place to place. I'd kill for a
decent cup of coffee. Lying in bed on a Sunday morning with Sherlock and Adler competing for 
attention… and talking to Alex, I miss him most of all. This keeps me tied to the hope that I'll get 
the word sooner rather than later. With the last of Beam's files I can understand both translated and 
uploaded yesterday? My work here is effectively done. I think I'd like to go home too.'

Q's face is thinner, tanned and reassuringly calm as he meets her gaze, and Ronni leans back against
the tree that stops her from slipping down the mountain. Given the choice, she'd fail medicals and 
stay behind a desk for months, but knows enough about herself to grasp that desire would also be 
short-lived. Variety and constant movement are always craved, yet one place remains inescapable 
as her home.

'I really miss London. I never knew how much the noise and grime soothed me. I'm not sure I'll ever
be truly comfortable in the great outdoors.'

'You couldn't get used to Scotland?'

There's a hint of a smile on Andrew's lips: Ronni laughs, understanding after the night before that he
had decided at least one relationship was no longer just field work or relaxation.

'Carnagie pretty much destroyed any affinity I had with the Highlands for good. If James wants me 
to visit, he's going to have to rebuild Skyfall with far better central heating.'

'I wonder if he'd want to go back there himself. Remind me when I see him next to ask.'

Then there is vibration on Ronni's left leg followed by a moment of disbelief as it's apparent that 
someone other than her handler is attempting communication. Pulling out the phone, simple 
message that awaits has Bond's fingerprints all over it:

White Queen: Game Over, await Transport.

She hands the phone to Q who stares at the words before laughing himself, and Ronni grasps it's 
been weeks since that happened. Even at her 'party' last night he'd been quiet, more reserved than 
normal, and it will be the manner of their recall that's entertained, more than expected. She has to 
ask why, just so he'll be forced to explain.
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'Since when did this become your call sign, Andrew?'

'I found it amusing when suggesting I be allowed in the field. It thumbs one's nose at the 
establishment in quite the rebellious fashion. I'm becoming a fan of the small gesture to make a 
point. You know, if we push we can be inside French airspace by sunset. Once there, extraction 
becomes considerably simpler for everybody.'

Q is up, suddenly the one ready to move forward and home, fuelled by the need to return to a life he
understandably misses. For a second however, Ronni isn't sure: she might hate being here, but 
returning home isn't a given, because a great many things will need to be dealt with and right now, 
that's not exactly reassurance. Then there is Andrew, squatting in her eyeline, concern all too 
obvious.

'I know how tired you are, how much there is in your mind to reconcile, and once we return to the 
Real World there are decisions to make I suspect you have no wish to consider. But until Christian 
Swann is eliminated, many lives remain in danger. We will take this one step at a time, like we did 
when you trained. Don't worry about the next day's tasks, let us finish this one first, together and 
strong.'

His hand pulls her to standing, arms wrap around tense shoulders, and the hug is welcomed, 
accepted without a word. Then he is standing, waiting for rucksack to be placed before they walk 
side by side up to the rough mountain path to continue the journey west. Ronni lets everything fall 
from her mind, focusing simply on the journey, one foot in front of the other. Everything else, as Q 
quite rightly points out, can wait for tomorrow.

==

From the air it's impossible to see their landing site, and this is beginning to cause Bond some 
concern. The helicopter's flight from Geneva had been without incident but now nerves were 
outweighing calm, despite having pretty much commanded the pilot's chair. Their destination is the 
French Government's brand new and extremely secret National Security HQ south of Paris, except 
he can't see it, and there's absolutely nothing on radar. Nobody else appears to know it's here either,
obscured from every commercial map, construction so shrouded in rumours that no-one is prepared 
to discuss anything in public.

Except it is here: GPS tells him that fact, Tanner's already in place inside with Ops and Acquisitions
in tow, one of their team having handed over his control from the base's dedicated traffic tower. If 
Felix were here and not flying south for a pick-up task he'd be the natural person to ask, because 
007 accepts Leiter just knows everything and he's missing something obvious. Normally it would be
effortless to bluff his way out of the situation… but not today. He's not the only person for whom 
alarm bells are ringing.

'According to the beacon, that forest over there is our recently constructed 125 billion Euro 
destination. Except I think we're missing something. Like the entrance, perhaps?'

LaCroix is riding shotgun and stares from the Merlin's passenger window, obviously perturbed. 
When Charlie is nervous he doesn't shut up, but goes the other way, something Moneypenny 
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mentioned during their brief stay in Thailand. Normally this would bother 007 but amazingly, he's 
quite happy with the noise.

'This is where we need Q to explain what's shaking, 'cause I think we both missed a call. Eve, you 
know everything there is to know about everything, right?'

003 has been sitting quietly behind them, head in a laptop, and only now looks up with what James 
is pretty sure is deliberate innocence.

'Actually, Charlie -'

'Don't mansplain me, just accept the guys didn't do the homework and we're both willing to 
acknowledge you're better prepared. Why can't we see the base yet, because it is here, right?'

'White Knight, this is White King, proceed to south west entrance and await permission to land, 
over.'

The welcome reassurance of Tanner's voice proves they are where they should be, even if that's 
confusing at best. Bond confirms the instruction before coming to hover at the edge of the forest, 
looking down at a sea of dense firs, trying to work out where exactly in the south east he's supposed
to even aim for. Without the contacts he's wearing the whole of below would be a massive blur to 
begin with, secret that will only remain that way for so long. Eventually, James will have to admit 
age has poleaxed him, effectively rendering the senior agent unfit for active service. For now, he's 
happy to pretend he's in charge yet allow Eve control of exposition.

'Under the forest there's a camouflage system that uses a series of modules which look like cells in a
honeycomb. They're constructed to be warmed or cooled individually, allowing different heat 
signatures to be projected, disguising the structure beneath. From the air, it allows the facility to 
remain effectively invisible. There's a gap at six o'clock that resembles a couple of fallen trees, head
for that.'

Charlie's hands are in the air, all expressive exasperation, and Bond has to suppress a smile before 
deciding to break the self-imposed silence.

'Don't you get fed up of always being right, Moneypenny?'

'Not when I know I'm the only one reading briefing documents, 007.'

The woman's back to the laptop as Bond recalls the papers on progressive structural camouflage had
been seen, but he wasn't paying attention at the time, mostly because Madeline had distracted from 
process. Fortunately for him, 003 always went the extra mile: on cue a hole has appeared, exactly as
explained, where the forest stopped being natural and became anything but. Large metallic 
hexagonal segments are exposed, reminiscent of a beehive, right up until the moment where they 
begin to slide and separate, oddly satisfying in their movement across, down then away.

'Okay that's really cool.'

Charlie is staring, mouth open, as the world tessellates away beneath them, hole created big enough 



119

to fit the Merlin. Bond's not often impressed by technology, but even he has to admit this is beyond 
anything current government has invested in anywhere else, and makes Nine Eyes look like the 
work of a particularly selfish and spoilt child. The French are a long way ahead of the curve, and 
now the enthusiasm to work with them from Paris and not oversee operations from London 
becomes more understandable.

As the helicopter enters this shielded space, Bond understands exactly why M has bought them 
here.

==

Waking with a start, SIG P226 already in hand, Ronni's fallen asleep on watch. It's almost dawn, 
grey light rapidly diminishing, humidity a clear sign they'd have another uncomfortable day 
travelling. There is the sound of a vehicle, far distance, possibly a truck. It's perhaps just early 
morning traffic this high up the mountain, but 004 wants to be sure. As she moves to standing her 
leg vibrates: Q's awake, texting from his tent, aware of the noise and keeping silent.

As she turns to look back at the camp, alert rapidly evolves into surprise; no more need to remain 
silent

'You can come out Q, make sure you the bring the laptop. We appear to have had an overnight 
delivery.'

There's the sounds of him dressing, trousers and shirt, boots slipped on unlaced as he emerges into 
the dawn clearly still half asleep: computer under his arm as he scrabbles for glasses, to be sure 
there's no mistake.

'Maybe it's a late birthday gift?'

'Well it's a little early for Christmas, wouldn't you say?'

Ronni stares at the Arctic White Renault Megane that's appeared by magic, sitting outside their 
makeshift camp site on the outskirts of the forest. There's just enough dirt on the paintwork to 
disguise the car as not new, mud on chrome hubcaps where it had obviously made the journey up 
the hillside in darkness. Q's already sitting on a convenient tree stump, firing up his Laptop, early 
morning sun enough to power solar cells for the satellite uplink. He'll be checking the registration, 
I'll pack up the tents. Ronni's working on instinct after two months, no need to even second guess 
her partner's thought processes. They've become that well attuned now that often communication is 
unnecessary.

'That's our transport organised: this car's registered to a very specific address in Paris. The Palais du
Justice, which means it should be a French secret service vehicle. If it is genuine, you'll find the 
keys hidden in a special space on the driver's side wheel arch.'

Going to check Q is indeed correct, inside the small space are keys and a folded piece of paper, on 
which co-ordinates are scribbled. Handing the communication over, her partner's three steps ahead 
of her, and smiles as a map of Europe fills the battered Laptop's screen.
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'I find it reassuring that even after all this time the right people are still playing by the rules, 004. I 
guessed where we're going and I was right: all the way north, co-ordinates are for a town called 
Mauchamp south of Paris on the N20.'

'Anything changed between last night and today?'

'News media this morning doesn't show anything untoward, there's not been a major incident for the
best part of a week – hold on, what on Earth's this?'

Ronni comes to squat by the screen, suddenly curious as to what has caught Q's attention. He's 
called up the BBC News website, on which is featured an article from the French newspaper Le 
Monde. At its head is a stylised cartoon of a woman and man, both holding a European flag aloft. 
The Internet had been gripped by reports of these two impromptu vigilantes intervening in 
situations, saving lives and breaking apart known centres of criminal activity from as far away as 
Venice.

'La Femme et le Fils. Oh my. Is that cartoon supposed to be-'

'Us. Yes, I believe so. That's what Charlie Hebdo does best. Satire and political comment.'

Ronni suppresses a laugh, reading the report. Their efforts to destabilise Spectre had gone anything 
but unnoticed in the previous months: the French press seizing on their subversion with enthusiasm.
Reports of their actions to save lives and not take them, acting with kindness over violence. Grainy 
CCTV footage that existed but was never good enough to offer a positive identification. There was 
even video from Marc, who described the liberation of his gear as a life-changing occurrence, that 
Ronni's arrival and intervention had made him consider his choices and had prompted a radical 
change in outlook.

'We weren't that obvious, were we?'

'Absolutely not, Q. This will be intentionally engineered by London, co-ordinating with the French 
authorities. They're using us as propaganda, a metaphor, and not just our actions either. These 
mentions of similar acts of defiance from south east Asia to eastern Europe, starting in Bangkok.'

'007, 003 and 009's efforts, all similarly glamorised.'

'You see the author of this report in Le Monde?'

'Danielle Barras. Why is that name familiar?'

'Because your predecessor created her, she's a cover, coded message. The initials DB stand for-?'

'Deuxième Bureau, the old name for the French Secret Service. This is the communication system 
the Americans use in covert ops, I wonder if -'

'This is a risky move, Q. We're very much in plain sight again. That means -'

'Spectre will also be aware the deception is at an end. Let's hope that we've been suitably prepared 



121

for that eventuality.'

Q takes the keys from Ronni's hand, puts down the laptop and goes to the back of the Megane, 
popping the boot without a thought. He stares for a moment and then smiles, broader than she's seen
in many weeks. Reaching in, from the car is pulled a large flask, which he unscrews without a 
thought, sniffing the still steaming contents with a look of unmitigated pleasure.

'Colombian Roast, Vanilla essence. I'm more than prepared to be a target with a decent cup of coffee
in me, Flemmings.'

004 walks to the back of the car, and stares in mounting joy at their supplies: fresh food and water, 
plus replacement clothing. The Walther illuminates in her grip immediately, and is all the 
confirmation needed, London wanted them back in the game. Hidden beneath the clothing is an 
impressive amount of field equipment, plus two very compact and clearly powerful sub automatic 
weapons. She hands Q a fresh Beretta, pulling him briefly from his coffee. The displeasure this 
causes raises a laugh, despite herself.

'Can a civil servant at least have a decent breakfast and find a roadside shower before you start 
arming him, Ronni?'

'I'm sorry, Q. Old habits die hard.'

'I know, and without you I'd be dead many times over. However, just this once, let's pretend we're 
not secret agents and just have breakfast.'

This morning, there is no argument with the suggestion.

==

Tanner's nervous, staring at his team in the cold Mess Hall: he can't help but wish someone else was
in charge of motivational speeches. M had told him, politely yet firmly, that there came a time in 
every politician's life where you had to grasp the nettle: enough people could be inspired only once 
your own rhetoric was believed. Then Will understood the problem: he didn't enjoy exploitation. 
After that he'd politely asked his boss that if they needed speeches before major missions, then it 
was probably an idea to employ someone who could lie better than he could.  Nervous beyond 
expectation, struggling with his French to communicate quickly with the base's employees, the 
Chief of Staff hasn't had nearly enough coffee to stand here and do anything convincingly at 
6.45am.

At the back of the stark, functional room, M leans next to stacks of unused chrome chairs, watching 
with what could easily be amusement as their disparate teams stand waiting. The youngsters are 
furiously comparing notes like there's no tomorrow, Emmanuel able to watch and type on a tablet 
without breaking eye contact, Lizzie Mayer using an old style pad and paper. The three wise women
are together as a group, Naomi the designated stenographer as Rachel converses quietly with Grace.
Then, off to one side are the 00's, except Bond who stands at distance, overseeing the entire group. 
What started as a dispassionate attitude seems to be altering, evolving into an understanding that 
someone other than management needs to get the ball rolling. It is him who makes eye contact, 
purposefully approaching Will with a look that he's pretty certain 007's never used in his presence.
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If Tanner didn't know better, he'd say there's more than a measure of sympathy in Bond's regard.

'I have an idea for the briefing, and you look distinctly uncomfortable having to do this.'

'I'm certainly not Q, that much is certain.'

'Permission to take over and direct the floor, Sir.'

'Granted, 007, and I'm suddenly interested where this is going.'

As the Chief of Staff stands aside he's summarily deafened: Bond puts fingers in mouth and 
whistles with a volume that brings everyone's attention to him. Without a word, 007's managed 
more than Tanner could hope for: offering the floor providing welcome means to an end.

'This isn't going to work. Teams don't form cliques, that's what we have here. Everybody around this
table, please.'

Nine pairs of eyes stare with a range of responses, but nobody argues. The largest space is filled in 
short order and when everyone is settled, Tanner stands well back, reinforcing acquiescence. Bond 
then turns to him and stares, before asking a question a very long way from what is expected.

'We've had a love hate relationship over the years, you say that's a fair assessment, Tanner?'

'007… this is… yes, we have.'

'You find me frustrating, don't you? Self absorbed, unable to do as I'm told?'

'What's your point, Bond?'

'Sometimes it takes someone to come along and shake up the world view for everyone to instigate 
real change. Q did that for me to begin with, made me look outside what I did and how I acted, and 
then when Veronica slammed into everybody's lives, it redefined how a lot of this stuff actually 
functioned. In fact, if you're honest with yourselves, nobody here would be sitting in this briefing 
with exception of the senior management were it not for 004.'

Regarding the room, nods and body language confirm that Bond's comment has touched a nerve. 
The use of Flemmings as catalyst is already having the required effect.

'We'd all like Q up here to confirm what needs to be done this morning but it's unnecessary, because 
he's taught everyone so well that you're already ahead of the game. Handlers understand their 
targets, Comms grasp what needs to be done on the ground. Tanner here would be delivering you a 
speech I'm betting he'd feel uncomfortable giving because in his mind, that's not his job anyway, it 
belongs to the man we need to make sure gets back to base safely with his 00 shadow in tow.'

He's not using Ronni as the focus, Will realises with satisfaction: Bond's taken Q to make the point 
with. 007 is being really rather clever, because then it's not just about his personal investment in this
situation. The room's energised, more focused than he'd ever manage, and M nods in appreciation of
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effort thus far.

'Without 004 and Q, we'd not be in a position to finally bring Spectre to its knees. We owe it to them
both and their work in the field to make sure this operation is conducted and completed flawlessly. 
Most importantly, only as a cohesive unit can everyone fulfil their duty successfully. Once upon a 
time the 00 section thought it could operate without support, but this is no longer either acceptable 
or fair. To survive in the modern world, everyone matters, team more significant than one man's 
ability.'

Then Bond stops, staring at the group as they radiate anticipation. Will knows this look, but has not 
seen it for some time. It was 007's response when the old M would chastise, normally with good 
reason over his reckless, individual behaviour. She was one of the few people capable of holding a 
mirror up to the flaws: the other's in a car on a French motorway with the Quartermaster beside 
her. Except now Flemmings doesn't even need to be in the room. 

This man has changed because of her, that much is abundantly obvious.

'With Rachel in charge, you people know what to do. I, however, have a lot to learn.'

The room sits quietly stunned as Bond turns and heads for the exit, jacket removed and tie being 
loosened. He's off to put on a flight suit and command a helicopter, despite his hatred of the task, 
with a focus and drive just gifted to the rest of the room. Will stands, open mouthed with 
amazement, knowing without doubt that this isn't the same man that left London in a body bag. As 
the room bursts into chatter it is Frasier who instantly stands: cementing her position as team leader,
acknowledged by 007. Almost effortlessly, this new dynamic is both reinforced and insoluble.

More importantly, the lone wolf that 007 was knows there are issues to address, a point M's 
considering as he strolls to Will's side.

'I think, once this 007 is officially inactive, we might be well advised offering him a job at the 
Barracks. He's a changed man: perhaps finally Bond's decided on a set of priorities for the future 
that don't involve him remaining solo.'

'I sense a lot of his decisions may depend on what state 004 is in on her return.'

'Indeed, Tanner. Let's hope for everybody's sake that Flemmings and her partner survive the 
morning.'

==

They were already prepared, Bond decides, sitting alone in the French Gendamerie chopper, waiting
for the okay to take off. His pep talk had been largely unnecessary, when all was said and done, yet 
someone needed to assert authority on the situation. That was normally Q's task, without either the 
need to make a scene or even draw attention to process, and he'd always assumed there was no 
place for 00 bravado in the equation. Yet somewhere between Skyfall and here, with M's final 
establishment as the man absolutely in charge, everything had changed. Before, Bond might have 
been uncomfortable with the group mentality and collective responsibility that this shift had 
produced, but not now.
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Never if Ronni was involved.

The French in his ear is acknowledged, EC 135 in the air without a thought: two Meganes weave 
below in blue and red, easy targets to shadow alone. Moneypenny and Charlie race to the motorway
in a fashion that suggests neither are attempting to compete, rather this is an exercise in alertness, 
preparing for the arrival of Ronni and Q. Tanner's handling everyone in a second language, 
confidence that Bond's not heard from the Chief of Staff since the previous M passed away: he'd 
cried at her funeral and now this doesn't seem as much of a weakness as it did before. In fact, if 007 
is honest, emotional outbursts are entirely acceptable when placed in appropriate context.

Felix has been shadowing 004 and Q's vehicle since Nice, confident promise he was more than 
capable of hiding in plain sight using a Tahiti Blue Lamborghini Countach, remaining hangover 
from his time with the CIA. Having him in position means contacts are already highlighted, Tanner 
swiftly marking five vehicles of interest on their way to intercept his mission. These Meganes are 
pretty useful for production model cars, the French being quite keen on internal augmentation 
whenever possible. Alex Dubois made that happen, and is riding shotgun with Leiter, position the 
senior Gendamarie Technical Director requested with some forcefulness. It is apparent that Bond is 
not the only person with more than a professional interest in the day's outcome, and that's a change 
for the better. Q commands a great deal of loyalty in both friends and lovers, it transpires, and it 
isn't just the 00 Section that stands to be damaged should the Arctic White Megane not survive the 
journey.

The brief is clear: he's observing, team on the ground very much in charge. Except Bond's been 
doing this long enough to know that's never how things work out, a fact he's certain Ronni's already 
grasped. As a 00 one never assumes that anyone is 100% capable of completing anything, therefore 
arriving prepared to cover every eventuality without a prompt. That's why he borrowed a number of
items from the French Government’s excessively stocked Armoury without a requisition form, that 
Dubois had supplied without even questioning motive. He knew what was at stake if Spectre got to 
their lovers before they could, and understood that after months in hiding, response times would be 
down and mistakes were possible. James would only act if circumstances demanded, and as a result 
left theatre very much in Ronni's care.

As he comes to hover above their vehicle, already exceeding the speed limit, the first of their joint 
enemies is already attempting to run it from the road. However, as the black Range Rover comes 
close to ramming the rear of the vehicle, there is a flash of light, single shot into the engine creating 
a fireball which consumes, sending it careening off the road and into the hard shoulder before it 
comes to a stop. A second later the entire vehicle is a raging inferno, and 007's grinning broadly. 
That's Q's vehicle disabler, probably fired by the man himself, included at Bond's behest in their 
field equipment. It's still only a prototype, with a single charge: there'll need to be other ways to 
eliminate the remaining assailants. Adrenaline's coursing through a body already thrilled at every 
possibility: he's got a front row seat for the action, and as yet Ronni Flemmings has not 
disappointed. He saw her destroy Blofeld with the finesse and grandeur that the 00 Section 
demands, and expects this action sequence to be no different. However, she remains an agent 
nowhere near 100% fit and that if that's the case, there may yet be the requirement for support.

He had her back, until the day they both died: owing her twice in that regard simply kept him 
keener than Bond would ever need.
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==

Ronni's unable to shake her pursuer, and it is becoming a problem.

She was expecting gunfire but instead this individual seems utterly determined to concentrate on 
making her drive into someone else on the motorway. It is almost as if the brief is to ensure there's 
no civilian loss of life and only she and Andrew are casualties: the driver is insanely good and 
however fast and clever 004 remains, she cannot shake them. Attempts to hack the Range Rover's 
electronics are also proving fruitless, Q swearing quietly under his breath as they weave through 
traffic.

'We have a problem. French Police have closed the motorway, there are queues coming up. I think 
maybe our pursuer knows this and is just waiting for us to hit the traffic.'

Up ahead the overhead signs indeed proclaim a reduction in speed, and already vehicles are 
beginning to slow. Ronni pushes right, heading for what passes for hard shoulder on this section of 
road, knowing it could vanish without warning at any time. As the traffic begins to concertina to 
stationary she's going far too fast, and her assailant is closing, a roadblock ahead leaving a gap she'll
be lucky to manage at this speed, and one the Range Rover certainly won't complete. Her options 
are vanishing too fast and 004 knows she's out of time, needing to either commit to the tarmac or 
take her chances off road. Brain stutters, sudden fear she's called it wrong, everything slowing to a 
point of potential collision. Except suddenly, blissfully, the Police car on the inside lane moves 
away as a massive explosion destroys her pursuer behind without warning.

In the rear view mirror, backup appears on cue.

==

A sticky explosive hits the Range Rover's roof, exploding seven seconds later with satisfying power.
Bond's understanding of motion and mechanics is enough to negate the fact this helicopter wasn't 
fitted with a weapon; the remote controlled detonator did the rest. He's pushing stick down hard as 
the EC-135 ascends away from a now deserted motorway: eyes aren't on the sky, instead he's back 
to the Megane as it returns to the carriageway. French Police having done their job at removing any 
chance of remaining casualties, he just needs his targets back at Base. Wheeling and returning to a 
static hover, it's a few moments to establish that car's okay: potential demise of both people he's 
become emotionally attached to comprehensively avoided.

Knowing he's not the only one who grasps the significance of timing, there's expected crackling; 
interference static across the headset. Then comes the familiar voice in his ear on cue, enough to set 
Bond grinning.

'Thank you, 007. Nobody does dramatic entrances quite like you do.'

'You're welcome, Q. Always a pleasure to cover your back. Also impressed you're able to hack 
encrypted comms whilst in a moving vehicle.'

'I will have a quiet word with the French on my return, because if I can decrypt at 150 kilometers 
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per hour, there's probably a few loopholes in the system that require closing.'

'I'd expect nothing less. In your own way, you're as much of a showman as I am.'

'Why, thank you, I'm taking that as the compliment it undoubtedly is. I think it's high time we all 
went home, don't you?'

'Is she okay?'

James wants to know, needs to hear her voice but is aware of the concentration required to have 
negotiated the previous flashpoint after an extended period in the field. He knows only too well how
exhausted Ronni will be. Normally this could be considered as weakness but Bond understands 
what's at stake: history won't remember either beginning or end, only that this mission succeeded. 
His concern however is a world away from issues of national security: it matters most that her 
absence makes chest ache along with groin. Like the incurable romantic he undoubtedly is, there 
was the hope she'd reach out… yet the silence speaks volumes.

'We'll see you back at base. Should probably call ahead first and check they're expecting us.'

The alarm bells that rang in Bangkok are louder, more strident, and Bond interprets the comment 
completely. He has to get back on the ground, ready to support Ronni when she'll need it most of 
all. If, as hoped, Flemmings becomes the next owner of his number, it is time to ensure she's as 
complete as humanly possible.

It's his job, after all, to make her stronger.

==

The applause from the room over Bond's entrance has faded yet Tanner's still grinning broadly. This
particular 007's arrogance and bravado in the field will be missed, but Ronni's more than a worthy 
successor to his title. 003 and 009 are eliminating the last two enemy pieces on the board, Range 
Rovers effectively disabled and left for the French Police to mop up. There have been fatalities, of 
course, mercifully none of them civilian: that as progress was infinitely preferable to slaughter on 
the scale Spectre had dictated.

'White King, this is White Queen, requesting clarification of game status, over.'

Q's voice fills the room and from the corner of his eye Tanner sees Rachel begin to cry, tears of joy 
as it becomes apparent the deception was really that: the worst kept secret in the room blown to hell
and beyond. He's worried that there's not been a word from Flemmings, that her effective partner is 
the one doing all the talking, but in the end she'd never been as verbally demonstrative as the 
teachers. That banter was seldom for an audience, only apparent when you got Ronni alone. In 
some ways 004's a world away from 007's arrogant destructiveness or Q's clever observance, but 
honestly at this point he doesn't care.

Having them all safe is what matters most of all.

'White Queen, this is White King, Checkmate. I say again, Checkmate.'
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'Copy White King, both pieces have ended the game. Returning to base. White Queen out.'

Suddenly Tanner's being hugged, a surprise until he grasps it's Grace, smile broader than he can 
ever remember, before planting a kiss to his cheek with a force that makes him grin.

'You're a fucking terrible actor, Will, and frankly nobody cares. You can stay just the way you are.'

As he willingly returns the ex-00 agent's embrace, Tanner's already looking forward to having 
everyone back together under the same roof.

==

Ronni's breathing has returned to something approximating normal, motorway now devoid of traffic
on both sides. They're coming close to the rendezvous point specified and yet there's nothing 
anywhere to suggest an exit or indeed intended direction, only Bond's helicopter keeping watch 
from above. Then in the rear view are two cars, approaching at speed. Q doesn't even bother looking
up from his laptop, fresh confidence apparent as he explains their next move.

'Charlie is red, Eve is blue, and they're our escort. Normally we'd do this by air but as nobody is 
watching? There's a turning not marked on the maps coming up that was used during construction. 
We're going in the back door: Tanner's opening it now.'

The two Meganes come to flank and Ronni's staring with surprise at Moneypenny, wearing a smile 
she's never seen before, and it registers that perhaps this woman cares about welfare and is pleased 
to see her. It's not politeness, this is genuine pleasure, the same true of Charlie whose grin is oddly 
infectious. The cheesy thumbs up he then offers to them both is met by a smile she's not managed 
since the days after first becoming 004. Unexpected warmth in Ronni's chest flares, emotion 
forgotten yet vitally important, and there are tears that are a complete surprise.

Her friends are here to take them home.

Up ahead a large billboard for French Police recruitment is moving, clearly on some kind of 
automated track, revealing freshly laid tarmac behind. Eve slips in front and Charlie behind and the 
three of them are onto a road pushing away from the motorway, almost immediately hidden from 
sight by dense fir trees and camouflage netting. Ronni's curiosity is already piqued, that the forest is
incredibly well planted and anything but random: these trees are almost regimented in their 
placement. Ahead there's what worryingly appears to be a sudden and solid obstacle, road coming 
to an end shortly before a large and steep drop, and yet Eve's not slowing down. Interest is rapidly 
evolving into concern, pushing 004 to ask the question.

'Q, where are we going?'

'You didn't read the briefing document on the new French Security HQ, did you?'

'I was sulking over Bond. It was only a momentary incident of rebellion.'

'Then you need to trust me and just keep driving.'
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Ronni's beginning to panic until the scene in front of them flickers, before suddenly vanishing, the 
most realistic of virtual backdrops. Instead of dense forest on either side of the steep drop there's 
large metal hexagons, melting into each other almost as if they were liquid. The path opens, large 
man-made tunnel as the three cars enter together, Bond above them and quickly away towards the 
light. In seconds the tunnel's vanished, and Ronni is momentarily stunned by what she sees. Q's 
smile is broad and comes from months of knowing only of the possibility of this place: seeing it for 
real is enough to render him temporarily breathless.

'You see, 004, it isn't just the enemy that gets the secret hidden lair any more. The French decided to
throw away the rule book and build this in plain sight, then wait until someone noticed it. As of yet, 
amazingly, nobody has, which is impressive considering what they've constructed.'

The structure they are now hurtling towards is beyond huge, solid and towering; circular edifice of 
glass and metal that could be a space craft, or perhaps some kind of self-contained city. Surrounding
it are hangars and communication installations, plus what is quite obviously a sizeable power plant. 
Ronni now wishes she'd been paying attention, reminder to catch up once time allowed, because 
something this astonishing demanded more than simply passing interest. To have built this in secret 
and have no-one aware of its presence was, it had to be said, an achievement of significant 
proportions.

'Solar power makes this entire facility self-sustaining, and any excess energy is quietly slipped back 
into the French power grid without anyone noticing. It's a triumph of modern Gallic construction 
and engineering. Alex has spent many hours explaining the ins and outs of the processes.'

'He works here?'

'He designed the entire communication network from the ground up. I'm really rather looking 
forward to seeing both it and him.'

'Then you may wish to check behind us.'

The Lamborghini has appeared on cue, Felix's smile in her rear view mirror, as Charlie and 
Moneypenny accelerate away and ahead, allowing the Countach to pull alongside. It is the first time
she's seen Q this emotional, visibly moved that his lover has come to accompany them home, and as
the Tahiti Blue supercar accelerates away, Q wipes away tears. Ronni puts a hand to his leg, gentle 
squeeze bringing him back to the moment.

'I think he missed you too.'

'That he'd come out to protect me...'

'You can thank him in person, I assume that's where we're heading.'

Ronni can spy their destination, at the bottom of the southern part of the structure, large rectangular 
bay on top of which the Gendamerie helicopter now sits. There's a reception committee too, which 
would have been unheard of a year ago. Then it would have been a quiet return on a military 
transport or commercial flight, but this is different. The location, their situation… all of this is new 
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ground. It is no longer one man in his own, secret world. Everything has changed, bond of 
connection evolved from one to two, to four, eight and beyond. They are now a family, stronger 
together than would ever be possible alone. However, whether she liked it or not, Ronni was a 
performer, role model and inspiration, especially in situations like this. Looking ahead, the other 
Meganes are parallel parked with a regulation car's space with a fraction extra between bonnet and 
boot, presenting perfect opportunity for an entrance worthy of only the most competent of 00 
agents. She'd been taught to do this during her time in Orientation, had managed the 'stunt' at first 
time of asking. That had been some time ago, and with more sleep plus caffeine.

There is the briefest of glances at Q, to grasp his assent, Andrew's grin plus hand to ceiling enough 
to provide confidence to begin this manoeuvre. Flemmings handbrake turns the Megane with 
impeccable accuracy, inserting white precisely between red and blue vehicles within a hair's 
breadth, in the most extravagant manner possible. Understanding that metaphors were worth a lot 
when your peers were watching, the assembled masses burst into applause plus some very un-
British cheering. Then the car is surrounded, no idea how she goes from sitting to standing, 
embraces appearing in a blink. Charlie hugs with a joy she is happy to return, Moneypenny's 
emotion all too genuine with Q. It is Tanner however who holds Ronni the longest, and when they 
separate his delight is enough to break resolve and reduce her to tears.

Looking up in his embrace, Bond stands away from the celebrations; alone on a metal balcony, still 
in his flight suit. When he meets her gaze and smiles, only then does 004 relax.

==

The doctor has done her job and Ronni sits on the Infirmary trolley, too tired to move. The heat of a 
powerful shower had drained the last energy away and all she wants now is sleep, but knows they'll 
want to begin debriefing as soon as is conceivably possible. Stubborn dirt remains under broken and
cracked fingernails, scars on hands and arms from climbing; foraging injuries that will eventually 
fade but remain, irritating memories of the time away. After the reunions and hugs she's 
uncomfortable, itching to be isolated and quiet but aware there's a push to socialise, because of so 
long effectively alone. Except nobody comes, and Ronni begins to think maybe she's dreaming the 
calm. The last few days are a broken mind's deception: still out in the field, all this the result of 
sleep deprivation.

Bond's genie trick therefore is welcome surprise: watching from the treatment room entrance whilst 
holding a large, wide mug in his hands. The flight suit is gone, replaced by what looks like indigo 
Burberry; designer change that suits his frame. The waistcoat accentuates chest and waist that are 
undoubtedly leaner and more toned beneath the layers than she's ever seen, and even in the depths 
of fatigue an ache below her waist reminds he arouses in a manner no-one else has ever managed. 
The smell from the mug takes her back to the Barracks as kindness is presented, handing over milky
sweetness before watching her drink. It's perfect temperature too, beyond tempting to empty the 
thing in one, as it tastes so divine…

James watches, considering a thought it takes some time to finally vocalise.

'I used to sleepwalk as a boy. Skyfall wasn't exactly child friendly to begin with, my mother tried 
lots of ways to help me relax before bedtime. This was the one that worked best. My father bought 
the Vanilla pods back when he travelled. That smell's always helped make things better.'



130

He'd never, ever mentioned parents in all their time together: Ronni stares with the understanding 
that somewhere between East London and here their relationship had fundamentally altered. With 
the last of the milk finished, Bond takes away mug before scooping her off the trolley, carrying a 
beyond exhausted frame to one of the private rooms. The low metal bed he then places her on is the 
most comfortable thing Ronni can remember for a very long time.

'They can debrief after you've slept. If anyone wants you before then, they'll have to come through 
me. Take all the time you need.'

'Since when did you start making policy?'

'When you became my personal responsibility and I determined you're incapable of doing anything 
except this.'

'Did I miss another briefing?'

'No, I'm just making sure you understand just how grateful I am for you saving my life.'

'Please, don't leave.'

Ronni is suddenly, inescapably afraid: Bond stares straight into a weary soul, forehead pressed to 
hers: enough contact to reassure, knowing he'd never take advantage if she's not in control of 
herself. Jacket comes off without a word, Bally Oxfords slipped from his feet before lying down, 
wrapping himself around the body in a flimsy blue gown. There James lies, breath warm on her 
neck, as Ronni settles into this most willing of embraces.

'I'm not going anywhere, I promise.'

'You any idea how amazing you smell?'

'It's a good thing you weren't here last night, I ate garlic everything. I will admit however I made an 
effort, knowing you'd sleep better.'

'Your application to task is laudable.'

'As you and Eve are defining metrics for female agents in the field, I need to be alert. I'm guessing 
on their return not all of them would want to be held.'

'I wouldn't bet on that.'

'I'm sorry I didn't come sooner.'

'Your timing has always been impeccable. Don't ever change...'

His smell and touch are all that are needed, understanding that this is the safest she will ever be. 
Ronni gets that however much he may arouse, trust was what mattered more, in the end. When she 
woke, it would be the first time they'd just slept together without sex.
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That thought alone is enough to send her to unconsciousness at peace.

==

Bond registers relaxation, snuggling as limbs finally soften, and is suddenly conscious of just how 
exhausted Ronni really is. All the training in the world never prepares for the moment when you 
realise the game is out of your hands, and for large periods of her time in Italy, Flemmings had run 
on empty. He understands now just how much that might have cost, and that even with their virtual 
tryst this is not the same woman he knew before. The memory of Monte Carlo surfaces, night he'd 
grasped that she had become for Christian the focus of an increasingly demented obsession. That 
time needs to be dealt with by them both, but only with lots of space and comfort, on their own 
terms. That was the side to espionage nobody glamorised or wrote about, focus that created mental 
damage that could often sit for decades without detection.

He'd never wanted to talk about his family with anyone, and yet situation drew the memory out. 
Bond listens to her sleep and wonders at the ethics of giving a sedative without permission, but 
knows only too well that at the first loud noise or sudden movement she's awake, and the rest so 
badly craved just won't happen. It's not the first time he's done this and it won't be the last, yet this 
time as the micro hypodermic breaks skin there is no shake to his hands. A mental note however is 
made to tell Ronni what happened, and that if she decides in future this isn't warranted, he won't 
follow protocol.

When breathing softens further, confidence allows slow and measured extrication.

He's lacing the second shoe when Q appears, in French army fatigues, staring with a fear Bond isn't 
sure he's ever seen from the Quartermaster. He's lost weight too since the last time they met, and 
follows the man out to the Infirmary without a word.

'Shouldn't you be resting?'

'I needed to check Veronica was alright before I had dinner with Alex.'

'I just gave her a sedative. I'd suggest you take the same so at least you get uninterrupted sleep.'

'Indeed, I am aware of the studies. I am also conscious of how attached we have both become to 
004.'

Only now does Bond realise that the young man is shaking and without a thought is steering him to 
a trolley, helping him up to sit. Q has to hold his hands together, struggling to vocalise the concern.

'It was my call. I knew I wouldn't be safe without her on the ground, not with you immobilised. I 
had no idea of the consequences all this would cause.'

'You did the right thing, genuinely, of all the people you could have picked to protect you Ronni 
was absolutely the best to have at your side. She's a far more accomplished 00 than I've ever been 
because she actually cares. I realise now just how selfish I've been over the years, because it was 
simply easier than having to deal with the emotional fallout.'
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'But at what cost to her, 007? How does she survive?'

'That's what she has us for. That's the job we do for each other. Being alone is no longer an 
acceptable way of living this life, because the consequences are simply too horrendous to consider. 
You taught me that, and she gives a chance to redeem a workable future from the gutted shell of my 
past. Thank you.'

Q stares, and Bond understands that this has stopped simply being about professionalism and has 
become something more significant. He's never done male affection well and knows why: his father
never showed any, foster father far too much. As he'll have no son or heir to inherit Skyfall's ashes, 
maybe he could move the path of destiny on his own, and so he goes and hugs Q, who promptly 
breaks down in his embrace. The young man cries uncontrollably into his shoulder, and then Bond 
truly understands just how much has been lost to Spectre's ridiculous tirade of revenge.

It is time these theatrics finally were bought to an end.
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SEVEN

I've made my bed
And I'm lying in it

But it's eating me up

==

Bond wakes alone; ache within as this registers a pleasant surprise.

He'd returned to the Infirmary after a secondary debrief, checking on Veronica's well being, 
expecting the Base's doctor to chase him away: instead she'd dimmed lights and shut down the unit. 
An hour had been spent simply revelling in Flemming's calm before stripping, slipping back around
a semi naked form he doubts will ever become boring or familiar. She fitted perfectly under the 
crook of a willing arm; shifting slightly, allowing body to be embraced. In sleep his name is 
whispered not in passion but simply as recognition, welcome reminder of the first morning they 
woke together in his flat. Pimlico seems a very long way away right now, place he'll want them both
to redecorate on their return, eradicating Madeline's influence forever. She'll suggest simple colours,
nothing pastel or floral, understated yet comforting. Bond will be happy to let her make those 
decisions.

Staring at the Infirmary ceiling, 007 also acknowledges that sleeping in contact lenses is not 
something he wants to continue entertaining long term. Keeping up the deception is becoming as 
tiresome as having to ensure Gregory understands that his mental health is being addressed, with 
due diligence. It was unfortunate the revelation over issues with his learning curve was made in 
front of the entire Operations and Acquisitions department plus two members of senior 
management. In fairness, it had been a surprise to him too. Next time, James will make sure both 
place and time are suitably considered. For now, hunger is the most pressing concern, sudden urge 
for Eggs Benedict being distracted by the unmistakeable smell of fresh pastry…

Turning on this uncomfortable infirmary bed, there's a simple wooden tray spied atop an instrument 
trolley. Coffee and cream are both fresh, patisserie recently made but most welcome of all is the 
note, written on what looks like the back of a temperature chart. For a moment he's back in London,
morning after they'd stopped being colleagues and became lovers. Again there's chastisement, 
stupidity in forgetting everything important when adopting Mr White's dying wish as a misguided 
mission brief. It takes a second for eyes to focus, even with lenses, allowing her words to settle in 
his heart and make sense. Veronica's brilliance is undoubtedly reinvention, improvement plus 
refinement as the 00 section evolves around her.

'To the final eradication of pointless metaphors.'

James laughs, knowing the last mission carrying his 00 designation had already begun.



134

==

Leaning back in the Command Centre chair, Flemmings waits for her immediate superior to 
consider the question. She'd woken in Bond's arms, realising in a moment of full-blown revelation 
there was no time to sleep, recover or indeed indulge. 00 status was job and life: both had connected
in a heartbeat to the single, intractable objective: complete your mission brief. Right now that 
meant as long as Christian Swann lived, she didn't rest. The first thought after finding clothing to 
replace the hospital gown was inescapable: complete your task alone, but then had come another 
moment of consideration; plan scrubbed before it began.

This mission had never only been hers to begin with.

That meant locating the spaciously, awe-inspiring Central Control unit, before impressing the on-
duty staff both of position and significance. Then this space was commandeering, trusted team 
called together. Q was with Alex, deserving all the downtime he could possibly be afforded, so this 
time she began with Will, who in turn had suggested that Frasier be included, followed closely by 
Curtis to act as note taker and impartial third party.

Four hours later that impromptu conversation had morphed into a full-blown debrief.

Tanner's as casual as she's ever seen him: jeans, trainers plus an England Rugby shirt. Rachel is still 
in blue silk PJ's and dressing gown, Emmanuel wearing the sweats he'd been exercising in at one of 
the Tower's gym suites when summoned. All three have sat and listened as everything has fallen 
out, 004 not afraid to be both vulnerable and brutal when required, and once the details of her exile 
were covered, focus had immediately shifted to present requirements. Everybody except her knew 
where Swann was hiding, or else the whole operation would already be moving back to London. 
What Ronni needed most of all was to be allowed an opportunity to finish the task her fellow 00's 
had started, but Tanner would not give the okay until he believed her 100% capable. Convincing 
him was proving more difficult than expected.

'This breaks pretty much every protocol we have, 004, but you know that.'

'If this was Bond, Will, Flemmings wouldn't even have asked. She'd be out there already, alone, and 
we'd be playing catch up.'

Frasier's been quietly supporting her for the last hour and the comment is meant to do just that, but 
it irritates Ronni in a manner that is a surprise. Maybe because she knows Bond now, almost as well
as herself, and that agent would not be working alone.

'The old 007, perhaps, but not now. He's changed, and is becoming more like 004, at least in my 
eyes. It proves Q's point that everyone works better as a unit, Sir.'

Emmanuel's said virtually nothing in the last thirty minutes, and to have him chip in at this point is 
significant. Will gets up from the desk he's been sitting on, going over to the younger man who is 
using one of the Base's terminals to make notes.

'That's undeniably true, Curtis. I'll have to wake the old man for a final okay regardless, and I doubt 
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he'd object considering the way you handled yourself yesterday, but I know you, Ron. All those 
years in Acquisitions counts for something, without needing Gregory here. Can you do this?'

Ronni knows the license to kill was part of the uniform, as much as the evening dress or sidearm. 
She has no fear in the kill, only around consequences, yet he was right. Part of her would always 
want a better way, but not with this man.

'I need to eliminate him before there's a chance for Spectre to regroup, Will. He has to be removed 
from the equation.'

'You're sure execution is the best way?'

'We cannot show leniency, not with what we know he's done. He needs to die in theatre, preferably 
with an audience. Swann lives in a world where everybody's watching, but only sees what they 
want, including him. If we took this man into custody, nothing changes. He has to die as public a 
death as Bond, and the rest of his organisation need to grasp that the game is well and truly over.'

'You didn't answer the question.'

'I don't need to kill him, MI6 does, a full four person team charged with exactly that task. We 
remove Swann with precision, and Spectre become a memory.'

'If you're asked to perform the kill-'

'I'll be happy to push the button, just don't ask me to enjoy it.'

There's an exhale, just enough honesty to swing the weight of argument finally to her hands, and 
Will walks over as she stands.

'I have no doubt you're capable -'

'You just want to make sure I'll cope, the same way you always have. I am, and I will.'

Rachel's already on her way to change, Emmanuel at her side: regardless of M's final okay, the 
senior staff are already on board, which is all Ronni needs. She hadn't known how Swann would 
meet his end until this moment, but thanks to her unintentionally incorrect idiom, that plan was now
almost fully formed. To succeed however she'd need James awake and willing, with some help for 
LaCroix. 

However, there's a more pressing issue to address first.

==

It takes a moment before Moneypenny registers 004's presence on the range, but it doesn't stop her 
finishing the clip. Watching the woman shoot with confidence that's been a long time coming, 
Ronni's happy the scores on her file aren't doing anything but improving with each assessment. 
However, guilt remains, and that's why this needs to be addressed before they all go and eliminate 
Swann. M should have promoted her before me, by rights the senior 00 should be Eve. That's the 
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explosive in the room, requiring diffusion before 004 believes they can work together successfully.

The ear defenders are finally removed, SIG placed on the range wall. This isn't Ronni's opening 
move, but 003's, because there is no idea how she restarts this relationship after everything else that 
has transpired. The younger woman stares, caution all too obvious.

'How are you feeling, 004?'

'I'm not tired any more, that much is certain. I've had enough downtime and am keen to finish the 
job you and Charlie started.'

'I think James did the hard stuff with Felix-'

'No, he took the showy, theatrical mission. You two were responsible for the brunt of the effort in 
locating Swann. As usual, Bond simply turned up and blew stuff up.'

It's not entirely the truth, but close enough, therefore placing her and LaCroix in their rightful 
position matters more than the hierarchy of the Section. Ronni is still all too aware of how little she 
knows about Eve, even though her file can almost be recited from memory. The one person she 
should be closest to, ally by sex, had never played this game the same way. It wasn't just refusing to 
be pigeonholed either: she'd told Tanner in no uncertain terms there would never be involvement 
with anyone else in the Service again, however attractively they might be packaged. Q's plan for 
Friendship Plus had been thrown back in his face, relationship with Charlie infinitely stronger as a 
result.

'It occurs to me I've not been fair to you, since we first met. I always assumed that you and I could 
never be friends and that's not true, if something matters enough you can make it happen 
regardless.'

Eve's head tilts, and Ronni remembers that look, back at their first meeting in Millbank. She'd made
her own mistakes, done more than enough penance for those sins. The least 004 could do was try 
and find the means by which they could work together better, because at some point this would be a
requirement and not simply courtesy.

'You did a brilliant job of destabilising me the first time we met. I can still remember that feeling, 
how you cut straight to my heart with a phrase. I've not met a man in service able to do that as well. 
I don't blame you for being distant, especially with what Q did. For what it's worth, it's only made 
007 stronger.'

'You should know something, for the record. I was in love with 007 for a while, I'd be foolish to try 
and admit otherwise, until I realised it was a lie. The job always mattered more to him, however 
much he'd try his hand. He was empty, broken, and after Operation Skyfall I realised that I didn't 
need his validation, or indeed anybody else's. When that happened it was obvious we in fact had 
very little in common, and I'd simply become enamoured with James as an ideal. I have you to 
thank for that revelation, at least in part, so I'm grateful, but you have to want this, Ronni. I don't 
need your friendship if it's mistakenly placed.'

'My problem is that, like it or not, I'm pretty much Bond without the prick.'
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'No, you're really not, there's warmth to you that he doesn't possess, and far more foresight. He 
couldn't do strength the way you can, trust me. That you only get to see from the outside. If you're 
worried we'll not get on? Trust me, a lot of that's my issue to solve and not yours.'

'I need to apologise for suggesting to Charlie that you two should -'

'It's okay, you should know the truth about that too. I was the one who first suggested we could just 
do the sex and he turned me down. Charlie believed we'd be stronger as friends, and was absolutely 
right. I know how it would ruin the professionalism, and I'm rather pleased being with someone 
who just cares about me for what I am. I think this is the way it should be and not your way, 
because maybe the future isn't people like you -'

'Absolutely, it is partnerships like yours and Charlie's. I know, am more than happy to work towards
that as a goal. Comparability should have nothing to do with gender or sexual assignment, and 
everything about actual merit. I think Q understands that once you take the traditional norms out of 
the equation, things have a surprising ability to just work.'

'Maybe what you need is James outside of this equation to allow you both to find the level that 
works best. I don't ever remember seeing him this happy at any point in his life. That's a good future
to aim towards.'

'It is. Remind me to point this out on the way to Paris.'

'Excuse me?'

'Normally the final showdown would just be me, but I've asked for a break with protocol. I want a 
full team, including you and Charlie as backup. Christian's expecting me alone, and I think it's high 
time we tore up the rules and just got the job done.'

'I'll be more than happy to oblige, but only if you promise to tell me what happened over the 
Bangkok uplink. In detail.'

004's blushing furiously as Eve laughs, final barrier broken between them. Now Ronni knows 
what's expected in performance with this 00, things can only get easier, and if she decides to do 
recreation off the clock, there's always the chance someone will find out. The trick now is to 
engineer means to stop everything being public property, or simply accept that maybe that's just part
of the senior field officer's remit. If she can live with that, then possibly the desire in her heart could
become reality.

Perhaps, if they let her, she could take Bond's job if offered.

==

Six hours after Tanner's green light, Ronni's dressed and ready to leave. The hanger is humming, 
French support team professionalism personified, hastily-requisitioned chopper that formed an 
integral part of her plan in the final stage of refit. The speed at which everything had shifted since 
her strategy was suggested in briefing was truly staggering: LaCroix and Bond's ability to work 
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together on her request picked up, run with and summarily improved without even a quibble. She 
watches them both at the EC-135 and is grateful the French government's representative is about to 
allow their hardware to be sacrificed for the greater good. She'd expected at least some fight from 
Alex: his immediate agreement to her plan made the confidence inside stronger, brighter. Everyone 
was impressed with the idea, backup plan also sound.

She was trusted now with all decision making, without question.

Staring at the holy ghost, last vestige of a past now finally vanishing from sight, Ronni waits for 
Bond to acknowledge her presence, noting it was time to leave. When they are an embrace apart he 
reaches down, relieving mission kit bag from a willing grasp, quietly releasing canvas straps from 
her hand before turning back towards the chopper. They're back in his flat, fateful night this journey
began, emotion reduced into a single point of connection, and this time it's Ronni who stops him, 
free hand to arm. Bond's looking back, gaze determined; quiet confidence as always, but pleasure 
at her action. They have no need for words, union enough, James interpreting how grateful she is 
for this thoughtfulness and all that it symbolises. He won't continue until acknowledgement is 
removed, then 007 returns to task, towards the EC-135 and their journey ahead.

Watching him has become an obsession: how he moves, strength in gait yet languor through stride. 
He's an effortless combination of capability and determination, inspiring simply with a touch that 
Ronni's no longer afraid to reciprocate. Also, there is undeniable truth that Bond both fills and looks
vastly superior in combat fatigues than anyone she's ever met, even LaCroix, who's appeared in her 
eyeline, evaluating with clear concern.

'You're staring, 004, if this was me doing that to Moneypenny I'd be in trouble.'

'I'm sorry, Charlie, I can't help it if I enjoy looking at beautiful things.'

'That excuse ain't gonna stick in the modern Secret Service, and you know it.'

The finger waggle is completely unnecessary, but enough to force Ronni to suppress a smile. 
Moneypenny is already at the chopper, hug to Bond as he returns both brief yet professional. 
They've moved past the issues and really are friends again, relaxed in each other's company. That's 
the way it should be for everybody.

'If you could not report me in this case Charlie, I would be grateful.'

'It's all good. After all, you're my boss now for real, and that's not a thing I'm gonna stop loving for 
quite some time. Oh, and on that matter? I did my job. I remembered to tell Bond how lucky he 
was.'

'What was his response?'

'That he knows, and he's never gonna forget that for as long as he lives. I think that allows you to 
stare at his ass without triggering a lawsuit, as long as you know how lucky that makes you.'

'I know, Charlie. Trust me, and it's not just the arse.'
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'Okay now I don't wanna know and you can focus on me instead 'coz I haven't been fully briefed yet
on the backup...'

He stands with hands on hips, shaking head with mock disapproval and this time a laugh's allowed 
to escape, additional revelation she is capable of anything with these people as backup and support. 
It is time therefore to prove that this includes the execution of a madman in broad daylight, 
reasserting and demonstrating the 00 Section's ownership of the task. The professionalism can be 
conducted in her sleep, now all that is needed is the job over with.

==

'If I wanted to make sure the World was watching, this is where I'd pick for a final showdown.'

The rotors of the EC-135 come to a stop, next to the low brick building that is the most recent 
construction on this part of the site. Ronni nods at Bond's comment, before looking up to Versailles, 
beautiful in early afternoon sunshine. Tourists are being evacuated away and back towards the 
French town that gave the palace its name, no attempt by MI6 or Gendamerie to cover this very 
public entrance. Joint British and French operations were in full swing: because Spectre never did 
anything by halves, this was the plain sight Swann had been hiding in for the last 36 hours, Marie 
Antoinette's favourite Summer House buried away on one of the many adjuncts to the main estate. 
Beneath the modest 16th century building was a bunker, and intelligence was confident that's where 
Christian remained, with only minimal staff as accompaniment. He'd been expecting Ronni to 
arrive alone.

Except 004 wasn't in the mood for games.

The French Government had only okayed the operation because London had promised there'd be no
damage to any historical building. That's why the chopper was parked here, and would be left open. 
Nobody was going anywhere near Christian either, and that was why the recently completed and 
opened Visitor's Centre was their only destination. Ronni had suggested during the briefing that this 
wouldn't just be about Swann's final stand, he'd want to reinforce the point that was wasn't 
sufficiently made back in Monte Carlo. The satellite footage taken the previous evening had backed 
this up, showing the building being ransacked after the public had left site, that something had been 
set for 004 to find. As the four man team step inside the now wrecked modern lobby, that piece of 
theatre is apparent: the entire wall of the building has been stripped bare so that Swann can create a 
new mural to greet his nemesis.

The montage this time, is of Bond.

The words are messy, almost an afterthought: just images are meant to disturb and Ronni shuts 
down emotion immediately. There are pictures taken by Christian at the London warehouse where it
is apparent Bond is under a considerable amount of duress, then pain, mixed with footage from his 
flat. However there is a third location, which 004 assumes is the Monte Carlo safe house, and it is 
these that are the most brutal of all. She switches off at intimacy presented as torture, taking 
everything in with dispassionate strength. James was a Pawn, Fool, and perhaps even a Liar when 
all was said and done, but that was part of the job and accepted as such. The word Unprofessional 
however causes pause, print-out of an e-mail buried in pictures from his flat that piques curiosity. 
Bond had resigned from the 00 section, early in his career. This isn't a flag on his file, because 
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Ronni knows that even better than she can recite her own history. When all is done, the Ops people 
need to pick over this collage as they did with the others and ensure nothing has been compromised 
at London's end.

Christian's public violation of 007 is meant to make her angry, deflecting from the path. Intent is 
obvious: she'll react, lose professionalism in the face of such abhorrent revilement, but it won't 
happen. Instead, the spray can of paint she'd bought from the Tour is taken from her mission bag, 
anticipating such a scenario would play out in the field. Without thinking she goes across to the 
pictures, blocking out images with her own word written across the wall. This is not a game Swann 
will ever win, because Ronni is stronger; intimidation and abuse never acceptable as weapons.

'Liberation, very apt. How totally European of you, 004.'

Swann's voice echoes around the Visitor Centre but nobody is phased, especially Bond who remains
staring at the wall with total relaxation. Vibration from Ronni's wrist confirms Charlie's now in 
position, point man to call incoming; only when he does will there then be need to move.

'I'm disappointed the World has changed, Ms Flemmings. Progress is seldom a good thing. I had 
hoped you and I might be able to discuss our concerns in more intimate surroundings, but as you 
brought your friends? I suspect not.'

'I didn't come here to negotiate with terrorists.'

He's expecting her to talk, she's ready for him to die, and there need be no more words of 
acknowledgement, especially as that's what's expected. Instead the spray can is dropped and from 
the mission bag comes her Walther, which is pointed at each security camera in turn before 
destroying them with a bullet. She shoots the PA not simply for good measure, but to ensure he 
doesn't get the last word, and that's all the closure that is required.

'We have inbound, 6 and 9 o'clock, be ready.'

Charlie's in her ear, and the scenario is perfect. Intelligence from Rachel, watching from the French 
Security HQ, has played exactly as she'd read. Knowing this wasn't a fight he could win, Christian 
would now attempt to escape using his goons as distraction, chopper conveniently provided by the 
British as his exit. What he wouldn't be expecting or anticipating was that the 00 section had flown 
here in a massive bomb. Bond's already slipped the detonator into her hand, weapons from the 
mission bag handed to Moneypenny and loaded himself. They'll provide cover, all 004 has to do is 
make it back to the landing site.

'You know we've got this.'

003's smile is enough, no more confirmation needed, and Ronni is out of the Visitor Centre as two 
Spectre guards appear from the Summer House's front doorway. Both have bullets in them before 
she reaches the large privet fence, gunfire behind easily recognisable by type. It was probably 
unhealthy she could recognise weaponry by sound, perhaps time to get some more interests apart 
from munitions and explosive types, but it's a moot point. Focus is set, sprint back up to the storage 
building almost effortless, where their trap has captured not one, but two rodents. Christian's 
already in the chopper, woman she recognises from the East London warehouse climbing into the 
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pilot's seat.

Then comes an unexpected moment of regret: not that Swann's life is about to end but that this 
woman should know better. Ronni can never judge on sex or race, only via loyalty. The people that 
matter will be with you whatever happens, good or bad, strength and dedication until their last 
breath. That's what this woman was for Swann, last person he could trust, and by eliminating them 
both the bonds of control and dominance would finally be destroyed for good. This time they've 
absolutely left Spectre with the back door, and there won't be time for the soon to be ex-Number 
One to do anything other than get airborne, and by then it will be too late. The best theatre, after all,
was that which was meticulously planned to the last detail, where audience thought they knew the 
plot but in the end, it was a lie. Now he's inside, accomplice powering up his own death sentence, 
and nothing else matters because as soon as they're airborne, it's checkmate.

Swann looks across from his seat and their eyes meet, and that's all Ronni needs.

There's no need for a pithy one-liner or another blow to his face: detonator is depressed on instinct, 
no time for anyone to think. She however, has three seconds to take cover, and runs as the fireball 
consumes helicopter and passengers with utter destructive force. Everything is noise, heat and the 
smell of fuel plus burning flesh: nothing else matters except lying still until everything stops. As 
dust settles, the sirens begin; one after the other, pre-primed emergency services swinging into 
terrorism alert. Ronni carefully picks herself up, brushing dust off fatigues, realising that given a 
choice you should always eliminate the people in charge if all they ever do is sacrifice others to 
save themselves.

Staring at the inferno both chopper and building have become, 004 feels nothing at all.

==

Everybody else is enjoying the moment, but Ronni just wants to run.

Changed into sweats, she's on her second circuit around what the French call 'La Grande Tour': at 
night, this place has an almost unworldly quality, something most definitely out of a big budget 
science fiction spectacular. She wanted to climb up the structure but was quietly but firmly 
dissuaded by Alex, which said in her mind that there's probably a way if there were time to do the 
homework. Everybody else is at the reception put on to officially celebrate the Tour's fully 
operational status, despite large sections of the structure remaining a combination of bare girders 
and construction. The success in eliminating Spectre's leadership from the landscape will be front 
page news for every newspaper, already trending worldwide across the Internet. Ronni doesn't care 
she was the heroine, just wants to imagine this is the run home to a warm flat and green tea. Even 
caffeine has lost its allure, because inside she's dead.

This is how it feels to kill someone and relish achievement at the time.

Guilt begins to shift on the third lap, fatigue in legs ignored: endorphins rush, brain releasing the 
truths taught but only now accepted. Your license to kill is not carte blanche to become inhuman, 
judge and jury. Each fatality must be weighed and considered, their passing reasoned and reflected,
relevant despite the action. She'd watched a man murder his own sister because of the threat sanity 
presented to his actions. Capturing him would simply have perpetuated the myth, that MI6 
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entertained this pursuit as acceptable. With his demise at her hands, again the board is cleared and 
pieces placed back. 

Except there is no idea what game to play next.

Exhausted yet relaxed, sitting in the main hanger after a fourth circuit, Ronni listens to the night 
shift at work, maintenance and continued construction. These are soothing sounds far more 
acceptable than being forced into other people's conversations. She doesn't want to drink either, 
because losing control isn't a state that holds any kind of interest. Mostly solitude beats everything 
and, with a stab of revelation, comes the understanding that this is how the job should work. If she's 
going to deal with fallout for the rest of her career, then listening to a focussed mind is important in 
grasping how to cope with pressure. 

Sitting crossed legged on a large pile of crates, the surroundings of La Grande Tour help soothe 
remaining stresses. Closing tired eyes, she breathes in calm and expels the drama. Bond had kept 
his promise. He'd protected Madeline until the end, and they'd ripped out the heart from an 
organisation which was dead in all but name. It was no surprise he'd consider leaving now, never 
returning to the number. Considering the toll it had taken on his life, 007 should have been more 
than done a long time ago.

As eyes open, James stands opposite, genie finally without a bottle for comfort. Staring with 
concern, approaching with distinct lack of theatrics, the inevitable can no longer be ignored.

'You want to be disturbed?'

'By anybody else? No. Always by you.'

Coming to sit beside her, still in mission gear, Bond appears far less comfortable than she 
remembers, as if the uniform suddenly stopped being appropriate or acceptable. He pauses to 
consider, taking in the space, obviously troubled for a lead in.

'I did leave this job, once before, but the previous M never processed the paperwork. That was also 
because of a woman: I'm depressingly predictable if you do enough research.'

He turns to stare into her soul, memory of Vesper still as bright as ever, yet comfortable with the 
admission. Lynd's significance has never dimmed in James' heart, as it was with her and Scott. Their
substance moulds both, in different ways; without this trauma they'd not exist as close as they do to 
the other. Then he can't look at her any more and has to stare somewhere, anywhere else and Ronni 
grasps that there's still work to do in setting all the demons to rest. For a long time he remains, no 
need for any more explanations. What matters most, at least now, is simply the presence.

'Remember how I told you I struggle with conversation when I'm not working?'

'You may have mentioned it, yes.'

'I'm woeful when it comes to discussing emotional issues. Mostly because I just pretend they don't 
exist and carry on regardless.'
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'There was that time in the Barracks when you told me about how you coped with the pressure.'

'After which I almost ran out of the changing area.'

'That's happened to me too. I can sympathise.'

The silence that follows is beyond telling, and 004 knows why. To complete her transition, one act 
remains… except Bond's not willing. That had been apparent since they returned from Paris, before 
she'd left the celebration reception… and now, unable to even meet her gaze, 007 knows what's 
coming next. The juxtaposition of their roles in theatre was complete, but life afterwards appeared 
in flux. This was the moment she took charge here too, like it or not. The power was hers to wield 
as she saw fit.

With an almost theatrical deep breath, it is time to redefine two existences.

'Correct me if I'm wrong, but when a mission is successfully completed, as the senior 00 in the field 
I'd be expected to celebrate with the individual that assisted me. I'm afraid that if I do, it could 
destroy the most important relationship I've ever had.'

Ronni exhales, unassuming acquiescence, comfortable grasping the significance of her statement. 
James' shaking hand slips across her leg, resting without movement: fingers wrap around his and 
remain, reassurance in a simple action that's needed. All the symbolism in the world didn't matter 
one iota: this is what they have become. 

'Do you mean that, Veronica?'

'I've never been more sure of anything since the day I decided I was born to be a spy.'

'Doesn't that cause something of a conflict of interests?'

'Amongst other things, yes, but however far I run I'm never going to escape the inevitable, so I may 
as well accept it and see what happens.'

'That sounds like an appropriately considered response. That's very you.'

It is painfully awkward, two of them sitting together, that passion has effectively evaporated under 
the undoubted weight of vocational expectation. When she looks to him Bond is fixated on fingers, 
still won't meet her gaze and only then is Ronni aware that she isn't the problem. In the time before 
they'd slept together he'd kept distance through professionalism, but this is different. If she didn't 
know better… and so it has to be his move.

'What would you like to do tonight, James?'

'Not screw this up.'

'You think that's a possibility?'

'I have no idea. It is probably significant at least three people told me to come and find you, none of 
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them considered it a test and not once were the words 'assessment' or 'metrics' used. I knew you'd 
want the time alone, the last thing you need now is to play the 00 endgame. After that, let's be 
honest, I don't have a fucking clue.'

Ronni has to smile because that's what he generates inside, capacity to be so much more than 
possible alone. What happens now however is briefly beyond her understanding, as this is never a 
situation she's experienced as an adult. She stares at the faded face of a Poster Boy who lost 
everything he was for an ideal still worth dying for, and wants to hold him, and so does. Both arms 
wrap around torso as head leans into his shoulder. Ronni closes eyes and tries to send him some of 
her calm, in the hope he'll relax. The tension within his frame is inescapable, and then comes 
enlightenment. He doesn't want to touch me. 

He's afraid he'll ruin this too.

Ronni finally lets go, staring off into the Hanger, desperate for inspiration. Having someone else to 
consider is suddenly welcome distraction from everything else, surprise that then rocks brain with 
force. They'd used each other as physical relaxants in the main, and it had never occurred that the 
same could be considered for the emotional. He was lost, stuck and unable to feel confident that he 
could interact successfully. This was the job you promised to maintain for him before you became 
004, one person who doesn't destroy his emotional frailty. 

This job now presents an unexpected bonus: you get to present terms going forward.

'As this is unknown territory... perhaps I could resolve both our issues, whilst defining some new 
metrics as I go. That's part of the remit as senior, 00, isn't it?'

Bond's head turns, interest obviously piqued as Ronni uses the job to solve their impasse.

'You intend to make this complicated or can I do one word answers?'

'Yes or no works just fine.'

There's the first hint of a smile, that concerns are being assuaged. Before Ronni feels confident 
enough to vocalise thoughts previously kept very much private, Bond shifts suddenly, up and off the
crates, standing next to where she remains sitting.

'If I told you tonight I just wanted to sleep with you and nothing else, no sex, would you be able to 
accommodate that, 004?'

The smile this action creates inside Ronni causes stomach to flutter: having offered an easy route, 
simplicity of a one word answer, James took the responsibility instead. If the depth of his care 
wasn't abundantly apparent already, this could be understood as the benchmark to end them all. 
They don't need the job to define each other, just themselves.

'Yes. A thousand times.'

Relief in his whole body is palpable, this was the desire all along. He's not expected to perform or 
hit a target, not with her, never with her. The next question however is a little more problematic, 
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because since Ronni's been here she's not existed anywhere except the Infirmary, this hanger or the 
control centre.

'So, how do we make this happen?'

==

Ronni wakes and for a moment thinks she's in Ankara, massive hotel double bed rewarded once her 
first stint of undercover work was complete. Except this is a part of the French base not yet fully 
operational, living area that would be used for married staff when the facility was in lock down. The
bed is immense, incredibly comfortable, and she's alone on the left hand side. Rolling over, Bond 
remains, pretty much where he'd lost consciousness. Looking at her watch, they'd managed over six
hours without drugs. Rachel had reassured that they weren't needed anywhere for at least a day, 
possibly more, and the small bag of supplies she'd provided plus directions and key meant they 
could effectively live here as they pleased, without observation.

James is still asleep, yet naked, surprise she decides to watch for a while.

They'd showered separately, and slept clothed as the room was colder than both were comfortable 
with. He'd talked about what happened with Blofeld, at length, and that how there was genuine 
regret being a good man with Maddy. Ronni just listened, until the night in Monte Carlo had come 
up, and then she'd pushed for details. 007 opened completely, telling truths about brother and sister 
that made her body feel uncomfortable, around pictures Swann had made so very public. Then 
there'd been a long and frank discussion on sexual practices, what both of them considered 
acceptable. It was reassuring to know how sadly conventional they were, right down to Bond never 
wanting more than one woman in bed with him, despite the fact the offer had been presented on 
several occasions.

In many ways, he was more old fashioned than Ronni was.

Eyes flicker open and for a moment there's no reaction, until James rolls onto his side and Ronni is 
suddenly aroused with a force that comes as a shock, having to consciously hold herself back.

'Good morning.'

'Yes, it is.'

'You slept well?'

'Amazingly so. I'm awake now, though.'

The desire to couple is sudden and almost desperately overwhelming and she's struggling to hold it 
in, really needing to have mouth on him and body wrapped around his. Conscious of the night 
before, that he needed the space, pushing to break down the distance seems wrong: Bond lies, 
assessing with a languor that's almost frustratingly passive.

'You know, I'd like to think that over the years, my field training's given the opportunity to pick up 
intent, grasp what I've landed in or woken up to. In this case, I'd guess that your feelings on sex 
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have altered since last night.'

'They have.'

'Just how desperate are you, Ronni?'

'May I demonstrate?'

The nod's there, almost imperceptible, body language accepting and Ronni stops for a moment to 
think: does she restrain herself or is this the truth? All the times before genuine passion had been 
tempered, a part held aside because of the understanding that once she crossed this threshold, there 
was no going back. Then she became the woman that Bond didn’t need to satisfy, and instead 
became his partner in every respect. Peeling off her shirt, she almost pounces in desperation.

The kiss is sudden and brutal, pushing into a body with urgency unrestrained, capable of 
swallowing him whole yet remaining unsated. As force meets resistance, body shifts, pinning onto 
his back, refusing to allow movement from the bed, restraining arms at sides as she devours chest, 
kisses placed to make him gasp out loud, knowing the sensitive spots to stimulate. He's gone from 
relaxed to erect in an embrace and before there is an objection her sex swallows him, audible gasp 
as erection completely fills space inside, mouth back for an even more desperate kiss. Foreplay is 
utterly unnecessary, because she's still in Italy, lying in the cot that was empty alone, entire body 
wired to explode.

Then there is lucidity, moment of concern, and she stops to stare down: his eyes wide and amazed, 
clearly loving every moment of dominance. They never speak during sex, not ever, and suddenly 
there's a need to grasp willingness, that this use of a body so flagrantly is acceptable. The look 
galvanises, provides incentive to enter the game as he pushes himself up to sitting. Ronni shifts, no 
longer kneeling as legs are wrapped around Bond's back. Then they sit, joined at the groin, staring 
at each other as energy flows between them at their most intimate point of contact. Now she can 
register movement, him pushing inside and their next kiss is so hard and forceful she wants to cry 
out at the pleasure of the moment.

There is no idea how they manage to stay joined but he lifts her from the bed with a strength that 
belies both age and recent history, almost dropped onto the dresser to their left, almost slammed 
against first wall then chest in a manner that only strengthens the desire to wrap legs tighter, forcing
him further inside. Joint thrusts makes the inside of her body begin to need, over and over, because 
now the point where they start and end is lost to the business of pleasure. All that matters is that his 
gasps are more pronounced and vocal than she's ever heard: Bond doesn't do overt expression, only 
action, and it always bothered her. To make the point, Ronni gasps at the moment each stroke brings
her climax closer, progressively less articulate as he loses the need to do anything other than friction
and repetition.

It doesn't take long, only a few more strokes and she blossoms, expands and then contracts with a 
force not recalled for quite some time, enough to make him cry and shudder in short order, and 
they're both panting from exhaustion, limbs suddenly heavy and tired because neither of them are as
fit as they could be, and that needed to change, as did so much else. Bond is breathless, sweat 
pouring from a body clearly struggling with effort, and it is Ronni's turn to be surprised. Finally, he 
finds the ability to speak.
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'Better?'

'Needs work.'

'I'm not as young as I used to be. Give me a minute and we'll start that again.'

He laughs and she joins, vibrations of them still intertwined enough to begin the process of arousal 
anew, and Ronni accepts this relationship is no longer just sexual, but has mutated into something 
far more interesting.

==

It was Bond's care that made the difference: how he touched, respect held between them which 
transcended everything else. Even after all that had happened, he'd not lost that depth. This wasn't 
the same man she'd first met in Scotland either: edges were smoother, less painful to hold. He was 
more whole than at any point since they'd known each other, and it was all because she'd shown him
compassion, travelled half the globe to complete a task once promised for her. This time there was 
conclusive, concrete proof of his redemption, body and soul, and in the most damning way possible.

May this debt never need repaying, let it form the foundation of a relationship that redefines every 
rule.

Between food, showers and sex they're back on the bed; Bond is propped on an elbow, staring 
absent mindedly at the space where her hip ends and waist begins, and Ronni puts hand to his face, 
pulling him back to the moment. This smile is rarely seen outside of bedrooms and intimacy, and 
that's a shame, because it is amazing when it happens.

'This ought to be our default state. Pre and post coital.'

'That use of a metaphor I don't have a problem with.'

'I never promised anything with this job, and neither should you. I can however guarantee at least 
one constant. You and I are indivisible as long as we're both alive.'

'Isn't that the same as being married?'

'No, this is far less legally binding and considerably more fun.'

When he kisses this time the taste is Venice, diesel in the water, reminder of how close she'd come 
to failing to cover that beautifully contoured back. The memory makes her shudder, sudden fear 
needing reassurance: his loss would matter, more than any other life cherished, because it would be 
losing a part of what she has become, and now Ronni sobs into skin that moves to enclose, 
surrounds to absorb her shaking. The tears keep coming, unaffected by anything except the need to 
release a permanent fear, leached away by the man who knows only too well what failure does to 
your mind. Finally he moves, face level with hers, thumb rubbing tears aside.

'Tell me what you're thinking.'
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'The next time you have sex with someone whilst working please try to fully consider the 
consequences before committing yourself.'

'You think this is a possibility?'

'That's how you do this as well as you do, it isn't acting. There's always an upshot.'

'If I could refrain from thinking with my prick and just enjoy myself alongside it?'

The expression is utterly not him, so long ago when she accused him in London that there's laughter
and amazingly Bond blushes, unable to hold her gaze. Then she makes him, hand back to his face, 
so there can be confirmation of what's said next is truth.

'If you carry on doing this job -'

'But I won't. I meant what I said in Bangkok. I'm done. As of midnight yesterday the 007 position's 
officially vacant, I'm off the books for good.'

'This is what you want?'

'I have no choice. My eyesight's gone, Q had to get contacts prescribed after I returned from Venice,
my distance vision's deteriorated and I'm not having surgery. There is no choice, I'd fail the medical 
automatically.'

'So, what does that mean for us?'

He doesn't instantly answer: clear concern, uncertainly over what his decision will represent in the 
long term. Then there's a softening, relaxation in arms around her before he pulls them closer still.

'You have at least ten years ahead of you as a 00, possibly more. It would be a truly selfish man 
who'd come to try and pull you away from the ideal you've always aspired to, especially if his 
tenure as a 00 was at an end. I have to be honest, because of how much you've come to mean to me.
I want you to achieve everything, be whatever you want for as long as you live. When life allows, 
all you'll ever need to escape reality will be here.'

His mouth's tenderness on tear-stained face kisses away concern, allowing him to enclose as the 
traditional takes over, as had been the case when he needed to feel in control. His weight on her, 
inside in a movement is reassurance, sanctity and there is no need to argue any point. He is hers, 
and that is all that is required. No words, instead demonstration is the key. Normally she'd let them 
leave rational behind but this time she stops. Buried inside, this was the man only she saw, and had 
never questioned.

Until now.

'Tell me what this is.'

He's absolutely not expecting conversation during coitus, that much is obvious, and brain has to 
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stop body, shifting away from her.

'What do you think I'm doing?'

'I don't know, that's why I'm asking, because at some point we have to have the conversation 
somewhere. This is probably the right moment.'

Ronni's wondering if this will be a mistake, whether she should just enjoy the process and not worry
about motivation, but suddenly this is part of a puzzle that needs completing, just as it was when the
Swann family's involvement became apparent. James takes weight fully onto elbows, looking down 
at the question, assessing a response with more care than expected.

'This... is what we do best. This is the most pleasure I ever give or receive. It would be a fight until 
the last breath before anyone separated me from you.'

Ronni's brain processes the statement, allowing inference to rise and fall. Then she reaches up and 
pulls him back, mouths joined as they were in Venice. As one needs, the other gives, until both are 
at peace. He remains buried, lost inside, suddenly no need to disturb the shift of emotion from 
either side of the scales. Yet then he is the one who withdraws, forcible separation, making her face 
the thought germinated between them. They both know what the problem is, and it is Ronni who 
breaks the silence.

'You won't say the word, will you?'

'If I did, Veronica, this whole relationship becomes something else, and you know that. Definition is
everything, right up to the point when it destroys what you own. I don't need to say the word, and 
neither do you. We just are.'

'The evolution of a traditional norm?'

'No longer requiring words to specify what you can be. Simply the right number.'

'Ultimately, all I need is myself?'

'Indeed. You don't require a man for pleasure, could orgasm perfectly satisfactorily without. I've 
seen the toys you bought on company time, more than grateful you'll allow electronics in the 
bedroom. What I bring is an ability to stop thinking about what you are, if only for a while. Without
that, neither of us would be nearly as powerful.'

'They sent you to make me stronger, back at Carnangie. Is that still what this is?'

'I'm here to finally dismiss your metaphors. Loyalty and devotion not as weapons, but foundation 
for something far better. To last until we die, however that happens.'

'You were the ideal. That's no longer the case?'

'I know romance and happy endings aren't the same now as they were half a century ago. You're the 
new benchmark, I'm here to cover the arse you so enjoy watching and ride your success into 
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obscurity.'

Then Ronni understands: he really is done, tenure packed and expedited. Once he retires for good it 
isn't just the ethos that leaves the room, it's the tropes, expectations that exit too. No longer does the 
00 designation pull the early 1960's along with it. That era truly is history, and life moves forward. 
Finally, the license to kill enters the 21st Century, and LaCroix is a dead man the next time she sees 
him.

Bond rolls onto his back, hands behind head, trying to look disinterested but not fooling anyone. 
Ronni knows he's up for more, but trying not to crowd. Instead she shifts back to straddle, covering 
a groin already moving to readiness. You'd think for a man his age he'd need more downtime, but 
apparently that half of his body's still happily enjoying itself somewhere in the 1990's.

'So why are we still talking, Mr Bond?'

'You stopped me, I'd normally be done and desperate for a cigarette.'

'Since when did you smoke?'

'I give up about once a year but there's always a packet somewhere. Q just looks the other way. A 
man's gotta have some surprises, or how does this all stay interesting?'

Ronni never knew, and Bond's file at no point had mentioned the fact. Suddenly, there's a need to 
discover what else about 007 might come as a surprise, and with the opportunity to quiz him at 
leisure, there's no time like the present.

If they stopped fucking like teenagers maybe she could even consider a list.

==

The Merlin's going through the last of its pre-flight checks as Ronni emerges into the hanger, 
dressed in attire she hopes Tanner will consider low key yet smart enough to announce e-mail has 
been read, understanding this summons from M is to be taken seriously. No jacket, dark blue silk 
blouse, black trousers and high top trainers she's pushed hard to get London to accept as better 
footwear than the Bally boots they'd given her after Stage Two of training. It was certainly easier to 
run in the Merrells, plus eight hours in these wouldn't give blisters. The small things were changing 
the landscape, a step at a time, and that made this worth the trauma that came with the potential 
upgrade in number.

It would be that which pulled her here, quite apart from saying goodbye to LaCroix and 
Moneypenny. They were fit for duty: she wouldn't get that stamp until Q emerged from his extended
downtime with Alex, and the French doctor stopped shaking her head at Flemmings' blood work. As
for Bond...

'Where's 007?'

Tanner's casual too this morning, suit trousers and no tie, and there's a second to consider lying 
about her presence alone that Ronni decides is probably best ignored.
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'He's asleep, Will. I think I may have worn him out.'

The Chief of Staff almost keeps a straight face: Ronni's eyeroll is enough to tip them both over into 
laughter. M is by the helipad, talking to 003 and 009, obvious pep talk before they depart for 
Amsterdam. Nobody has asked what she's been doing away from official business for three days 
because everybody accepts that an inter-agent relationship can be acceptable as part of this job.

'Under the circumstances I may well tell the old man the truth. Knowing him I'll get some comment 
on Bond's fitness needing re-assessment and that we can't have him failing on existing operational 
parameters.'

'He's off the books, Will.'

'No, just no longer part of the Section. He may have resigned but you don't leave this job, as you 
well know. Right now he's languishing in administrative limbo.'

'Well, wherever he is I think he deserves the sleep. As his turnaround times have dropped, I 
suggested he take the afternoon off.'

'The man's not getting any younger, after all.'

Something is being held in Tanner's hand, cream envelope passed over without ceremony, and now 
it's very much not about being called here to wish people goodbye and more around what happens 
next.

'He was however asked to inform you that the senior field 00 position is officially open. I'm 
assuming this was overlooked, with good reason. You are expected to apply.'

'I'm assuming I wouldn't be required to take the name, because that could make things more 
confusing than they need to be.'

'Thanks to LaCroix and Moneypenny, Whitehall is officially relaxing the requirement to inherit 
your predecessor's name. You just get the senior officer's number instead. There's more to it than 
that, but we're already planning details to be discussed on your return to London.'

Their conversation is interrupted as Moneypenny appears, all smiles, Charlie not far behind.

'You've exhausted him, haven't you?'

Ronni can't help but blush, especially considering the last private conversation over coffee, when 
the details of Bangkok had been revealed. However now it's more to do with M's arrival, and his 
clear satisfaction that Tanner's begun her recruitment process.

'I'm not sure I should comment further on the inability to show with the Boss here.'

'Do I need to reprimand the ex-007 for failing to consistently do his duty, 004?'
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M's comment isn't embarrassment but more laughter, sense that somewhere between London and 
here everything changed forever, not simply for her and James. This is family, like it or not: a group 
of people who care about them both as a unit and alone above the need to be entirely professional. 
They are stronger together, as Moneypenny and Charlie are alone. The choices made do not need to 
be held or imposed any more: this isn't about being right, rather more around getting the best from 
disparate individuals.

'Bond's made Ronni happier than at any point I've known her. I think maybe he's earned some 
downtime. Perhaps after ten years of being the best there was, we should all cut the guy a break.'

Charlie's wisdom, undoubtedly, wins the day and closes this discussion, and then it is hugs and 
smiles as 004 watches her compatriots walk back to the waiting Merlin, ready to complete a mission
they'd begun several months previously. She's expecting management to stay but both are already 
walking away, back to the Control Centre, no more comment to be made. Ronni stands and watches 
the chopper lift off under LaCroix's control and vanish from view, camouflage dome opening and 
closing, and stands for some time in silence, before opening the envelope that signals her transition.

The paper inside is blank, and Veronica Flemmings understands why.
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EPILOGUE

The Barracks is in chaos, but this time as part of a larger plan. 

With the site of Millbank now scheduled for redevelopment as both park and outdoor theatre, 
celebrating the previous M's love of Shakespeare, there is a need to upgrade a building that has 
remained largely untouched structurally since the late 1970's. Money was approved without even a 
whimper from Westminster, mostly due to the French offering considerable assistance and long-
term investment, including a permanent secondment of senior technical director Alex Dubois to a 
new European Security Taskforce. Q's happy to share Sundays with someone other than his cats, 
and the improvement of his demeanour means everybody gets an easier ride. Life continues apace 
as construction moves forward, Ronni happy to lose herself in process and at Bond's flat.

No-one presses the issue of promotion until the day after 004's passed fit for active duty. 

Up until that point she'd been assessed daily, passing everything thrown at her with a confidence 
that never existed before. The psyche scores remained as impeccable as range cards, and Andrew 
doesn't ask why she stopped shooting 7's and replaced them with Q's. Lizzie maintains a constant 
narrative on Eve and Charlie's progress as they mop up Spectre hotspots across Europe, and 
Emmanuel spends an hour with her at lunchtimes learning Yoga. She alternates sleeping between 
Docklands and Pimlico, and were it not for the fact this is treading water, everything would be 
perfect.

On Friday morning there's another envelope, sticking up between the rows of her keyboard, and the 
decision becomes inescapable. With a heavy heart Ronni walks to Q's temporary office and knocks, 
unsurprised to find M already there with a mug of coffee. He too has a Scrabble letter, gift from 
Moneypenny on her 'retirement' as his PA, and it is good to know the man has softened to his task 
as well as the Quartermaster. Tanner's mug sits on a pile of files but the man himself is absent, and 
that's all Ronni needs to know. The inevitable can no longer be avoided. Senior Staff has called her 
here for an answer she still isn't comfortable giving.

'Good morning Sir, Q.'

'We still don't have an application, Flemmings. Was Andrew wrong about you?'

'No, Sir, he wasn't. I knew you'd ask eventually, I just wasn't sure when. Now you have, I can admit 
there's one more problem left for me to solve.'

'Which is?'



154

'At no point since you asked me to apply have I spoken to the previous 007 about how he feels 
concerning my potential promotion. Whenever I try and broach it, something always comes up.'

M doesn't break stride, Q the undisputed queen of impassivity. Ronni knows the banter remains part
of her remit: however, should she accept the top job, that's a situation which will require alteration 
going forward. On reflection, that's the first thing that changes. No more innuendo, instead focus on
compassion over sexuality. That she can keep for theatre as a last resort, where her first response 
will always remain a shot to the groin if threatened.

'We had anticipated this might be the reason, and asked Bond to be here this morning as a result. I'd 
expected you to come together -'

'- until I reminded Gareth there was a good chance you were allowing the man to enjoy his 
retirement, away from both expectations and innuendo. Rest assured, 004, this will be the last time 
you'll be assessed on your ability to out double-entendre your superior officer.'

'Thank Christ for that, this I will agree is a bloody stupid metric. Who do we have to blame for it?'

'One has to go back three M's, if memory serves. The 1970's were so very depressing, and not 
simply for the fashion choices. So you see, Gareth, we have a lot more to change than simply 
ordinance supervision and time management standards.'

Watching these two bicker over protocol is oddly reassuring, and as Tanner appears Ronni's almost 
comfortable with the possibility of taking the number. Except there's a regret that hasn't yet been 
vocalised, that she'll really need James here to discuss. As the younger and older man continue their 
exchange, Tanner comes to put a hand to her arm, quietly steering them both out of the office.

'It's been like this since Q opened Pandora's Box and told Whitehall half their metric frameworks 
would have to be scrapped. Needless to say whatever happens, nothing gets to be the same any 
more now Andrew's decided to drag everyone into the future. Bond's on his way, take all the time 
you need. I think this senior staff meeting's running all the way to lunchtime.'

==

Sitting alone, surrounded by construction chaos at the unfashionable end of the Barracks, Ronni still
can't reconcile what's being asked of her, and knows why. In the end, it was never her decision to 
make: knowing how she now feels for Bond, taking away what he is would be not only unfair but 
cruel, and yet here she is about to do just that. She'd left him asleep without guilt that morning, for 
the first time since their return to London, not wanting to wake him before coming here. He'd 
finally begun to let go, switching off outside of pressure. To disturb that would have been selfish 
and thoughtless, yet it makes a potent point in itself. He'd left the number back in Paris, but that 
wasn't the end of the story.

Her bosses had anticipated this, as so much else. She didn't need a form or an interview, just him to
let go. The fact it hadn't happened at home, either hers or his, was part of a plan she is vaguely 
aware of, events being manipulated outside of her control. James is up to something, but what this 
means is still nebulous, uncertain, and she's having too much fun to push.
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'Are you ready to render me obsolete?'

Bond stands in jeans, trainers and a t-shirt she'd bought, knowing his love of Thom Yorke. He could 
be any average guy in his forties, nothing in this disguise that separates from the best 00 the service 
had created since his predecessor. Except Ronni knows better, about so much of this. All had been 
willingly given when asked, he'd held nothing back at all. A part of her understands why this is so 
hard as a result, but has never told him. 

This is probably the moment when that changes.

'I don't want you to leave.'

His face softens, smile unhindered as he comes to sit next to her, yet with intended distance between
them.

'Is that really the truth?'

'I have an enormous affinity to Q, and I'll work with him in a heartbeat, but I never really got to be 
with you at length in the field, and if you walk away from the number that's it, there's no chance to 
change your mind.'

'It would matter to you if I did?'

'I just wish... this hadn't been so personal, all of it. I never began this journey to be the centre of 
attention. I just wanted to be something, without the need to be labelled or categorised, and in the 
end that's all it was ever going to be. I'm just sad we never had the chance to be a true professional 
partnership.'

'What if it had ruined what we are becoming now?'

'You think it could have happened?'

'After a while, it had to be a possibility. Q knew how much trouble Maddy could cause, they were 
already preparing to deal with it after Blofeld died. I was the one who ruined everything. I'm sorry I 
didn't realise that sooner.'

'So what happens if I take the number?'

'When you take it I compensate. Same way I always have. Except this time, I show how much you 
matter to me.'

Then something happens to him, and Ronni is reminded of their first meeting at Carnagie. Back 
then, he'd been sent to make her stronger. Now this decision allows Bond the dignity to let go. For a 
man who thrived on symbolism and gesture, doing this here mattered far more than she'd ever really
grasped. This could become an opportunity for him to make a difference in another fashion, that the 
job can be more than simply self destruction and despair. The fact he'll wait for her is still 
something hard to believe, because if the right woman came along there's a good chance he'd revert 
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to type. Except since that week in Paris there'd been an undoubted change, desire sublimated into 
something else. This is still a need, yet with understanding that's part of a larger picture.

'You have a plan?'

'Do you honestly think I just make this up as I go along?'

'Sometimes, I have my doubts.'

'Well, in this case, I have your back, and then some. Stop failing to fulfil your potential, Flemmings.
Go tell M and Q you're the senior 00 in the field.'

The last word is his; undoubted ego, suitably assuaged.

He doesn't touch her, wandering away with a casual confidence that tells Ronni he knows how this 
goes down. If there is a plan for the future he's not yet shared it, but it won't be hard to illicit the 
truth, because when returning at the end of the day to his flat to share news of a promotion, he'll 
insist on celebrating, and this time there'll be no need to refuse the offer. She'll want to lose herself 
inside calm, quiet confidence that won't ever do anything but reassure a troubled mind.

Taking his number really is the best thing she'll ever do for them both.

==

London positively rejoices in the understanding that not only has Summer arrived, but it intends to 
remain firmly in charge of the city for as long as possible. Ronni owns no qualms over sitting in 
traffic either, windows open in the DB5 which was her only concession to keep as the new Poster 
Girl. She could have ridden the bike in, or even free run, but had worked late last night pouring over
paperwork and assessments in bed. Her flat's due for redecoration early next month, changes she'd 
wanted to make but never gotten around to implement, and now with the hike in salary? She could 
move, but there's no point. The original accommodation that came with the promotion's got a 
squatter who refuses to leave, and who'll own the deeds outright anyway come the Autumn. Once 
her tenure's done, and assuming nothing changes? She'll just move down the river a bit and spend 
extremely long weekends in Scotland. Ronni's beginning to warm to the idea of holidays in the 
north, especially as she can be flown there and back with the minimum of fuss.

The future, as it stands, is packed with possibilities that make her vibrate with excitement.

It's the first time she's been back to the Barracks since the refit was completed, and the place looks 
particularly well packaged with fresh paint and understated signage. Ronni parks in her space and 
stands, looking at the rectangle of tarmac that remains the only external concession to what she has 
now become. Being the first woman to hold the 007 designation might sound like the amazing made
real, but in truth there's only a few people who'll ever get the relevance. To everybody else, she's 
just the female in the suit.

That's all she's ever wanted to be: anonymous, yet useful.

She signs in without ceremony, new receptionist giving her scant attention. He's more interested in 
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social media on his phone, until registering sign-in details illumining on screen. Then Q's now 
standard issue custom unit is almost dropped in surprise; Alistair Greer is staring at her, Ronni 
waiting for brain to catch up with understanding.

'Good Morning Ms Flemmings. I'm sorry, we weren't expecting you until 10am: I have internal mail
and messages for you, one moment please.'

They'd offered her full name back, but Ronni's not bothered. The question of using Bond's had been 
raised, then dismissed, because as Tanner pointed out keeping that legacy associated with the 
number is not anything a sane person would get involved in. Instead this is just what it always was, 
except the designation's increased by three. This morning's schedule should include a Senior Staff 
meeting, routine small arms assessment and then lunch with Q, because they now make the time to 
go to expensive London restaurants to spend their Civil Service wages on things that matter to them
both. He's standing, looking at her with amusement, wearing a Spencer Hart suit that would have 
been off the radar a year ago. There's gym time too, on the quiet, she knows because the man wants 
to be ready for her next mission, whatever and whenever that might be.

Any chance they have to work together from now on will be seized with customary thoroughness.

'Good morning 007. I'm going to keep referring to you by designation because I think it really does 
suit you. I assume you don't have an objection?'

'Q, you're still in charge, so who am I to ever contradict?'

He hugs her as the receptionist returns with a file and some envelopes, handing them over with what
probably passes for starstruck awe in MI6. The Quartermaster accompanies her into the large open-
plan reception area, all stripped chrome and live news feeds, world running its course as they pass. 
Emmanuel is at his station, smiling as she acknowledges his presence, watching the growing team 
in Data Encryption standing front and centre, defending the country electronically. The future 
however is him with a gun, because she's seen his scores and is well aware that prestigious talent 
won't ever go to waste here again, not while Andrew holds the reins. Rachel dominates the whole 
left side of the Facility now, Lizzie her ultra efficient PA, pretending to be in charge of one thing but
instead owning so much more. Her demeanour and enthusiasm is brilliant, carried with the 
confidence of a woman who finally found, embraced and beat the hell out of her true calling in what
many would consider the twilight of her career.

Finally, they turn the corner to where M now resides full time, as he maintained that you didn't keep
the man in charge away from where the action happened. He'd sensibly given up the 1950's for 
good, but this area's less chrome and more wood and warmth. The office is still obscured, but 
instead of fake padding and Whitehall veneer the dividing wall is a living, breathing representation 
of London itself, permed from the range of security footage the Department keeps tabs on across the
capital. It is an ever-changing collage of the city, alive and vibrant in an early June morning, and 
Ronni is temporarily distracted by the beauty of montage.

'This wall is beyond impressive, Q. I could stand and watch for hours.'

'I'll do the same with the view from here.'
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Bond is staring from his desk, smile her immediate reward. She's not seen him since Friday 
morning, as he'd insisted on spending time acquainting himself properly with Q's new technology 
suite. The glasses are a surprise too: she knew he'd been never be truly comfortable with the 
contacts. If he wasn't a field agent, then it didn't matter, besides they make him look… distracting. 
There is the lightest of touches to her hand and Q is gone, leaving her to wait while he goes and gets
M for the Staff Meeting, and Ronni approaches one of many new mission briefs. James looks oddly 
comfortable sitting with his effective demotion, and that's a surprise that will take some getting used
to.

'Good morning, 007.'

'Bond. I approve of the eye wear.'

'I thought you might, I'm just grateful to not have to do contacts ever again.'

'Who knew you'd be squeamish?'

'You live and learn, as I have in the last three days. Been a long time since I pushed myself into 
something new. I'm looking forward to being the unchallenged geek in this relationship.'

'You shouldn't do labels, they're divisive.'

'Knowing what you are is useful, a label helps other people understand the context. That's why 
when I call you 007, everyone knows that's their benchmark. I approve that you finally became the 
metaphor. I feel that, more than anything else, makes all this worthwhile.'

He makes her blush, warming body in ways that are continuing to prove both surprising and fruitful.
The long-term plan is that he becomes her handler, but requires a measure of training first. He'll also
keep the desk occupied that used to be Moneypenny's because he thought the juxtaposition sent 
exactly the right message to anyone in the building who didn't grasp exactly what had changed 
between Spectre's unmasking and their eventual downfall. This is the new world order not just for 
the Secret Service, but beyond. It is no longer about an outdated methodology or ancient beliefs: 
anybody, regardless of their ethnic and sexual background, was capable of doing any job.

Bond stands on cue as M appears from his office, Q at his arm, smiling with a warmth Ronni's not 
seen in him before, extending hand to shake hers.

'Good morning 007, I trust you're comfortable with your new working space?'

'I am sir, Q's done a fabulous job of integrating old and new, and I am looking forward to being an 
operational part of process as well as in the field. I've taken a look at the applications for Active 
Consideration you sent at the weekend, there's a lot of good to be considered in the selections.'

'Indeed, this is possibly the best group of individuals we've seen for close to a decade, present 
company excluded. Bond, I'd also appreciate your insight on this. You can redirect calls back to 
reception while we're occupied.'

Ronni's predecessor is already two steps ahead of the boss, tablet in hand, stenography skills 
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surprisingly adept for a man who couldn't type with more than two fingers a month ago. That had 
always been his problem, serially overachieving had become something of an advantage when it 
came to keeping up with organisational requirements. In fact, nobody did competence now quite as 
efficiently or stylishly as he did.

No-one understood the importance of Secret Service evolution quite like James Bond.
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[*] [Italian to English Translation from Page 93]

Conversational Italian has flourished into something better, almost fluent, and Ronni’s language 
brain is ready for whatever gets thrown at her.

‘You were the one who saved my daughter, weren’t you?’

‘Yes, I wanted to know how she is.’

‘The doctors think she’ll be well enough to leave hospital in a few days. Why did you come back?’

‘Because I couldn’t save everybody, and I need to show my respects to those who passed.’

The envelope comes out of her pocket, handed over without ceremony, plus the small parcel inside 
which is the money she’d liberated from Alberto when he’d been taken out and tied up with his 
accomplices. It was enough to keep the family comfortable for a few months, she had no use for the
cash regardless. It made sense to give it to someone who could use the help, plus put to rest her own
inadequacy, albeit briefly. After that, phone numbers had been provided for psychological 
counselling, in the hope it might provide some closure.

‘I know the men who pursue you after the Museum, you should keep running.’

He was right, and Ronni was out of time, but the point needed to be made before she left.

‘No. This matters more. Will you give this please to the family, tell them their son was a hero and 
that he saved my life, a fact I will never, ever forget.’

‘I will, and your kindness will always be remembered. Thank you.’

His English is impeccable: respect understood, returned in kind. The man hugs firm and solid, and 
suddenly Ronni remembers her father, wondering if perhaps he felt this way when she passed away.
It’s the first time that’s happened since Carnagie, and the memory is enough to reduce her to tears.

[*]


