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'But of all the dead volcanoes on Earth you just happened to retch 

And roll 
Through mine'   

Initially inspired by the Everything, Everything song of the same name, which provided a series of 
images I wrote to (actually an entire video, just in my head, but that's just how the mind works) this 
is the first of two pieces of ‘alternate `Universe’ Bondfic. This piece grew from a pet project into a 
fully fledged piece of drama, and at 48,000 words plus could almost qualify for cinematic status. I’d 
like to present this handy-dandy PDF for those of you who don’t enjoy episodic fiction and want the 
narrative complete.  
 
Set in a post-‘Skyfall’ Universe, this takes a couple of liberties with the 23rd addition to the Bond 
canon. Let us assume, for the porpoises of this exercise, that the current 007 takes the number and 
the Christian name from the last fella, and that he's the sixth person to hold that title. This story 
mucks around with a lot of ideas that I've had about the franchise, and challenges the assertion that 
there are some girls that grew up watching Fleming's titular hero wanting not to be the girl on his 
arm, but to be him instead.  
I'm going straight to Hell.  
I’d like to thank everybody who has assisted with reading/correction duty, without whom this whole 
thing would never have seen the light of day, and to everyone who encouraged me to not only 
finish, but write a sequel.   
WARNING: Contains mention of violence, rape, torture and sexual relationships.        

Thank you and I hope you enjoy reading as much as I did creating. 
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One. 

  
Veronica Ashby's family had thrown a lot of money at this Wedding, and it showed.  
A quick glance at her watch told its own story: a whisper after midnight and both bar and dance 
floor were packed. Ronni was one of the few people not currently glued to either, neither drinking 
or grooving as if lives depended on conspicuous consumption. She’d imbibed plenty of champagne 
and thrown enough shapes to maintain the happiness for her younger sister and new husband, 
dismissing with increasing frequency the comments on her being the only one of three children 
without a 'secure' future. On the journey to happy endings, in her life, it had simply become easier 
not to dwell. After all, this was the most content she'd been for some time.   
It no longer mattered what other people saw in her, not any more. She'd finally perfected the 
disguise.  
This whole evening had turned from inconvenience to blessing: it should provide at least a year of 
clear air before her mother began the disapproving phone calls, that Ronni still wasn't seeing 
anyone seriously, their eldest clearly not getting any younger. At least her father wasn't likely to 
give her a hard time about her staunch refusal to accept any offers from anyone who looked 
remotely promising from the offspring of his financial services and international banking 
'acquaintances.' Malcolm Ashby had not spoken a word to her all day, which was probably better 
than the number three bridesmaid could have hoped for. Maybe he'd finally got the message that 
whoever he tried to set up, Ronni simply wasn't interested. After all, once you'd slept with one 
investment specialist, you'd pretty much fucked them all.  
Her lifestyle was never going to be conducive to a normal existence anyway.  
That wasn't stopping Russell, however, who'd been doggedly determined to score for the entire 
evening with little sign of flagging. He appears to her left almost by magic, two flutes of Krug in 
worryingly unblemished hands, slipping a little too close for comfort. Ronni considers moving but 
remains confident enough that there won’t be groping, at least not yet. He'll need to be more wasted 
and less aware of her body language, deliberate but subtle refusal to let him into her personal space 
for a damn good reason.  
‘Can I interest you in another glass, Veronica?’  
‘Have I told you that just my parents use the full name, and normally only when I’m in trouble?’  
‘Sorry, I always forget - Ronni, would you -‘  
‘That’s really kind, but I think I’ve probably had enough. After all, we’ve been at this since just 
after lunchtime.’ 
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‘Tell me about it, this has to be the best food and drink I’ve ever had at a Wedding. All so 
beautifully presented… everything’s perfect. Your family celebrates with convincing style. I think 
this might even be better than Alice’s.’  
That was a good night, Ronni remembers with a stab of nostalgia. Everyone had assumed that her 
happiness that day was because she'd met someone, blissfully unaware of the truth. Finally having 
made the most important of work transitions, significant shift from delivery girl to analyst, World 
opening to her at last. That realisation resonates within her tonight: if the fates allow she's just one 
step away from never having to sit behind a desk ever again. Fuck the fates, this is her choice, fully 
intending to grasp the future with both hands and threaten to shoot it in the head if it didn't hand 
over what was required.   
At times like this, absolutely the last thing she needs to be doing is telling anyone the truth.  
There’d been issue over being able to be genuine with family for a time, but only until the 
understanding stuck, even this would make her better at the job. She doesn't care that they don't 
know, because that is no longer a part of the equation anyway. Somewhere between Alice and 
Emily becoming wives, destiny had been settled and accepted, at least in part.  
Russell’s still talking, lubricated and blithely unaware.  
‘In all that time I’ve never seen you with anybody, not a single bloke. There was a rumour in the 
office for a while -‘  
‘That I was a lesbian, perhaps?’  
‘I didn’t believe it, not for one moment, because you’re clearly far smarter than that.’  
If she didn’t know it already, Russell had more than adequately confirmed not only his staggering 
stupidity, but a narrow-mindedness she could quite easy push off the chair and onto the expensive 
Axminster. However, it’s just simpler to tune him out. Frankly she'd be better off going back to the 
hotel room and sleeping, not simply because of the week ahead. This conversation was no longer a 
sensible use of her time.  
'You think you'll ever get married, Ronni?'  
'Maybe. Would have to be someone pretty spectacular who asked.'  
For a moment Ronni turns to stare at the fool, playing the lie of making him believe she's willing 
with a conviction that only comes when you can deceive yourself as easily as you can anyone else. 
This loser genuinely believes I work for an international exports company, that I spend time when 
not in London travelling the world making deals for the Government. The places I go, the difference 
this makes: to give that up, to marry anyone would take someone unbelievable indeed. Even more 
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so because this entire persona is a beautifully constructed conceit and if you knew what I really did, 
you'd probably not believe me anyway.   
Women just don't play that game.  
Veronica pushes a stray lock of auburn hair behind her ear: delivering her most dazzling, distracting 
smile, one that best accentuates both face and eyes. She knows, at least temporarily, that Russell is 
believing he's going to score, but there will be disappointment instead because in twenty minutes 
she will vanish like smoke and he'll be left with nothing. She needs to be checked out by 7am and 
running by nine because she's not going to fail her Physical Assessment for a second year in a row. 
There is a steadfast refusal to jeopardise what is possibly the last chance at a job promotion that 
could really change her career prospects forever. In that respect a clock was ticking: age an issue 
not for motherhood, but for physical fitness.  
After all, it was not every day the chance for an Active Designation was presented.  
She watches him in the darkness, face rapt and eyes wide, and for the first time in her thirty-five 
years on the planet genuinely understands this is exactly the right thing to do. It doesn't matter that 
this entire life is a lie, because she is comfortable with what it has become.  
Ronni Ashby is both proud and grateful to serve on Her Majesty’s Secret Service. 
 
 
It is so cold that lungs hurt, five mile run rapidly evolving into a marathon, but Ronni locks herself 
away, knowing the time she must complete the course within. Whitehall Gardens are covered with a 
light dusting of frost, February particularly bitter and twisted, Winter refusing to release London 
from its obsessive grip. The flag on the Ministry of Defence is at half mast, latest casualties in 
Afghanistan still fresh in the memory. She considers their faces, staring back from the paper over 
breakfast, lives taken in a war that would never be successfully concluded. She is being distracted, 
and this is not the time for reflection.  
Stop worrying about what might be and simply focus on what can.   
She travels around the Central London park with music from the wedding in her ears: classic songs 
from a sheltered childhood, memories of life growing up in the Suburbs. Moments surface recalling 
Grammar school boys in packs, staring at the duckling who never got to fit in. Itchy in her own 
skin, braces and spots: ignored as plain, focus on prettier girls further down the station platform. 
Too many days were spent despising what life had become; bitterness and anguish of teenage 
existence out of her hands, in other people's control. Every day was a struggle, holding herself 
inside, never showing the hurt at being teased. Crying in the rain so that no-one knew the truth was 
simply easier for everybody.  
She'd been a late bloomer in every respect, still having to push to catch up.  
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There'd be no-one to celebrate with if this secured Active Designation, distinct lack of friends or 
lover to share the excitement. It would just be the knowledge she was good enough, that MI6 would 
then believe Agent Ashby prepared for the special assignments required to finally finish the course. 
It's odd that anyone would do this at all: pondering as the last circuit begins, understanding 
especially with MI6’s concerted push into equal opportunities and incentive rewards. Why would 
you want to be a spy any more when the only way anyone would learn of your achievements would 
be long after your demise?  
That might be true for most ranks, but not the one she aspired to.  
She can see her target, wrapped up against the cold February air, standing in a duffel coat and 
woollen hat, and is gripped with a burst of adrenaline, excitement that this is actually the home 
stretch and she's smashed the personal best. Small arms and rifle scores were as close to perfect as it 
was possible to get. Ronni had aced every intelligence quandary they'd thrown at her across the last 
two days, and knows that the psych results won't show anything other than a woman who has her 
mind firmly focussed on the task.  
She's at least twenty yards past Q when it occurs to stop running.  
The young man in glasses walks up with a smile, understanding she's done enough without having 
to ask, even though he can't tell her anyway. A hand emerges from coat pocket, fingerless gloves 
showing a manicure Ronni bets cost more than a week's worth of her beauty products combined. He 
shakes his congratulations with customary vigour before hiding extremities and stopwatch away.  
‘That was very impressive, Ms Ashby. I think we can reasonably assume you've been working hard 
since the last time our department's paths crossed.’  
‘Thank you Q, I am beginning to understand how hard one has to work to illicit a compliment from 
anyone north of the river, especially you.’  
‘Let me be honest, Ms Ashby: it is easy to admire but takes a certain skill to praise a performance 
without your recipient being suspicious of motive. You already know how well you have performed, 
that much is abundantly apparent. After all, if I wasn’t supremely confident of your chances of 
success, you wouldn’t even be here to begin with.’  
Q’s Division was the closest most normal people in MI6 ever got to the big time. The license to kill 
no longer officially existed, of course: if anyone asked there was the polite yet firm assertion that 
secret agents were a hangover from the Cold War and that a firm grasp of electronic warfare was a 
far more efficient and sensible use of tax-payers’ money. That's why the Government had changed 
the rules and allowed them to do all the assessments, that when someone from Division came and 
sat at your side during a break, you were being eyed for a very special brand of consideration. After 
all, there's only so much to be achieved with a computer, regardless of this impossibly young man's 
assertions to the contrary. However, electronic was the future, and putting the man-management 
into the Quartermaster's hands had, so far, shown a marked improvement in both productivity and 
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success.  
When Q himself sent Veronica an e-mail asking her to lunch, she knew exactly what he'd want to 
discuss. Previous inability had been put aside, and again came an opportunity to impress her worth.  
Ronni sits quietly fifteen minutes later, Earl Grey in Q's own Scrabble mug, ten points of warmth as 
the sweat still cools on a body, shivering in the horribly draughty Barracks Command Centre. 
Normally they'd send her away after an assessment but this time she's been asked to stay, and it is 
making her increasingly nervous. A lot of Ops remained in what had been the service's emergency 
HQ after the explosion that destroyed part of Millbank the previous year, because the powers that 
be still considered having such a public facade as asking for trouble. If she wasn't here Ronni would 
have been shoved on a commercial flight to India anyway, but they sent Greg Fisher instead, and 
the Cambridge Scholar and Army darling was not going to screw up anything. He applied and is 
also short-listed for Active Designation this time around.  
Fisher would be a far better fit for a field agent than she could ever be.  
Q finally re-appears from his office, looking distinctly warmer than he was earlier but still wrapped 
against the cold, holding a memory stick in his hand, and Ronni smiles. That's why they made her 
wait: there is a courier task to complete. He hands the data across almost too deliberately, as if the 
information had particular importance.  
‘I am sorry to have kept you waiting, but I have a new member of staff this morning who I wanted 
to ensure was orientated to the Mainframe as a matter of priority. I think perhaps I should be 
looking for some new technical staff this year, assuming the budget is capable of supporting anyone 
else.’  
‘I had assumed I was being retained for a reason, as we’ve done everything on the schedule?’  
‘Indeed. This contains your results, and needs to be delivered to M. Personally.'  
'I'm sorry, to whom?'  
His emphasis on the last word is a surprise: Ronni knows this too is a test, and the response comes 
without thinking. Q takes the empty mug from her hand and points to it, creating a deliberate 
moment of theatre.  
'I am Q, the Quartermaster. You need to deliver this to M, which stands for-'  
'I'm sorry, but I have no idea who you're talking about, because the last individual that used the 
codename 'M' passed away in the 1970's. This department no longer has one senior individual...'  
'It's alright Ashby, you're off the record.’  
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Ronni has to remember to breathe as M interrupts, appearing in the Barracks doorway, immaculate 
in a three piece Saville Row suit. There is a moment of sadness, past illuminated, before only 
grasped in other people's conversations. This was the first time she’d seen the new man, not 
expecting to even get this close. Ronni met his predecessor once, by accident in Whitehall with a 
liaison in tow, and wished she'd known that M far better before she died. After all, she'd been a 
woman in a man's world for a very long time.  
M takes the drive from Q’s hand, who leaves without ceremony, and then turns to Ronni, regarding 
her appearance with what she's pretty sure is disdain. Even in the cold, the smell of effort is 
unmistakeable and clearly distasteful to her potential boss.  
'Feel free to take your time in the shower, I could do with a second pot of tea on a morning this 
cold. We will continue this when you're more appropriately attired.’  
 
The blonde man stares upwards watching data fill the terminal: as it filters through him there is the 
notion forming of why Q's interest has been piqued. On cue the man appears, divested of duffel 
coat: hovering just out of view, perennially observing as details are gathered and assessed. His brief 
had been simple: what are Veronica Ashby's weaknesses and should the department regard her as a 
suitable candidate for the job she seemed so keen to be considered for? Normally he'd baulk at the 
demotion to research, but this woman has a resonance with him that he's sure Q is more than aware 
of.  
‘This woman’s scores are ridiculous. Are you sure she didn’t cheat on the Range?’  
‘Her ordinance skills are so precise that she can shoot her own initials into targets. I’d like to see 
you try that when I test you later.’  
‘I’m not a big fan of showy, Q.’  
‘No, indeed, destruction is your forte. You could do well to learn from Veronica’s finesse. So 007, 
what do you have for me?'  
Bond wants to be back in the field but knows it won't happen, at least not yet. Quite apart from the 
fact he was rushed returned to fitness after his ‘death’, there's still too many wounds that haven't 
fully healed. M had used him for cleanup post-Skyfall but then asked for a step back, albeit briefly: 
checks and balances from the Department's Psychologist suggest he could happily breathe for a bit, 
and grieve properly after the events in Scotland. Q had strongly agreed, before reminding that the 
new people they'd trained should be given a chance to bed in, and it might be an idea to actually let 
them do the job for a while. Bond can handle PR in his sleep, and may as well be: this is him doing 
Q a favour, giving something back to the programme. It’s another part of the service package, to 
help everyone heal after Silva's rampage through Central London.  
‘I spoke to Tanner: he was her handler before being promoted to Chief of Staff. He’s got nothing but 
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good things to say about her work in Acquisitions, she’s literally not put a foot wrong for close to a 
decade. I’m not sure if that’s brilliant or boring.’  
‘Considering how much you’ve cost the Department in the last twelve months Bond, I think I’d take 
the latter simply as it’s cheaper.  However you are not addressing the brief, I asked for a specific 
assessment of weaknesses.’  
‘Personally she appears to live a faultless existence. The eldest of three daughters, father is a senior 
executive in an Investment bank, mother works as a volunteer at a Hospice. On the surface it’s 
perfect, but when you start to dig… the cracks begin to show. I looked at the surveillance from her 
flat. There’s not a single photograph anywhere. No trinkets or nick-nacks, nothing with any 
sentimental value. The only concession she has is music. Oh, and she drinks everything with far too 
much milk, particularly coffee.’  
‘I don’t think I can mark her down for her taste in beverages, Bond. Anything else?’  
‘Both sisters are married, and looking at what we have for her in terms of personal relationships? 
There’s nothing. Veronica’s not managed a long-term anything with anyone of either sex for fifteen 
years. Strictly heterosexual, nothing has lasted more than a couple of months. So I went back to 
when she was recruited and discovered the reason. She was engaged, at 19, to Scott Christopher 
Redgrave. He was reading Classics at Oxford, they were expected to marry when he graduated. He 
died in a motorcycle accident on the M4 when he was 20 and I'm betting she never recovered.'  
Bond stares sadly at the grainy photo booth strip digitised on screen, four snapshots of young love, 
and can imagine that it's Vesper Lynd and him he's staring at, understanding the terror of sudden 
loss is still a skill he’s learning after decades. The young woman smiling freely back has piqued 
curiosity: for the first time since M included this as part of his workload whether he liked it or not, 
there is a shaft of genuine empathy. The younger man moves in closer, staring at the screen above, 
taking up the story on Bond's behalf.  
'Not strictly true, she’s wanted this life since her teens, if we believe the metrics taken when she 
applied to join Covert Ops. However she is very much the late bloomer, that much is apparent from 
the last three years’ test scores. This is never a woman who's accepted life on anyone else's terms 
but her own. Once Redgrave died, she did what many people might consider the sensible thing and 
pretty much gave up on the opposite sex altogether. All her energy was funnelled into her childhood 
dream.'  
'But Q, we both know nice girls don't want to be secret agents.'  
There is an undoubted moment of unspoken understanding between the two of them. It was a 
standing joke, no women as Field Agents, and had been until Eve Moneypenny had kicked the trend 
in the head. However she'd chosen to walk away and go back to a desk, decision under the 
circumstances that was completely understandable, and one for which Bond still felt relief. This did 
mean however a noticeable absence of female agents on the top tier, which needed to change, not 
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simply for the sake of quotas and appearances. There was absolutely no reason why women couldn't 
do this job, it was no longer a man's world. In fact, as Q enjoyed pointing out to Bond and anyone 
else that would listen, the opposite sex were at a distinct advantage, because no-one would expect 
them to be agents to begin with. It was why the Chinese had so many in service. The British were 
lagging behind, and it needed to be addressed.  
The problem was finding the right women to fit the job.  
007 stares at the woman Veronica has become, most recent photo on screen enlarged and enhanced, 
and finds himself wanting to know more despite his reticence. Curiosity was a weakness he'd 
discovered Q was particularly adept at exploiting: he could sense the itch, at the back of his mind, 
need to ask how death drove every waking thought. Running from the last kill, ignoring fear, living 
with an understanding that every day could be your last. He'd promised himself after Vesper's 
demise he'd not care again, and then Eve had undermined his control. She was never going to be his 
answer anyway, because she'd walked away from the job Bond knew she couldn't cope with, but he 
loved.  
Maybe Ronni could play the game as well as he did.  
‘Do you have anything to add to your assessment, 007?’  
‘With consideration, I think she's a perfect choice. She'll cope with the grief because she already 
knows how to. However, at some point she's going to need to address what I suspect will be some 
intimacy issues with the opposite sex, because that's probably the most powerful weapon she'll ever 
wield.’  
 
Q smiles, knowing Bond’s experience in the field had never been just about the mission. If he was 
going to tailor anyone for this particular shadowing, he couldn't have found a more perfect fit. 
Looking at Ronnie's behaviour in the last six months, the metrics told him she was ready to make 
the next step. With Bond as his instrument, the business of fulfilling this woman’s potential had 
become considerably less of a concern. Now all the young man had to do was sit and wait.  
Immovable object and irresistible force would collide soon enough.           
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Two. 

  
The interview room is small and impersonal, and M appears decidedly uncomfortable sitting in it.  
A laptop is the man’s current focus, which he has been staring at for some time, lost in thoughts 
Ronni knows better than to interrupt. She waits quietly, hair tied neatly in a ponytail, pale grey 
trouser suit not keeping body quite warm enough. There is a sense that something is wrong, they’re 
still here and not back in M's office: her scores are impeccable, so there's going to be something 
else that’s not been factored into the equation. The question now becomes whether they will tell her 
exactly what it is or, as was the case last time, she'll simply be sent away.  
Finally M shifts focus from the screen, considered appraisal and Ronni is reminded oddly of her 
father. It could almost be disapproval in his demeanour, but because of what?  
‘Agent Ashby, these are probably the best results I’ve seen from an assessment exercise in some 
time. You are to be congratulated not simply for your improvement on last year’s scores but for a 
clear determination to be noticed as a candidate for Active Designation.’  
The compliment is a sweetener, bolstering for disappointment. Ronni knows that if she wants this 
man to look past the numbers, she’ll need to show her strength in a one to one situation.  
‘May I speak freely, Sir?’  
‘You certainly don’t need to ask me for permission, Ashby.’  
‘My scores were good last year, but that wasn’t enough, and I suspect by the amount of time you’ve 
spent trying to find a way to open this conversation tactfully you’re not seeing the results as the 
problem you have with me.’  
‘Your perception serves you well, which should not be as much of a surprise as it is. You are a 
genuine asset Ashby, and I will admit that your enthusiasm to join this programme… well, at least 
to me it creates a quandary.’  
‘May I ask why, Sir?’  
'You're the oldest of three children, correct?’  
The question is unexpected, leaving Ronni briefly scrabbling for a response.  
'Yes, Sir... I have two younger sisters. Both are married, with one pregnant. Can I ask why this is 
relevant?’  
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M's expression shifts, impossible to read for what she'd guess is good reason. Mallory is the modern 
face of the Service, yet being touted as a way back to the more traditional values that made MI6 the 
envy of intelligence agencies worldwide. She is also well aware he has to treat her as an equal: the 
Civil Service has obligations that stretch far beyond the Old Boys Network of the past. However, 
there are still echoes of those days that remain seemingly impossible to erase...  
'Veronica, your family is clearly an important part of your life. I find myself wondering just how 
much you would be prepared to sacrifice in order to be placed on Active Designation as a result.’  
‘With respect, sir, my family are a part of my life I would have no trouble detaching from.’  
‘That’s quite an easy thing to say, but I can assure you that the reality is considerably more 
challenging.’  
She'd never even made it to M's office last time, it had been a woman in a suit who she couldn't 
name who smiled almost sadly and relayed that there were 'elements of this resume that required 
work before reapplication would be considered.' She'd always assumed it was her physical fitness 
that had been in question. Now she grasps that's the least of her problems, and understands what is 
being asked. Q had reinforced the point when she'd pressed him at lunch months previously, but 
suddenly the words need to issue from this man’s mouth.  
'Your discretion and professionalism are without question. I am well aware that absolutely no-one in 
your family has ever been considered as a security risk. However, Active Designation is not a world 
where normal rules apply, even more so should you fulfil the supplementary entrance requirements 
to proceed. Our best applicants are at an advantage already over you, one that would not be easy to 
match in your present circumstances.'  
He won't say the phrase, Ronni grasps, suppressing a smile that suddenly seems out of place 
considering the serious nature of the context: never having to think about the possibility in front of a 
potential boss before, she’d have no trouble in doing so now. The initial reaction isn't so hard to 
swallow. No more weddings. An end to Christmases at home, being an Aunt to any potential nieces 
or nephews. Goodbye to phone calls or surprise food parcels.  
No more family life ever again with her genetic parents or offspring.  
Voluntary Bereavement. She'd heard the term first as a joke, in a briefing, from a Field Agent who 
she knows now was probably a 00, calling it 'the best way to simplify your life.' She grasped the 
irony of that statement when Q confirmed it was a mandatory requirement to proceed with her 
career, but never dwelt on the consequences because that's how she'd survived until now. A simpler 
existence, new start. The most terrible of prices to pay.   
Your life: ended, and then created again anew.  
M's discomfort remains apparent, but he continues regardless with what Ronni can't help but feel is 
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a pre-prepared speech for her benefit.  
‘I cannot fault these scores, Ashby, they’re practically perfect. You’ve done everything that the 
Department has asked of you, and more, but the final reality of the journey to 00 status requires a 
sacrifice that proves ultimately that you are indeed the right woman for the task. Some may 
consider it barbaric, but almost 60 years of metrics have proven that this method delivers the type of 
individual capable of surviving the rigours this position presents.’  
‘Q Branch have provided me with all the requirements I’d need to fulfil in order to proceed, Sir. I 
am well aware of what is being asked of me.’  
'Despite what the politically correct lobby may think, there are a number of very good reasons why 
we have so few female applicants that have ever been placed into Active Designation. Those in 
secure families, with commitments and ties… we understand that this is often simply asking too 
much. Unless we introduce compulsory conscription to the equation, that's not likely to change.’  
‘You are of course intimating that I'd have to accept Voluntary Bereavement to proceed?'  
M's eyes widen at Ronni's casual use of the term, correct nerve both located and hit first time. It's 
really easy to understand why so many would fall at this last hurdle. Easier still to grasp why the 
service appealed to those with the minimum amount of personal baggage. Ronni had never fitted 
the profiles since Grammar School, yet here she was, ready to move forward.   
She refuses to break eye contact with the older man and watches his expression alter, soften in her 
appraisal. I just asked you to kill me so I can take this job. I'm completely serious. Sitting here, in 
front of the person who would be her ultimate superior officer, the choice seems deceptively simple, 
but she can't be seen to be making such a quantum shift without reasoned reflection.  
Please, give me the opportunity that I crave.  
'I couldn't possibly comment, Ms Ashby, suffice it to say I'd personally need to believe you'd 
considered all the options available to you before we process your application further.'  
'Theoretically, how long would I have to come to a decision to ensure I'll be included in this cycle?'  
M's face finally breaks, slightest hint of a smile on thin lips. He must know she would be an 
absolute boon to the Service at 00, but still Ronni sees it: he cannot believe she'd give up her life to 
do so. They needed women without commitments or the desire to begin families. He didn't like to 
be the sexist, but someone had to do it, something his predecessor had taught him was an 
inconvenient truth in the modern world. If Ronni voluntarily accepted this life, he'd be amazed. 
She’d make that an emotion he’d not only feel, but regret he ever considered to begin with.  
'I'd need to be told personally within forty-eight hours. In my office, in Millbank. I want proof that 
you’re genuinely serious. I’ll leave it up to you to decide how that is delivered.’ 
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The man rises suddenly, and Ronni can’t be sure but thinks that maybe he’s been rattled, just a 
touch, by her intentions. As he leaves, she can’t help the smile she knows Q will be watching on a 
screen somewhere, as he always does.  
The boss refuses to believe I’ll do this. We’ll have to fix that as a matter of priority.  
 
Ronni can't sleep any more, so sits and watches early morning over the Thames.  
When she accepts VB in an hour’s time, this view will vanish too: that is probably the greatest loss 
she'll suffer. Her flat, vista across the cheap end of Docklands and everything in it will be lost 
forever, entire life replaced at the Taxpayer's expense. Every material comfort sacrificed, existence 
erased, accepting the change she knows in her heart will be instigated. Lists in her head have been 
written and ticked off, arguments debated until her brain screamed, knowing that every path led to 
the same truth, feelings remaining steadfastly unchanged.  
For as long as she can remember, she's wanted to be the person standing just beyond her grasp.   
If that meant she had to give up everything, then so be it. Cross-legged on the lone sofa, hardly 
worn and seldom used, this is the moment to be grateful that there are no pictures in the flat, 
deliberate removal of every frame of reference for many years. She'd not owned a proper camera 
since University, only evidence she even existed to her family was in pictures of her sibling's joy. 
Mum would ask where she was on business trips and so she'd use the phone to send landscapes 
from places visited, never anything to tie a particular location to the job. That was this lie, and her 
conscience remained comfortable with the truths it provided.  
When Ronni left University and enlisted in the Air Force, it was under a pretence. The Intelligence 
Service had recruited her at the end of her second year: anonymous advert in the Telegraph's jobs 
section followed by two days in a nondescript building in West London where codes were 
decrypted, mental agility tested before running on a treadmill until her legs stopped working. At the 
end, sitting in a small grey room with a woman who could easily have been her mother, the message 
was simple. Veronica Ashby had a chance to change the world for the better. It took a month to 
grasp that her Air Force placement was only part of a far more complicated story. Only when the 
two men arrived at her shared home with a briefcase full of legal waivers did reality register: she 
had fallen into a far more complicated world than even the Civil Service itself had outlined.  
The joy at having found her calling however simply superseded everything else from that point 
forward.  
After a year of training, fast track to RAF Officer status and beyond, Ronni accepted that looks 
were just as significant as brains in her selection process. Anonymous might work for some 
operatives, yes, but not her. No-one said as much outright either, but when asked to carry a small 
box to the American Embassy in the volatile days of post Soviet Moscow, it was because a smile 
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and the accent would pass through security unhindered. It helped that she'd picked Russian and 
Mandarin to learn as secondary languages after French and Spanish, brilliant mind backed up by an 
implicit understanding of each task in hand. Communication was the key to everything, and doing it 
better than anyone else had never been a problem.  
 
Her father's insistence that the tongues of the largest races would always place you at a financial 
advantage was the only piece of advice ever taken seriously, but not because of Malcolm Ashby’s 
assertion. Dad gave up completely when it became clear that money was the last of her concerns, 
dressing and acting on her terms and no-one else’s. He’d issued an ultimatum when she announced 
to family of future intent: this was a wholly unsuitable job for a woman, and if she continued with 
this destructive path, there would be no financial assistance from the Ashby coffers ever again. 
There was no need for help then, never asked for at any point since. Ronni earns more money now 
than both of her sisters combined, a fact Mum would continue to press whenever possible.  
Her father was a misogynist dinosaur, and that was never likely to change.  
Ashby spent the decade after Fast Track running across the planet, hotspot to flashpoint, delivering 
equipment hidden in Diplomatic Bags, until the day when she was called to Millbank, to meet 
William Tanner, first genuine clash with a world that had up to then only existed in rumour and 
whispers. He'd looked more uncomfortable than her back then, and ever since there'd been a 
suffering to the man, as if he couldn't quite reconcile the seriousness of the position, that at any 
moment it could be snatched away from an uncertain grasp. Ronni was genuinely pleased when the 
previous M had poached him, but disappointed his replacement didn't share as much humanity. 
Tanner was a man who had consistently treated her with more respect than anyone else she'd met 
outside of Q Division, the only real place where femininity wasn't considered a joke or a hindrance.  
There is a craving for music to accompany this last trip from the flat, but Ronni knows that is just 
one of many luxuries that must be sacrificed in order for her soul to finally be saved. This is a 
religion, mantras and prayers, years of meditation and devotion to a goal that finally, blissfully is 
within her sight. She might be going straight to Hell for her troubles, penance more than willingly 
shouldered until the day she died. Working for your Country was all well and good: knowing you 
would die for it without a thought changed the outlook for everything.  
If she needs to be at Millbank for 7am, then it is time to leave.   
The cold hits hard as the front door shuts, dropping keys through the letterbox as instructed. The 
Orientation people can enter her flat without them, after all, but doing what she's told is all part of 
this process, and that means a dance which can be performed whilst asleep if required. All that is 
needed now is resolve not to waver, courage to travel without changing her mind.  
Those qualities are second nature, without thought. All that drives her now is the future.  
 
Bond lies awake, staring at the ceiling. 
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Sleep patterns are permanently shot but at least this time he made it to bed, beginning to grasp that 
when Q suggested he find something to do away from espionage to aid relaxation, the boy had a 
point. The laptop's faint glow on the desk across the hallway still illuminates the room, where he'd 
been mindlessly losing himself down Internet rabbit-holes before completely detaching from reality. 
That's how he functioned: pressure and release, inextricable then inertia and it wasn't healthy. James 
resented the extra time with Gregory in the previous week until it was apparent that the most senior 
Psychologist the Department had wasn't trying to make a point with anything, he just reflected back 
what 007 had become.  
Sleep refuses to co-operate because he's never tired when not in the Field.  
The mobile suddenly chirps into life on the bedroom dresser; single, uncomplicated tone, and Bond 
is immediately grateful. Unexpected communication would mean not only diversion but excitement. 
There was only one person who ever sent him texts, and if he’d got one, time to not be in bed.  
The message brings a smile to his face for the first time in several days:  
VB arriving early, be ready to meet at work.  
Adrenaline hits with a surprise that turns smile to grin: she’s moving before the deadline. 
Moneypenny will be up, called in well before normal start time, inconveniencing her and Mallory 
plus disrupting both schedules. William Tanner too will be forced to extricate himself from twin six 
year old girls and demanding wife before being urged into Millbank because the girl taking 
Voluntary Bereavement decided everybody gets to understand just how serious she is. Q is already 
there, calling the team into action, having placed Ronni on 24 hour surveillance since she she asked 
to die so flagrantly in her post-assessment debriefing.  
M may have doubted Ronni’s sincerity, but the more Bond has learnt about the woman, the greater 
his desire has become to understand the motivation. He’d spent time the previous evening 
researching sisters, Facebook stalking and Old Girls Network websites providing a surprising 
amount of detail on the younger siblings but nothing on the eldest. Veronica had done a staggeringly 
good job of ceasing to exist virtually anywhere: the only photo he could find online is of her 
looking uncomfortable at the back of a shot from a History trip to the Great Battlefields in Belgium 
when she was 16, virtually unrecognisable from the woman he’s now shadowing.  
Bond knows just how difficult this is to achieve in the Digital Age, and he’s impressed despite the 
desire to dismiss the perfection presented. Everything that has been asked of Veronica has been 
achieved, with room to spare, and still nobody takes the woman seriously, because that isn’t what 
matters. It is a disparity that has nothing to do with ability, or indeed perception. It is a fear of what 
she represents to some, a dismissal of this role being either acceptable or possible to the same 
standard he is judged on. Normally, Bond would not think about principles because that’s how he’s 
remained alive for so long, but now he is unsettled by circumstance. Vesper was as strong as she is, 
confident and unfazed by what he was. She gave her life to save him, confident Veronica would do 
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nothing less. This isn’t Q drawing parallels any more either. There are demons he is yet fully to 
address and defeat, and needs to exorcise if there is any desire to remain sane.  
007 can shower for his Country, clean and prepared in less time it would take most people to get to 
the bathroom. The suit chosen is one of his favourites, waistcoat a considered concession to his own 
desires, hangover from immediate predecessor. He stops and stares in the mirror: allowed to remain 
lightly bearded since coming off duty, the look works well. However, it's not part of the uniform, 
and if he's going to do the job Q requires, it will have to go. There isn't time now, because his target 
will be on her way and he needs to be in the office before she is.  
The laptop seductively blinks from his modest office and Bond goes to flip up the screen, Q 
conveniently sending secure satellite footage of Ronni's journey via Company Intranet. He's less 
than five minutes walk from Millbank at this flat, ultimate perk of the senior 00 agent, desirable 
piece of London property that's worth six figures simply by location. He'd been surprised MI6 had 
given it back to him after they sold it to a senior civil servant following his 'death' at Moneypenny's 
hands. Skyfall had meant a change to many things, not simply how the organisation worked in the 
public eye. The first 007 had lived here in the 50's, and it was to remain a part of his 'uniform' just 
as the Aston Martin had become, even though by his own admission Bond preferred travelling 
around London by motorbike.  
Ronni is on the Embankment, walking towards Big Ben: Tanner's coming out of the Tube at 
Westminster and Eve is already on the Bridge, Millbank directly ahead. Bond needs no further 
prompting, has keys and phone in his hand as the Laptop shuts down, is outside the flat on instinct, 
before he shivers and notices the cold. He'd not normally bother in London but something stops 
him, returning to locate the coat worn for PR appearances. Pulling out her business card from the 
inside pocket, carried for years and now battered and dog-eared, Bond stares saddened before 
putting it on the hallway table. Vesper’s name is faded: he never challenged her after the first night 
it was presented on the train to Montenegro, whether his lover really had hated parents for what 
they'd called her. The past, as Gregory had told him the day before, is not what should control our 
actions.   
That is our task, not history's.  
He puts chronology away where it belongs, leaving the past to address the future.  
 
Ronni walks to work, street lights illuminating a dark and heavy day, another cold morning in 
prospect. The banks of the Thames are more crowded than she's expecting, yet despite the weather 
there remains an undoubted optimism surrounding the people passed. For the first time since she's 
begun this journey there is the desire to imagine herself already a 00: looking at faces, trying to 
work out what the other people do for a living: delivery driver, office worker, postman, City 
executive... how many of you are a spy?   
She suppresses a smile: dressed like a secretary, or perhaps a simple office worker, but all of this is 
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the most glorious of fronts. She is the Trojan Horse, secret hidden inside normality, challenge to the 
Old School hypocrisy, free spirit about to be caged and tamed for a job that she'd craved with 
almost obsessive need since the first time she understood what a spy really was. Walking across 
Westminster Bridge, as darkness shifts to dawn over a London skyline it would be impossible to 
grow tired of appreciating, Ronni is briefly at peace with herself for the first time in many, many 
years.  
The only doubt comes when standing at the doors to Millbank, staring at what remains defiant and 
unbroken after Silva’s destructive rampage. The past calls, understanding that after this point she 
never comes back out the same: for a moment everything sways, shifting light before the sun finally 
breaks over her last day alive.   
‘Don’t dwell on the past, Veronica. The future is always more desirable.’  
She doesn’t expect Q in her head, but his parting words at lunch that fateful November Thursday 
slip back as a reminder. He knows you can be a 00.   
Soon, so will everybody else.  
Signing in at the front desk moments later Veronica spies Tanner, talking to an unknown woman. 
The older man smiles with an expression that strikes as odd, because he never does that to anyone, 
least of all her. In the journey through the tunnel of metal and explosive detectors her ex-Boss waits 
patiently on the other side: Ronni wonders what to say as explanation. The only reason she ever 
comes to this building is to meet him or her liaison, and that is always at their behest. If arriving 
here unannounced...  
He will know I'm taking VB, and that's why I'm here.  
'Good morning Ronni.'  
‘It looks like it will indeed be just that, Sir.'  
'I think you can dispense with the title: new guy uses my surname, you can make your own choice.'  
‘Well in that case William, I think I may need your help.'  
He blushes at the use of full Christian name, that she's subconsciously slipped into the mode used 
when on the back foot: using pretence to garner an answer instead of just asking outright.  
'The new guy lives where now, exactly?'  
'I think I can help you with that.'  
The woman who Tanner was speaking to has appeared at his arm: stunning in a royal blue ensemble 
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that Ronni'd never ever dare try to pull off, dark skin glowing even under the harsh strip lights of 
the building. She'd never seen this person before, which is odd, because someone this striking 
would be hard to miss especially in the white, male orientated world she was used to...  
'Good morning, I'm Eve, and I happen to work on the same floor as the new guy. If you’d like to 
follow me, I think he’ll arrive about the same time we do.’  
Ronni does as she's told, maintaining discreet distance, suddenly uncomfortable as the two of them 
walk away from the main bank of lifts and around a corner to a separate small alcove with two solid 
fire doors. She'd passed this place countless times on the way to the Ladies bathroom and thought 
nothing of it, and watches in amazement as Eve places her thumb on the end of one of the fire 
door's metal opening struts. There is the faintest of clicks and the door swings open as the pair move 
into to a grey concrete room, in which sits a spacious single lift, already open and waiting.  
Eve pulls a key from her pocket and opens a small panel on which she again has to place her thumb. 
There are only three buttons to press: this floor, up and down. Ronni decides to break the silence 
with a stab of deductive reasoning. If Q were designing a lift simply to do the job...  
'Up is the day job, down for extreme emergencies?'  
‘You’re very perceptive, and yes there is a bunker which is only ever used in times of war. The 
problem is, of course, that conventional definitions just don’t seem to apply to much any more.’  
‘I don’t think anyone expected the war on terror to hit this close to home.’  
‘Did you ever meet the previous M?’  
‘I’m sorry, I have no idea who you’re talking about.’  
It’s a reflex now, and Eve blinks, slighted of tilts of the head. As Ronni has no idea of her status or 
clearance, the same rules always apply. Never talk about active assignments with anyone.  
‘I know who you are, and why you’re here, and I find myself quietly amazed. That you would give 
up so much in a heartbeat, that you are so perfect a front and yet so complex a depth. Tell me, 
Ronni, has there ever been any doubt?’  
The woman phases her, unsettling in both calm and poise, and Ronni has to think fast. To not know 
who this was, never meeting her at any point until now could mean one of two things: she was new, 
or this was someone very important indeed. The exchange with Tanner settles her mind: they knew 
each other well, which means this is a Field Agent she’s speaking to. In turn that demands that the 
response was not something that should leave anything open for discussion.  
‘Never.’  
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The appraisal is odd, strangely disconcerting before Eve turns back to the lift panel.  
'I've said we need more buttons, but Q maintains that less is more.'  
The panel suddenly illuminates as the lift hums: Eve places her thumb on ‘up’, and uncomfortable 
seconds pass before the doors finally close. Ronni stands, listening to the clicks the lift makes as it 
rises, before the doors part to reveal an open plan office space that takes her breath away. Even at 
7am the place hums, people at work at desks beneath huge glass terminals that act as monitors,  
technology sophisticated enough for Ronni to stop and stare in disbelief. Although only partially 
constructed, Q Division's fingerprints are everywhere: looking across the space she locks gazes with 
the man himself, standing at a terminal in disarray, two other technicians quietly arguing at its open 
side.  
The look he gives her is enough to make Veronica think she really has done the right thing.  
'There are two lifts: this one is for employees only, and there's the 'official' one for dignitaries that's 
a lot less technology and far more old school. We're still remodelling after the explosion as you can 
see, but work is progressing well enough. For a while we were in Whitehall but the PM wasn't 
happy with the potential security issues, so we're moving ourselves back here in stages.'  
Eve travels through the space with clear familiarity while Ronni follows behind, trying really hard 
to not get distracted but briefly obsessing on the notion of this floor's position in the scheme of 
things. She'd bet you couldn't travel here conventionally, and needs to confirm the theory.  
'This floor isn't accessible except using those two lifts, correct? So you can lock everything up in 
plain sight?'  
'There are three floors this could be, if truth be told. I'm informed that's just the right amount of 
smoke and mirrors one can present between the truth and the illusion, for people to stop considering 
the possibility they're being deceived.'  
‘You even sound like Q when you quote him. What do you think of all this?’  
Aware of growing tension between her and a woman Ronni thinks she’d like to know better, there is 
the desire to proffer an olive branch, even if that action might be unnecessary. Eve stops and stares 
again, no softening in her demeanour.  
‘I decided to stop thinking for a while, just to toe the company line. I’m still not sure what I feel 
about a lot of things, if I’m honest. You’re really not what I expected. Maybe you are just too 
perfect.’  
The phrase hits hard, between breastbone and stomach, and Ronni scrabbles to maintain composure. 
This woman knows her very well indeed, and is clearly part of Orientation, and that means the rules 
change again. This time there will be no response, simply silence, and the understanding that Eve 



!20

was not to be trifled with. This was a woman who was defensive and combative, and as a result 
should be kept at distance.  
Finally she turns, heading towards an area of bare concrete and scaffolding, beyond which is a wall, 
completely out of place against the high tech veneer behind them, solid wood panelling stretching 
from one side of the building to the other. Ronni understands as she catches up about the move from 
Whitehall being partially cosmetic. There are no thumbprint scanners, just a large brass handle, and 
as the door they approach opens Eve almost walks straight into M, face full of thunder, dressed for 
winter morning with both coat and hat.  
'Dear God, Moneypenny, what is so bloody important that you call me over from the House of 
Lords this -‘  
Most of the anger drains from M's face when he sees Ronni behind her, to be replaced by what she's 
pretty certain is surprise. Of all the people who know me: Q, Tanner, even the woman who I'll now 
bet used to be a Field Agent but is now your PA, you're the only one who thought I'd walk away.  
‘Agent Ashby. What an unexpected pleasure!’  
Veronica smiles, understanding the significance of the compliment.  
'Good Morning, Sir. If you want to berate anyone it should be me and not Moneypenny, I'm the one 
who's responsible for bringing you here.'  
M continues to stare, a genuine smile forming, and Ronni knows it is now or never.  
'You said I needed to inform you personally if I wished to be considered for Voluntary 
Bereavement. I wanted to confirm my interest to proceed well before the deadline.'  
Eve has vanished, and suddenly it is just the two of them: M ushers her into the reception outside 
his office, which is anything but state of the art: she is stepping back in time to the 1940's. As the 
door closes behind them the noise of the office vanishes, and all Ronni can hear is the quiet clicking 
of a grandfather clock to her left. Fear grips her heart, but she steadfastly ignores it.  
No turning back, not now.  
'So, to make sure we are absolutely clear, you wish to move forward to the next stage of Active 
Designation?'  
A camera above them is recording this exchange, probably several. Somewhere in that room behind 
her Q will be hearing this too: knowing this time she was serious,understanding exactly what the 
Country was asking of her. The last time she tried, they knew she wasn't ready and didn't push, and 
that is exactly what has happened.  
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'Yes, sir. I'd like to be considered as soon as possible.’  
M is taking off his coat as Eve reappears, who takes it without a word, confirming Ronni’s 
suspicion. Why would a field agent take demotion to a desk job? There’s no time for anything other 
than polite silence, however, as M is suddenly all business.  
'Moneypenny, we'll need the legal people up here, assuming of course any of them are actually in 
the building at 7.15.'  
'I am sure that I can find someone with sufficient seniority to process the paperwork. I’ve also 
ensured the rest of the Orientation team have been alerted that the timetable’s been shifted forward. 
I think a bit of surprise is good for everyone once in a while.’  
The first chance she gets, Ronni is determined to find out as much about Eve as possible. First 
however, is the more pressing issue of getting these people to accept that she’s still worthy, and that 
will mean making her feel as uncomfortable as M’s PA managed with a single sentence. 
Moneypenny was good, flawless in her execution, and clearly used to dealing with awkward agents. 
Now she is professionalism personified, talking to a blonde woman summoned from Q’s 
playground who is then brought over for introduction.  
'Ronni, this is Elizabeth Sharpe, she's going to take you before we get the last of the legal waivers 
signed to go over some details we're missing on your Personnel folder. Don't worry about having to 
be at Horseguards this morning, they'll be told you've had a change of plans and you'll be packing 
for Heathrow a little early. Have you done as instructed and have your bags ready?'  
There are two suitcases in the hallway of my flat with passport and iPod on top. I locked the door 
and walked away, just as you requested I'd have to. There are no personal items on me at all right 
now: jewellery, pictures, even my handbag is at home. I followed every instruction to the letter. It 
never actually occurred to me that when I said yes, that would be it.  
No, you did not make the wrong choice. This life is done.  
'Exactly as instructed.'  
Eve’s smile is a lie, everything is the enemy and from now on, she trusts nobody with anything. 
Ronni’s on the back foot, and it’s how she works best.   
Whatever the department wants to throw at her from now on, she’s ready for them.       
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Three. 

  
He's hidden by the pillar plus a bank of servers, but the desk has an unimpeded view of her for the 
first time: Bond knows there are worse ways to spend a morning as Ronni is cross examined by the 
department's best psychological analyst. Elizabeth Sharpe can also see him if required but as yet has 
no reason to communicate. The transmitter in his ear allows complete access to the conversation 
across the room: he is beginning to enjoy his time as eavesdropper whilst here as Q's expert on all 
things 00. M's argument in a planning meeting the previous day was compelling: if this woman was 
aiming for the designation, they needed someone to vet her with an intimate knowledge of what that 
job entailed. Eve had been offered the opportunity but had politely declined.   
Until something major came up Bond was off the books: this was infinitely preferable to being 
wheeled out as part of the new man's PR push. There is carte blanche to ask what he wants, to see if 
buttons can be pushed now she's walked in the front door of MI6 and declared the intention. Q and 
the department's Psychologist have until 5pm to make the final decision: even if she has said yes, 
they can scupper this if they decide the woman’s unable to handle pressure, and he's been brought 
here to cause trouble. He loves the role of provocateur, one he'll always rise to if given the chance.  
Gregory returns from M's office to settle at his side, nodding briefly to Elizabeth who barely 
registers his presence but knows to be alert.  
'So, how are we doing?' the older man asks, looking at the distinct lack of notes on Bond's pad.  
‘Veronica is steadfastly refusing to be drawn. She's doing what's asked, but that's not the point. I 
assume the new guy’s not happy at being dragged up here at the crack of dawn?’  
‘As M said, he only has himself to blame. You can see for yourself, tell this woman what to do and 
that’s how it works. She simply took him at his word.’  
‘I don’t think the 00 designation should cover the ability to blindly follow orders, in fact I’d say the 
skill is to do the exact opposite and still end up with the same end result.’  
‘Only in your case, 007. I should remind you that this department does not often use you as a 
benchmark.’  
‘But in this case I’m here to make a point. Veronica was phased by Moneypenny’s swipe at her 
perfection, but it was only brief. We need something to make her squirm.’  
'Agreed,  a push is what this now requires. Sharpe, go straight to the Personals after this one, 
please.’  
Elizabeth automatically acknowledges the command, locating a folder to her left, effortlessly 



!23

looking as if she is shuffling papers: instead pulling out a list Gregory has prepared to spice up the 
lines of questioning. This is an uncompromising selection: the day of Ronni's last period, whether 
she's using contraception, and Bond sees his first opportunity to strike as Ashby's discomfort 
becomes more pronounced.  
'Ask her when she last had sex.'  
The senior psychologist stares disapprovingly but makes no objection, and Sharpe does as 
instructed.  
'This is relevant how, exactly?' Ronni sounds perturbed and body language immediately changes, a 
fact both men pick up on immediately. Alert turns rapidly to defensive. Sharpe plays the role of 
apologetic messenger who's hoping not to be shot, to perfection.  
'I'm sorry, someone somewhere clearly thinks this is important.'  
Bond can taste bitterness, discomfort across the room, because that's what it is: he knows she 
doesn't remember. There’s an attempt to deflect the question by telling Elizabeth about the family 
friend who tried to pick her up at her sister’s wedding a few weeks previously. February is a 
ridiculous month to be standing outside in pink chiffon, that maybe if her sister's boyfriend could 
hold up his end of the birth control responsibilities he wouldn't be forced into marrying a nice 
Catholic girl’s sister he'd got pregnant following a contraception misunderstanding. Bond begins to 
grasp just how much will be sacrificed to get what she wants, and understands Ronni’s not quite 
aware of the consequences for herself.   
She'll grasp that reality soon enough.  
'It takes two to tango,' Gregory observes to no-one in particular, making notes as Ronni is pressed. 
A hand goes to her face, eyes closing; Bond can smell sweat and embarrassment, watches 
reconciliation to the inevitable as the only answer she has is presented. He needs to know if 
Veronica can hide everything if pushed, and all they have here is the truth.  
'You know, I have no idea, but it's been well over a year. If you're going to follow this up with when 
was the last time I masturbated, then that was about the same time, because if I am right that night 
was pretty woeful all round.'  
There is also a little too much anger, Bond concludes, and he is briefly chastised for asking. 
Expecting an outright lie, he would have picked a date that didn't make him look too desperate or 
that involved a woman who ultimately died. Death. The possibility of the moment hits with force, 
007 scrabbling for a question to frame it within.  
'Ask her casually if she's ever considered getting married. Make it sound like you're going off your 
script.'  
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At this Gregory sits forward in his chair, nodding approval to Bond's suggestion. Elizabeth changes 
the subject, moving the conversation to her own wedding, about how she'd met her boyfriend at 
college, and Bond knows exactly why Sharpe is always Q's number one choice for this task. The 
shroud wraps itself silently around Ronni, back quietly straightening, that she could almost be 
relaxing when instead this is withdrawal. The woman vanishes inside, smile appearing genuine but 
ultimately false, as she nods along with Elizabeth's story.  
'You've never been in love?' the analyst pronounces, looking genuinely surprised at the woman 
opposite.  
'There's really no time for those kind of sentiments in my part of the job.'   
Ronni laughs and turns her head away looking out over the river, and Bond knows where she's 
going; the place where the past can be handled on her terms and not disturbed. This is where 
nothing hurts any more, even though the pain is as fresh as it has always been. Gregory leans back, 
Bond registering a smile from the older man as he does.  
‘M was right, 007, your peculiar insight is particularly useful. I’m impressed.’  
‘Save it for if Ronni really is capable of everything you’re going to ask of her. Some days, even I 
can’t do it, as you’ve correctly pointed out.’  
She’s better than he is, pain exquisitely masked and buried deeper, and 007 doesn’t want to be that 
person but knows he has to, because if she isn’t capable now they’ll break her when the next stage 
comes. Suddenly this woman needs to succeed, limits pushed until they snap, Bond briefly 
breathless at the speed of her transformation.  
'Ask her again, Sharpe. Push her.’  
At Bond’s behest both men lean forward, waiting for an answer. Gregory nods his assent, firing up 
the dormant terminal to his left as Elizabeth picks her moment before pressing the point.  
'Surely there's been someone that you've thought you might have a future with?'  
The transformation is complete: Bond understands that this woman can deceive, without breaking 
stride. Nervous and uncertain has vanished, coated in a veneer of invulnerability, but there will be 
work to do. If challenged however, she is more than capable of lying with impunity.  
'No, there's never been anyone special.'  
Bond is convinced she’d deceive a polygraph, even from across the room, and watches as Gregory 
checks just that: the speech is already running through Q's electronic equivalent, and the result is 
damning. 99% certainty answer is truthful There's not a hint of stress in her voice or entire body. 
That's what the job demands, and she’s nailed it. 
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'Carry on, Sharpe.'  
Gregory takes out his earpiece and stands, expecting Bond to do the same. He remains, lost briefly 
in thoughts that are no-one else’s but his, before waving the department's psychologist away.  
 
I promised Q I’d stay to the end of this session, and I will.  
 
By lunchtime, Ronni is beyond exhausted.  
Elizabeth's questions were incredibly thorough, increasingly personal whilst remaining mentally 
painful. Passwords for the internet and websites on her Macintosh, telephone numbers for friends, 
even what she'd had for breakfast that morning. The last time she'd had sex had caused some 
discomfort because she wasn't sure and had to guess. The day of her last period. The number of 
contraceptive tablets she'd taken. Pretty much everything that she could remember in the last week, 
who she'd spoken to, and where she'd been. Nothing was sacred, especially the past, but she made a 
decent job of being honest whilst refusing to allow those events to be picked apart. Every tiny detail 
was recorded with efficiency and a smile, and in the end they’d find nothing to suggest she wasn’t 
perfectly capable.  
Once Elizabeth had done, a pretty comprehensive medical was conducted in a small room with a 
female doctor who seemed impossibly young and very keen to check that everything physical was 
in decent shape. Instructed to change and run on a treadmill, she'd returned from small block of 
showers to discover only regulation blue sweats to dress in: only then had it hit her why. After that, 
there’d been an awkward forty minutes with a Civil Service lawyer. They’d determinedly presented 
at least half a dozen chances to change her mind: but each time, will remained unwavering.  
This choice was made.  
The anonymous white space with a single door commands one of the best views of the River she's 
ever seen, as Ronni tries not to dwell on what must be done to escape the room and head to her 
future. As Big Ben strikes 1pm, Moneypenny appears, old fashioned manilla folder in her hand, and 
invites Ronni to sit opposite her at the small table in the centre of the room.  
'It may come as a surprise to you but we still have your original personnel file from when you were 
recruited at University. I thought you might like to take a look at it.'  
'Is this part of the assessment?'  
Veronica has to ask because everything has become really hard to process, as the past she thought 
was controlled suddenly sits and taunts on the melamine surface. The history she cannot change, 
that remains in judgement of current choices.  
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'This is the last day you'll be Veronica Ashby. You'll be called that name in the process of your 
training, but when you leave this building the person in this file ceases to exist. I was never given 
the chance to say goodbye. I think you deserve better.’  
‘I didn’t think you liked me.’  
‘I have you at a disadvantage: I know everything, as will everyone else in the months that follow, 
but you’ll be alone. You won’t know who to trust, and that the only reliable barometer you have 
ultimately is yourself. Of everyone who’s come this far I can tell you this, you are the best equipped 
to succeed. Take it from someone who knows.’  
The combatant is gone, replaced instead by someone who Ronni thinks looks on her now with 
understanding, quiet moment of revelation. Take it from someone who knows. Q had been quizzed 
about the women who’d negotiated the process before her and he’d faltered, hesitated briefly, 
scrabbled to hide behind what Ronni knows now was a lie. What if that untruth was Moneypenny? 
There is nothing to lose, desire to know suddenly overriding the common sense to stay silent.  
‘Why did you step away, Eve?’  
‘Because I’m not as curious as you, and I had too much to lose. He’s right, you know. You are very 
much alike’  
There is a glimpse upwards, security camera recording everything, and Ronni knows the woman is 
rattled, but not by her. Eve can’t make eye contact either and leaves, further disquiet in her wake.  
With nothing else as distraction, this history is all she has: opening it to be presented with a picture 
of Scott on page one and not her? The hole in her chest is desperate and gaping, fear and panic in 
equal measure, hands shifted under the table and away from the camera, trying to stop herself from 
losing control. Slowly, all too painfully she brings herself back before closing the file, hands rested 
on top. His loss doesn't go away: if she's going to survive it really does have to be buried deep, until 
her mind can cope with everything.  
Scott Redgrave died a long time ago, and so did the girl he loved.  
Inside this folder is the story of a woman who has been praised for whatever she does, considered in 
the highest terms for discretion and professionalism. With Eve’s pointed stab on her arrival there is 
the understanding why Q had started referring to her as Mary Sue: unprecedented skill, good graces, 
inevitably saving the day with her intelligence and ability... she was often just too good. Even when 
she did screw up there was a determination to turn the situation on it's head and more often than not 
to her advantage. 'No-one has the right to be this perfect,' Q'd pronounced during her last round of 
psych tests. 'You're going to make the other Marty Sues look bad, and that just won't do.'  
Despite herself, the folder is re-opened, every page scanned: searching for faults, all too aware of 
what she's bad at. Male relationships, routine, being frustrated by other’s casual sexism, responding 
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quickly in particularly high-pressure situations. Pages are sorted, putting compliments away and 
focussing on the things that she'd fallen short at, not wanting to remember herself doing as well as 
Q claimed. Looking up, the light is fading and time is running out: she has no idea of who this 
person is any more, but it does not matter.   
I am going to be a spy until it kills me.  
 
Only then does she again register not being alone in the room. Q stands, staring with genuine 
concern, closing the door behind him.  
'There is nothing wrong with being good, Veronica.’  
'I didn't understand what you meant by a Mary Sue, I had to go and look it up. I've only ever done 
my best. That's all I have. Then when Moneypenny tried to unhinge me with a comment on just 
that? I get everything’s a test until my designation is confirmed. I know what all this ends up being. 
I’m not nearly as good as you think I am. I know what I’m lacking.’  
‘I am perfectly aware what it is you require, the chance to shine and blossom into what you have 
craved for so long. Trust me, you are almost there.’  
‘I understand all of this is a test from this moment until I hang up my gun. You have trained me 
brilliantly, and I know there’s still so much to learn. I swear I will not stop being this person until 
my last breath. There is always room for improvement, and I will do just that.’  
'I shouldn't have let you hear what I said that day about perfection, I was being flippant and it was 
unfair. This business has never been for the faint hearted, and yours is particularly strong, despite 
what you might feel right now. I'm sorry I belittled you, and your confidence in front of 
Moneypenny tells me your curiosity won’t ever be assuaged by a lie. The truth is coming.’  
Q waits, before coming over to the folder, gently taking the empty carcass from the table before re-
arranging the pages back into their correct order. He briefly glances up at the corner of the room and 
there is a nod, slightest of acknowledgements to someone outside the room, and Ronni grasps what 
he's doing. He's turning the cameras off. His gaze then returns to her, whole body language visibly 
relaxing.  
'Do you know how many people have taken Bereavement since 1980? Seven. Less than ten have 
made the complete break: most come to this job with their hearts already hardened, grief and loss 
almost their entire existence. No-one said this would be easy. Many would consider this level of 
sacrifice as insane, especially from someone with such an apparently stable personal life. Of course, 
you and I know differently. I’ve been your biggest advocate in all of this Veronica and let me assure 
you that whatever happens, that is not going to change.’  
‘Thank you, Q. Moneypenny said I’d be alone, but I think she’s reckoned without your desire to see 
me succeed.’ 
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'Needless to say, two other people have been instrumental in convincing the powers that be that you 
were more than capable of fulfilling the task ahead of you. Tanner's report was particularly glowing. 
You should take a chance to thank him when you can. As to your other supporter? In time, I suspect 
he will thank you for taking the number and holding it with a confidence he’ll do well to respect. I 
believe that you're capable of even more than you've achieved so far. Now just ensure you don't lose 
your focus. Be yourself, Ronni, the one that wished it wasn't just Scott who understood. You are 
capable of so much if you do.'  
The use of his name, by Q of all people, stops the breath in her lungs. He put the photograph in the 
file as a reminder, and as he hands the small black and white to her now there is a moment of true 
connection. He wants to allow me to remember, but knows ultimately I must forget.  
You’re good, you really are. But I’m better.  
‘Nobody knows about that picture except me. Sometimes, a memory really does matter. Keep him 
safe Ronni, and make him proud.’  
‘It’s okay Q. The past belongs in my heart, I don’t need to do this for him any more. This is my 
journey both to start and finish.’  
As she returns the picture to the file Q smiles, quietly nodding assent: above them a red glow 
reappears in the room's corner, and Ronni knows she just passed her final test. Both history and 
assessor are gone, timed to perfection as Big Ben sounds five. It takes until the quarter chime before 
the door opens again and Eve re-appears, bottle of water in hand. Ronni tries her best to not look 
desperate, but is fairly certain she fails.  
'I am so sorry, I've suddenly remembered we've not fed you at all today, you must be starving. 
You're probably thirsty too...'  
Ronni tries not to snatch when offered but knows she is dehydrated, opening the lid and drinking 
greedily: she looks to Eve who nods, taking this as permission to finish the half litre bottle in one 
hit. The room swims, and Ronnie only grasps something is wrong when Eve catches her as she slips 
off the chair and onto the floor. There was a very good reason they never fed her, that sedatives 
would work faster on an empty stomach: she’s lying on the floor, desperately trying to stay awake 
and failing.  
The last thing remembered as she passes out are three pairs of feet.       
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Four. 

  
She dreams of Scott, arms around waist on the Triumph Bonneville that had belonged to his father. 
It is the day they rode to London for the first time, just the two of them: sitting by the river, eating 
chips and planning their future. The calm inside Ronni is beautiful, whole body warm and safe, as 
he reaches over to embrace, two jeaned pairs of legs dangling over the Embankment. July is 
brilliant, bright and welcoming, calm within her brief yet glorious. Then the ache begins, 
somewhere below the breastbone, pain terrible and undiminished. She’s standing, looking at his 
gravestone, trying to understand why life was so fucking unfair.  
 
After that the black is all she craves, until memory of what has happened since wakes her.  
Everything transpires for a reason, Scott had said, like that November day they'd met on Platform 4, 
when he'd shielded her in the rain. She remembers the night he asked what she'd wanted to be after 
exams were done: the only person trusted enough to share true heart’s desire. 'I think you'd make a 
wonderful spy, no-one would know what you really were until it was all too late.' Ronni supposed at 
first she had done this for him, because of the belief in her ability. After a while the understanding 
coalesced it wasn't death that motivated, instead the notion of what she'd only ever felt comfortable 
talking about with him in the room, being able to make a difference in the most unexpected of 
fashions.   
Finally consciousness wins its battle and Ronni is aware of being awake, that the world is moving 
oddly outside the darkness: perhaps it might be an idea if she worked out where this was. Only 
when opening eyes is there discomfort, and disorientation. The ceiling is high, immaculately 
plastered, moving strangely as she stares at it.  
Ronni has absolutely no idea where here is.  
Whatever they drugged her with has left brain odd and unfocussed: sitting up carefully, taking in the 
large Victorian-build surroundings sparsely furnished and deliberately anonymous. She appears to 
be restricted to what is a palatial bedroom by her standards and an en suite with the biggest cast iron 
bath she's ever seen. Discovering a fridge tucked behind the bathroom door there’s no need to 
further test the bounds of captivity. Provided with a selection of drinks but no food, Ronni knows 
she won't want to eat until whatever was placed in the bottle clears her system completely. That 
came from a scenario 'played' with Eve during what she assumes was the previous day: just how 
much else might have been prepared for without direct knowledge was yet to be determined.  
She needs to drink until the taste of water makes her ill, then stay awake at all costs.  
Ronni's also learnt her first important lesson on this journey: you don't trust anyone, regardless of 
who they are. Everyone is potentially the enemy. Next time someone offers you something when 
thirsty, think twice. 
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There's no television to watch, but a very decently appointed bookshelf that runs across one wall. 
Choices stretch from Chaucer to Dan Brown, with pretty much ever major literary landmark in-
between, so she decides on a Hemingway collection and tries to get brain to stop wandering. She's 
aware of falling asleep a couple of times, before drinking: sharpness slowly returns on the fourth 
choice of focus and the same in bottled water, lucidity finally a constant. Looking up it is now dark 
outside, and Ronni wishes she had something to anchor her to a timeline. As if by magic there is a 
knock at the door and a small woman with cropped dark hair appears with a tray, leaving it at the 
foot of the bed before departing without a word.  
Dinner is impressive, albeit small: chicken wrapped in bacon and stuffed with asparagus, steaming 
boiled potatoes with butter and spinach. Ronni doesn't appreciate how hungry she is until it's 
finished and left wanting more, but there is no other movement from the door or indeed anywhere 
else, and only then does she grasp being in the same clothes from the day before. An exploration 
into the large wardrobe at the far end of the room finds a selection of decent underwear and the 
same anonymous blue sweats she'd find when training, and it is time to test out the bath. There is 
even a bottle of unlabelled yet exotic salts: sinking into the perfumed water five minutes later she 
allows herself to consider how the transition will work.  
If this is Saturday, then my family will think I'm finally on the way to Mumbai. The plan is for her to 
take a small plane to the north of the country: that is when it will happen, some accident will be 
engineered and her life will be lost, probably in a fire so the body that is returned will be beyond 
physical recognition. There's been no preparation for this either, no-one had spoken about what 
happens afterwards, assumption that is being covered somewhere along the line.   
Ronni's glad there is minimal baggage, that friends she had could be counted on one finger. Lissa 
was the closest thing she had to a confidante, but never got the faintest inkling of what Veronica 
was. Their relationship was very occasional spa trips and the odd Friday night and mostly stories 
about her life in PR and the new guy who she'd seemed increasingly interested in. Mark would 
show his true colours in the next few days: was he the man who'd nurse her through grief or buckle 
under the strain?  
Fatigue hits Ronni almost as soon as she returns to bed: noting that dinner things have gone, books 
returned to their places, and there is no doubt that whatever she does from this point onwards will 
be closely monitored. She's too tired however to care about clothing and slips naked into bed, last 
thoughts before unconsciousness about her youngest sister, missed far more than she'd previously 
considered.   
It is too late: regret is a luxury she no longer can afford to indulge.  
All she has now is herself.  
 
He's not expecting her to be naked under the covers, and it phases him. 
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Bond uses the micro-hypodermic with unsteady hands, trying not to think, waiting for the subtle 
change in breathing that means the secondary drug is working correctly. He remembers this room 
from his journey; driven here voluntarily, no baggage to dispose of on his behalf. There is a real 
need for clothing because it's just above freezing outside and frankly she needs to be covered for his 
sanity, but reminds himself to tell the support staff to remove it when they return her to bed. It is 
uncomfortable dressing the rag doll that Ronni’s now become, but if he's going to protect on the 
way out of the building, this has to be done.  
The agent deserves nothing less than his total respect.  
As the first rays of dawn begin to push through the curtains, 007 hears the transport arriving, and 
scoops the woman up in his arms. He doesn't need to be here, this could have been done by the 
Transition people, but the guilt that keeps building because of what has been given up to arrive here 
continues to taunt, drives the need to involve himself in this journey. Carrying her out the front door 
across to the waiting medical team he's in Venice, moving Vesper from the wreckage of the house 
she died in, and he has to shut everything out, unable to look as the nurses gently strap her onto the 
stretcher sitting across the back seats of the helicopter. It disturbs him the number of women he's 
known and never actually understood, the fact most appear to die or shut him out before he gets the 
chance for revelation.   
Perhaps this time will be different.  
'She was naked when I drugged her,' he tells the eldest, stern looking woman in her late fifties who 
gives Bond a look that he won't hold, but knows is understood. Walking away the air moves, 
Medical Evac ascending into the dawn, heading almost as far north as it is possible to get. He could 
have taken a lift, he surmises, but doesn't want to go home again in a hurry. The same route needs to 
be travelled, as he did with M, because it occurs that there are a lot of ghosts from their time 
together which could do with being exorcised on his own terms. He also needs to run the Aston 
Martin's new engine in after they rebuilt it from the shell it had been reduced to by Silva's helicopter 
gunship.  
This time, the journey to Scotland is taken because he wants to.   
 
There are birds singing outside her window, and they are becoming annoying.  
Ronnie lies for a while, eyes closed, revelling in the comfort this bed affords, that feeling so safe 
and warm as she does is just wrong. To experience such bliss when the people that love her are in 
pain...  
The people that love her.  
There is a clock by the bed that wasn't there before: it is 05:45. Sitting up suddenly Ronni panics: 
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this is not the same room she went to sleep in. The new place is smaller and more homely: the 
bookcase has gone, in its place a TV and laptop. She's still naked though, which means that 
whoever moved her did so with such skill that she never woke: as a reflex arms are checked, 
searching for a hypodermic mark. If there were more drugs, she doesn't have evidence. Perhaps it 
was in her food: still starving there is a look to the end of the bed, in case someone else has arrived 
with breakfast.  
Instead of a tray, on a large wooden blanket box is a newspaper, very deliberately left opened.  
Wrapping the sheet around her Veronica gets up, heart in mouth. The Telegraph's headline covers 
the entire top of the broadsheet's page three: 'British Trade Mission's Flight to Disaster.' They've 
printed the picture of her as a bridesmaid at Emily's wedding, she assumes because it will be the 
most recent one the family could provide. Reading the dispassionate report, body goes numb, 
finally the reality of what she has set in motion sinking in. She died. Greg Fisher has also gone, 
killed with her and two other people in the accident when their light aircraft was struck by 
lightning. Ronni wonders if he's here too, somewhere in this house, reading the same newspaper.  
He's more of an Observer guy, she muses for distraction, staring at the picture of herself looking out 
that is blurry enough for no-one to really recognise. The date at the top right corner stops all 
thoughts in their tracks. Today is Monday 4th: I’ve really been asleep since Saturday night?  
This pushes her to the TV: met with a selection of domestic channels and major satellite news 
networks, it is indeed Monday. Veronica’s discomfort makes her itch, that three days have passed 
since being drugged, probably twice. This could all be an elaborate deception to unsettle, but it 
seems an awful lot of work just for one person. She needs to have a clear head and so waking up 
properly would help. The palatial bath has been replaced by a far more conventional shower: 
standing under almost freezing water moments later, trying not to think about anything but what 
could be ahead.   
This routine comes from habit, locking worry away, leaving it for another moment. Sitting on the 
bed, dressed in blue jogging bottoms and t-shirt, the clock ticks over to 6.30: there is a knock almost 
on cue, and Ronni is ready.  
'Come in.'  
The woman who enters is also dressed in blue, tailored trousers and jacket, same electronic tag 
attached to the breast pocket as was standard at Millbank. She's immaculate, hair and makeup 
perfect and clearly expensive, with an air of immediate authority. Ronni stands without thinking, 
and the woman smiles before waving her hand and shaking her head.  
'It's fine, Special Agent Ashby, we have no need for ceremony this early in the morning.'  
She added the Special here just for you.  



!33

Ronni allows the thrill to surface, understanding progress, that this is as close as she's likely to get 
to a celebratory pat on the back. There’s also the inevitable air of being assessed, that this woman's 
seniority isn't just marked by age. Her boss is clearly ready for business, and pulls out a tag for 
Ronni to attach to the bottom of the t-shirt.  
'We have a lot to do, but I'm afraid that none of it is particularly pleasant. Sadly in these days of 
compliance plus Health and Safety it seems to be a lot of paperwork and fuss before anything 
interesting happens, but considering the investment you can see we've already made in your future, 
I'm sure you'll not have a problem with some formalities.'  
Ronni glances at the paper, suddenly conscious of what had already been put in motion to get her 
this far. This is Stage One of proper Active Designation: life of assessments, increased training and 
the certainty you'll be expected to end a life. If you can do it twice without crumbling under 
pressure, the carrot at the end of the stick is a fat and juicy one indeed, reward placing you amongst 
a discreet pile of very select individuals.  
The awarding of a 00 prefix was never, ever to be taken lightly.                            
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Five. 

  
Before, she'd heard of Carnegie House only as rumour.   
Ronni has run around it countless times now, concluding that God had a really bad day when he 
created Scotland in the Spring. Hell would undoubtedly be more welcoming: at the highest point of 
this building there is no sign of major town or city for miles in any direction, only hills and the 
possibility of mountains, were they not permanently covered by cloud. It's bitterly cold and all 
there's been is rain for the last forever, as she's become totally immune to everything that the place 
can throw at her. Gun drills, assault courses, countless psych tests, more legal waivers and release 
documents: nothing phases any more, and all she wants to do is finish this last lap because it means 
being warm again. The cold hurts, in a way that she'd forgotten, ache that sits in the fillings of teeth 
and the marrow of bones.   
Tears only fall as she runs, still mixing with the rain, undoubtedly the best means to hide fragility 
from ever watchful employers.   
Part of her mind cannot keep from reminding what a dreadful mistake’s been made, whenever 
anyone else laughs or talks. There's probably two dozen people here, of various nationalities, but 
everyone is steadfastly avoided, a deliberate move on Ronni’s part. When she does eat in the small 
public refectory and not in her room it is away and alone, out of the way, and this continued 
behaviour is causing some concern for Dr Gregory. He keeps pushing for socialising, but she'll 
counter that in this job the last thing you want to do is fraternise with other secret agents. You look 
for people who don't know who you are, because then you're not ever going to be forced to talk 
shop. Gregory is yet to push her over her reticence, but Ronni knows that it's only a matter of time.   
Q's advice still sits in her mind: reminder to be herself, to let everything else find a level around that 
constant.   
There's a car coming, Ronni registers, moving slowly up the gravel track. This is unusual: normally 
there's the Post van, or an anonymous Supply Transit from wherever counts as civilisation this far 
into nowhere, but no-one visits by car. You get flown, it transpires, helipad at the back of the facility 
by the shooting ranges the preferred method of moving anyone in or out. Ronni shifts to one side 
but keeps running, catching a glimpse of silver paint as the car rumbles past, consciously taking the 
path away from the main building and down to the large wooded area that covers the eastern part of 
the estate. It sounds old, she notes almost absent-mindedly, jogging quietly under the canopy of 
trees, particular cadence that reminds of Scott’s bike, and suddenly there is a compulsion to stop 
and look back up to the front of the house.   
Even if she didn't recognise the model, that registration number is committed to memory.   
BMT 216A  
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The car is an antique, and an expensive one at that. It's also a very public hangover from a past 
Ronni knows the Service embraces only for a very select few. In this case, for one man. MI6's 
poster boy, if such a thing weren't a massive contradiction in terms. It was inevitable that at some 
point their paths would cross, because he's doing the job she's always wanted. That shouldn't have 
happened for quite some time.   
Making sure she's out of sight, hidden by the trees but with a view of the front of the house, Ronni 
needs to know there is no mistake in this assumption. Director Sheppard appears, looking even 
more impeccable than normal in tweed and pearls, immaculate hair protected under a large golf 
umbrella held by one of the facility's support staff, and there's absolutely no doubt who steps out of 
the car in dark blue Tom Ford.   
Ladies and Gentlemen, 007 has entered the building.   
 
'You can stop any time you like, you know.'   
Marcus has been standing behind her for at least the last ten minutes, and this is her fifth target 
dummy, bullets all beautifully concentrated in exactly the right spots. There is no doubt this bit of 
the job can be completed in her sleep, but this isn't the field, and that's not a living breathing person. 
At some point there has to be an understanding that Ronni's not quite sure she's adequately grasped, 
where training stops and instinct begins. It is apparent where both sit, but getting them to exist 
simultaneously...   
'I can't get warm here, I'm permanently freezing. This is a great way way of forgetting that I’m in 
hell.’   
‘For what it’s worth, I’d ask for you to cover my back if this does end up being the afterlife and not 
another badly paid civil service placement.’   
‘Oh, I bet it’s not that bad.’   
‘You’re the one with the potential to make more money than just about everyone in the building, 
including Supervisor Sheppard, and I'm betting you’ll be the one with least use for it.’   
She's never actually spoken to the Range Supervisor at length before, apart from pleasantries or 
asking for ordinance: she's staring at him now, knowing that he must have a family to go home to, 
maybe children to kiss and play with. The loss makes her ache, body tensing and mouth going dry, 
inevitable consequence of sacrifice. There are no tears because she's perfected the art of hiding from 
strangers after a month of practice, but the stab in her chest is suddenly more painful than ever. 
Veronica has begun to think that this is penance, that this guilt will remain as fresh for the rest of 
her natural life. Perhaps she should simply embrace the fact as Dr Gregory has suggested.   
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‘So, does this place ever get warm at all?’   
'Needless to say, Spring is pretty much the same here as every other season, it just rains a wee bit 
more than Summer.'   
Marcus takes the gun from hands that Ronni registers are shaking, not simply from cold and 
understands that her unscheduled trip, running away from what she saw at the front of the house, is 
being brought to conclusion. She doesn't want to be in the main building because of what it 
contained.   
Not what, Ronni. Who.   
'Do I get into trouble for exceeding my Range allowance?'   
Marcus knows where she should be. Everyone who deals with Ronni is under strict instructions and 
a very tight leash from Sheppard, but people have begun to cut her a break, which is why she's been 
sneaking in here under the guise of practice when what’s been craved is to not be under scrutiny. If 
Bond is here, they'll have him under a pretext. Perhaps she shouldn't assume it was her… but come 
on. Everything is a test, from here until they give you the 00 designation. Which they will, and that 
means the best there is came to laugh at the new girl.   
No, you don’t get to belittle me.   
'You'll be in more trouble if you're not ready for your Orientation on time. Go.'   
Ronni trudges back to the house, entering through the back door and drags herself up to a room she 
now detests, peeling off wet clothing without a thought. Standing in the shower under scalding 
water she wonders how her pregnant sister is doing, that perhaps considering them all dead as 
Gregory had suggested was the way forward. Leaving her family aside and moving on was all part 
of the job: understanding that by killing herself she had been reinvented anew, rising from the ashes 
of her old existence. She didn't feel like a Phoenix: mind was flat, fear simply wouldn't fade despite 
Gregory's assertions that eventually it would, that it took a long time for a Bereavement victim to 
recover.   
Only now came the understanding why everyone referred to her as a victim.   
She emerges from the shower to find an outfit hanging on the back of the room’s stripped wooden 
door: materials that feel thick and substantive under calloused fingers. Knee length skirt, heavy 
blouse and fitted jacket, all in muted greens, clothing she knows that wouldn't have looked out of 
place in her mother’s wardrobe if she had access to it. However, it is the Mary Janes that make her 
smile, despite herself. They are identical to a pair she almost lived in before this began, down to the 
delicate fabric bows on each heel. The grip of normality takes hold, just for a moment, and steadies 
as she bends down to pick one up and stare at it.   
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There is a small bag of make-up too, foundation and powder, enough to give the impression of 
effort that she knows is being suggested she takes. Whatever is about to happen there is a 
requirement to make effort to attend, and so she does. Bond's presence continues to irk, this is a 
change to schedule that never happens at Carnegie. Thirty minutes later and mood has shifted from 
irritated to combative: as if on cue there is a knock. Gregory stands at the door, demeanour very 
much approving.   
'Well, I think I can say you passed that part of the assessment fairly conclusively. I had wondered if 
you’d grasp the significance of throwing a spanner in the works after a month of working to the 
programme.’   
‘A potential 00 has to be ready for anything, adaptive at a moment’s notice. I did read the Manual.’   
‘Yes, but there is a world of difference between the intake of knowledge and the application of its 
understanding, Ashby. Shall we go downstairs?'   
There is muted laughter as Ronni follows her psychologist down the large expanse of stairway, from 
what she knows is Sheppard's office, depressing acceptance that all this effort is designed to display 
her as the latest attempt to get a woman into active 00 service. The Facility Director's speech from 
the first day of Ronni's tenure rattles around her brain: 'There is a simple reason why there are no 
female 00 Agents currently in service, and it has absolutely nothing to do with this being the 
remains of an Old Boys Club. If you want to change the game, you’re going to have to sacrifice 
everything that you are to do so.'   
Ronni wishes she'd asked more about the three women that she now knows trained here before, 
confident Eve was one. It was the two who failed she’s more interested in learning about, but there 
is no access here to any Mainframe, laptop simply for training exercises. None of those agents 
would have taken kindly to being made to dress up either: Ronni knows that's a lead in she can use 
if needed. Because she is damned if that’s going to happen now: if Sheppard wanted sacrifice, and a 
clear statement of intent, that’s what was going to happen.   
First up however, she's going ask Gregory for the truth and see what that gives.   
If she doesn't have to play a game, maybe this is progress.   
'Where are we going?'   
Gregory stops on the stairs and turns, eyes as always immediately locked on hers, unwavering focus 
from a man who seems almost ageless.   
'Excuse me?'   
'I'm sorry: where are we going, Sir?'   
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'You know, in the month you've been here I think that's the first time you've actually asked me 
anything, Special Agent Ashby.'   
She's breathing hard, sweat forming at the small of her back, finally warm enough for the 
environment. Veronica wonders if pushing the point of their destination is required but Gregory is 
doing what he is paid to do, give the answers in his time and without any other concern.   
‘I am reminded of our last one-to-one session, where you told me that there will come opportunities 
where I will be given a chance to use my own discretion as to the suitability of particular 
assessments for my needs. I feel perhaps this may be one of those occasions.’   
‘But we have a very special visitor, Ashby, and Director Sheppard is giving everyone in the Facility 
the opportunity to meet him. I thought that considering who he is you might benefit from that 
experience.’   
Ronni works the sentence in her mind: everything has been a test with Gregory, from the moment 
they first locked horns, and she guesses this is absolutely no different. Opportunity means that 
whatever this is may not be compulsory, at least not yet...   
'If I were to respectfully decline the Director's invitation would it negatively impact my success in 
this Assessment?'   
At this Gregory tries to suppress a smile but largely fails, and deep inside an indignation flares that 
Ronni's not experienced for some time. You'd better not mock me. Gregory has done this more and 
more of late, pushing for an emotional reaction, attempting to exploit a weakness. It is never going 
to happen, because I am better than that, and you know it.   
'Why on Earth would you not want to meet 007?’   
‘I would have been happy to do so having not been asked to dress in the manner that the Director 
felt was appropriate to meet her guest. I'm being judged as much on how I look as how I’ll perform. 
Add to that the belief that I'm sure 007 has no real desire to meet me. Being wheeled up here to lend 
his support to a project that up to now has pretty much been an unmitigated failure is I’m sure the 
last thing he'd rather be doing. I don’t think as a result this is a meeting that is suitable for either of 
us.'   
This is nothing about anyone else and everything to do with you. This is nothing to do with 
bolstering, all that’s needed is time. They're pushing to see how you'll react to being held up beside 
a legend. You don't show them you care, because this isn't about how good he is. It is about how 
ready you are.   
'With respect therefore, Sir, I feel I should decline Director Sheppard's offer: perhaps another agent 
would benefit from the meeting. The confidence boost on my part is unnecessary, I assure you. Plus, 
given Bond's reputation with the opposite sex, I’d argue putting the two of us in the same place is 
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just asking for trouble.'   
She doesn't break eye contact with the man, not for a second, knowing they have crossed an 
important threshold. Everything has been completed without question since arrival, not once has she 
pushed back. This however smacks of something that makes her feel uncomfortable, and knowing 
Bond's modus operandi Ronni decides that drawing the most basic of conclusions won't be 
unacceptable: Sheppard didn't ask him here to paint me as an equal, she wants me to aspire to be 
like him, and that's absolutely the last thing I will ever want to do.   
Gregory stands, staring at her for a long time, before coming to a decision.   
'Yes, on reflection I can think of several people who would gain a lot more from this kind of 
experience than you would. I'm sorry to have dragged you away from scheduled Orientation, 
Special Agent Ashby, you may get changed and return to the gymnasium.'   
As Gregory walks away, Ronni can’t help but wonder if she passed or failed the test she was given.  
 
‘You were right, 007, she turned you down.'   
Sheppard looks confused and Bond suppresses a smile as Gregory closes the office door. 007 had 
been sceptical as to whether coming here would have the effect the facility's director believed it 
would, as indeed had Gregory himself, but both had agreed that Ronni could yet again do with a 
shove. It had been a month, high time she was out of mourning. The older woman had obviously 
not yet grasped the significance of Gregory's statement, and she sits opposite by the wood-burning 
fire, increasingly perplexed.   
'I'm sorry, where is Special Agent Ashby?'   
Amelia Sheppard was used to getting what she wanted, and this would be the first time anyone had 
declined an invitation from her for some years. Bond grasps, because no-one ever turns her down, 
she'll simply assume it's personal to her and not understand the significance or subtlety of Gregory's 
questioning. At least not without explanation. The irony that she's completely misinterpreted the 
mindset of the only female agent she's ever had through the Facility during her tenure is not lost on 
him either. So much for empathy.   
'I offered her the opportunity to meet 007 and she politely declined.'   
Sheppard's face is a picture, Bond decides, all mock indignation and amazement on his behalf, none 
of which is at all necessary. He's not considered what she might think of him, and it is easy to see 
how she might view this very public visit. Perhaps something a little more low key was called for, 
that he and Gregory could arrange a less visible liaison...   
'Did she say why?'  
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Gregory pauses, and Bond quietly bets he's considering not being entirely truthful with his Boss.   
'She believed that placing 007 and herself together was, in her own words, 'asking for trouble.'   
Bond has become very good at tuning people out when it suited him, and as Sheppard's indignation 
turns to anger he sits politely, allowing Gregory to deal with the fallout. They won't call Ronni back 
because she's proved, at least in part, that they can't manipulate this woman into a confrontation. 
He'll wait until he's alone with Gregory and suggest staying the night to pick his moment, because 
there will be one. She won't sleep knowing what happened, stubbornness not to be used having the 
capacity to land her in trouble. He’s got enough of a handle on the woman by now, pouring over the 
assessments and metrics, understanding this is all about what she wants from the programme and 
not the other way around. They already own her soul.   
It’s more now about how she chooses to spend her time in Purgatory.   
He's increasingly determined to meet this woman conscious, as close up as possible. He’ll be 
waiting, if only to see if he grasps what truly is at stake if she fails.   
 
Ronni can't sleep and is on her fourth circuit of the grounds, under cloudless skies for the first time 
since she arrived at Carnegie. The niggle remains: today was a wrong turn, perhaps she should just 
have been sociable and had done with the whole exercise. Mostly there’s irritation at being poked 
and prodded by people who don't seem to understand what she will be regardless: the knowledge of 
dealing with her own frustration at an inability to move on is of secondary concern and will soon be 
forgotten. When the mileage is done everything hurts: now she sits in darkness in the Refectory, 
second bottle of water from the vending machine. One is never enough, yet they continue to ration. 
She found a way to break the machine as a matter of priority.   
Ronni knows how to get what is required when it matters.   
The rest of her day had continued without even a mention of the incident with Gregory: they’d meet 
again in the morning, discussing whether the performance had fit the predicted metrics. It wasn't as 
if they’d send her back home any time soon, there is nothing left anywhere on Earth to call her own. 
She was an orphan by choice, and at this moment this decision suited the situation just fine.   
'I hear that putting the two of us together is asking for trouble.'   
Bond’s the genie in a bottle, appearance pure theatre: he’s been running too, sweat stains on chest 
and under arms and Ronni now understands what all the fuss is about up close. He is a poster boy, 
blonde hair, piercing blue eyes with just the right amount of rugged charm, but this is all a front. 
You don't remain the longest serving active 00 with just a skincare routine and an expensive 
wardrobe. He's a mask, and a damn good one. Sitting down opposite, both facts are abundantly 
apparent, even in the poorly lit dining area.  
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'If Q Division dragged you all the way up here just for me, they wasted your time.'   
‘I happened to be to be passing. The last time I visited-’   
‘Both Service and car suffered some damage, Q alluded to customary thoroughness in doing the job 
properly.’   
‘Q’s spoken about me?’   
‘He warned about believing everything I heard, and using you as a role model. I think he has a 
point.’   
‘That’s the real reason you turned down the meeting?’   
‘I objected to being made to look like a model when that’s the last thing I ever signed up for. Yet 
here you are, doing just that. Doesn't it bother you?’   
‘Not when I use it to hide real intent. Sheppard clearly doesn't understand you as well as she 
thought. Gregory's far better informed. I know who I’d rather believe.’   
Ronni can't help but smile, despite herself. She could imagine the pair in collusion, trying to find a 
way to engineer a meeting, so that Bond could see her close up. This would be just another test, like 
all the others, and after ten miles in only just above freezing temperatures, adrenaline is already 
preparing for a confrontation   
'What the Director considers motivation is a long way from my definition. I don’t think the woman 
has ever fully understood me since I arrived.’   
‘Give Sheppard more credit, it was far harder to gain Agent status in her youth. She worked with 
my predecessor in the 70’s, saved lives for her Country. History helps in understanding relevance.’   
‘I have no doubt she was exemplary. It doesn't mean I have to like her.’   
‘Appreciation of service given would be appropriate.’   
‘You came all this way to remind me to respect my elders, Bond?’   
'When you're out-thinking the people who are supposed to be training you, it's time to change the 
game plan. I'm simply here to give you another shove.’   
‘They’re making you earn your pay by shadowing me?’   
'I am by nature curious. Your motivation is something I've taken an interest in, since you walked 
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into MI6 and made everyone reassess their priorities.’   
He leans back in the chair, using body language well. Non threatening, open, almost inviting. 
Gregory has told Ronni she should talk to more people: is this what he'd meant? Perhaps Bond 
really was also a method of subtle intimidation to boot: she'd never have expected such a big fish to 
swim past this part of the pond. She was nothing special, after all. At least not yet. She won't answer 
him though, and wonders at the response as a result.   
'I doubt that M would ever have sanctioned your Bereavement if a lot of people weren't absolutely 
sure you'd be capable of what was being asked. The department's under stress right now, especially 
after what happened in Millbank. You're a considerable investment many people can't afford to have 
fail.'   
'You sound like my late father, he always considered the best lives in terms of equity.’   
‘It isn't just effort expended, what comes from the process matters more. In this case, you’re the 
best chance the Department’s had for a female 00 in 20 years.’   
‘And what about Eve?’   
‘You won’t stop asking until you get an answer, will you?’   
‘I’m also curious by nature, 007. I think that must come with the territory.’   
‘Eve failed the final assessment, to kill her second target. You’d do well not remind her of that when 
she’s in earshot.’   
‘I was kind of hoping we could be friends, but I think maybe I’ve lost my chance to find anyone to 
share that opportunity with.’   
‘I don’t think so. Friendship isn't about just one person trusting another, it has to work both ways. 
You just need to find the right place to start.’   
‘Is that an offer, Bond?’   
'I don't think you're struggling. Gregory however is concerned you're still not grieving. I believe all 
you need is time.'   
'I think if Dr Gregory wants to know what's wrong with me, he could ask a simple question, and I 
might surprise him with the answer. I understand you never stop grieving when losing someone you 
love, that’s carried with you until the last breath. The trick is how you deal with it on the journey.'   
 
Bond doesn't want to like her, but he does.  
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He’s tried not to draw the parallels but Q pushed, red-flagging everything not yet dealt with in a 
non-existent personal life, because his approach to trauma is flawed and this is sound. You don't 
pretend it never happened, press a button, everything returning to the way it was. You use anger and 
grief, loss as fuel. Propelling life forward, keeping memories of those you've loved alive. It 
maintains sanity and grants vital strength.   
Veronica is a model example of how he should be dealing with loss and never has, and that's why 
they’re here: he can't remember ever being impressed by someone who understood what it was like 
to deliberately give your life for an ideal you desired.   
'What doesn't kill you, makes you stronger?'   
Ronni considers his response, dishevelled and clearly exhausted: dark circles rim jade eyes, bruises 
and scratches on neck and arms from combat training. This beauty is unmistakeable, but that isn't 
what compels: she is moved by a need he could easily damage if selfishness motivates at such a 
delicate point in development. What has already been sacrificed makes him shudder: there are days 
he still yearns for love lost. She had walked away from a perfect life, however fractured Q might 
convince him it was in truth.   
Her motivation was far more seductive than first grasped, and Q's warning rings constant in his 
head: 'Don't screw this up for her, 007. She has to succeed, and not simply for the reasons you might 
think.’ When she finally speaks, Bond grasps what it was the young man meant.   
'Or in your case, what tries to kill you. I hope my life as a 00 could be as charmed as yours.’   
‘I don’t know, being dead for a while wasn't nearly as liberating as I expected, even if the fringe 
benefits were considerable.’   
‘I don’t think you’ll ever truly walk away from your number until they drag you from it screaming.’   
‘And you know that how, exactly?’   
‘Because I expect them to have to kill me before I stop doing this.’   
Something happens to her at that moment, shift that Bond can register as body language adjusts, 
moving shoulders upwards. Ronni allows herself to believe for the first time since this engineered 
confrontation that she was more than capable of bettering him. James knows she'd fit the 
designation just as stylishly, but she'll have to fight every step of the way, far harder than he would 
ever have had to, because this wasn't her world, and would remain his for a very, very long time. 
Eventually, history might consider her a game changer. If she could make it to the end.   
When she made it to the end, and they had to forcibly separate her from the number.   
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Bond’s job is done, and he should leave. However, there is a desire to share: not because of a need 
to impress. There is no-one to talk shop with, and there ought to be. He misses a pooled 
understanding of what this life entails, wants her to learn that and everything else because she's 
truly is the best fit for the 00 designation the Department has seen for as long as anyone in living 
memory could recall.   
For that fact alone, he craves friendship more than anything else.   
 
There is silence, deliberately loaded and suddenly charged. Ronni waits, expecting this to be the 
moment where Bond either leaves or suggests they go shower together. When he does neither, her 
surprise is genuine.   
‘If I told you the truth, would you believe me, or would you think this was all still part of the 
assessment?’   
She watches him falter, mask slipping, and Ronni suddenly can’t breathe. Bond’s shift into genuine 
honesty is almost worryingly apparent, freedom from fear or desire. This isn't what was expected, 
no overtures to what she’d been told to watch for. He’s almost scared: child-like demeanour 
desperate for connection, and the calm she holds shifts balance of control into her hands without a 
word.   
‘Depends on what you’re prepared to share with me.’   
‘You’re better than me, at so much of this. Your range scores are beyond remarkable. Being the best 
there is, that’s how this game works and you've already grasped the truths, ahead of the curve. You 
know you can do this, all that needs to happen is to convince everybody else.’   
‘Including you?’   
‘No. I don’t need convincing, that’s not why they bought me here. I'm supposed to try and make 
you fail.’   
‘So you are a metaphor for my inability to believe in myself?’   
'Being a metaphor is a waste of time. Life is far more interesting when you just live it. That’s why I 
can’t ever walk away.’   
Bond's comment resonates, understanding of principles grasped; all that is needed now is practice. 
Ronni stands, leaning across the table that divides them: hand placed to his face. She needs to check 
he is actually solid and human: just them, alone and exposed in the semi darkness. He doesn't break 
eye contact the entire time, allows deliberate destruction of the personal space between them 
because that’s what’s required to establish a trust. Ronni isn't afraid of anything, not right now. 
She'll never, ever be afraid of him.  
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Only of herself.   
'That's the whole point, isn't it?'   
She doesn't look back, leaving words hanging and him alone, walking away as a different person. 
There is confidence inside that she knew existed but couldn't utilise; until now, and only then does it 
register he’s not just here to shadow progress.   
Bond’s been sent to make her stronger.   
 
007 sits in the dark, long after Ronni has left, and knows he can’t go back to Active Duty.   
Not just yet.                              
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Six. 

  
A week after Bond leaves Scotland, so does Veronica.  
The helicopter ride is ridiculously enjoyable, far north all the way down to East London, and Ronni 
allows herself a moment of self-indulgence with the choice of musical accompaniment for the 
journey. The morning after their first meeting, 007 had left a parting gift that garnered a grin, 
despite herself. Her iPod was returned, scratches and all, with brand new set of bone conduction 
headphones and a note: ‘You’ve earned this back, don’t make me regret stealing it.’ She’s too scared 
to use it at first, no means to charge, but when the appropriate equipment arrives via internal mail 
the next day she takes this as a sign ownership isn’t going to get her into trouble. Two days after 
that a new laptop appears, Gregory cancelling the scheduled afternoon Psych assessment without 
explanation.  
They were moving her to Stage Two ahead of schedule.  
The highlight of the flight is the last five minutes, where the pilot takes her down the Thames, 
showing London in the glory of an early Spring afternoon. Millbank is still a shell, but scaffolding 
is being erected, construction apace to return the building to its former glory, and the pace of change 
is reassuring. Ronni’s stomach won’t settle, excitement threatening to reduce her to a wreck of 
nerves, and the entire trip is a reminder of what there is to look forward to. This is how things will 
work: already used to the international travel, exotic locations… the only difference is that you’ll be 
sent there to kill people and save lives. It’s no different from the Air Force, why military service is 
required for any 00 agent’s resume.  
She’d come close to having to shoot someone only once, saved by circumstance. The reality didn’t 
phase her then and it doesn’t now. Metrics maintain that your first kill is the hardest, because of the 
inevitable guilt that results. Ronni has no qualms about lives taken if the rationale justifies the 
effort: what bothers her more are the innocent casualties. Those decisions where a simple yes/no 
analysis won’t work, consequence and possibility overwhelming a basic need to get the job done. 
Now she’s overthinking and it is time to focus on the music, best way of reducing the complex to an 
aside. Whitehall had started pairing 00’s wherever possible as a response to the issues that Real 
World developments presented. Ronni thinks she’d still always prefer to work alone.  
The parallels Bond had drawn inside with him are more obvious than ever before.  
 
007 stares in the hallway mirror and knows Ronni was right: he is a model, not sure that’s the way 
things should be. The Paul Smith jacket still fits after a decade, one of the first items Q Branch 
supplied, nod to retro past that remains very much the present. This uniform worn, rules taught: all 
a part of the next stage of the journey that Veronica begins. Except she wasn’t scared by the 
potential, and sure as hell won’t make the mistakes he did, because this is a woman who’s not afraid 
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of what the journey entails.  
Suddenly, she had evolved into a role model for how the game should be played.  
He’s being stared at: looking down, black and white of Scott Redgrave regards impassively,  
liberated from Ronni’s file whilst preparation for transport took place at Millbank. It occurs to 
James that Q must know by now it is missing, the same way he’d repossessed Ronni’s iPod, and 
that if nothing had been mentioned then no-one was going to question the decision. It was the 
understanding that she might not want distraction now but there would come a point when it were 
needed if they were as attuned as he suspected. Taking it upon himself to be the curator of her past, 
it could be presented with a flourish when the final reward was attained.  
Bond only now acknowledges how alike the two of them look, that this might be an issue as time 
went on, but concludes that Ronni’s far smarter in that regard, and it’s only him that obsesses about 
past relationships. This woman’s doing it right, and you’re the one who’s wrong, and maybe it is 
high time you started learning that. His bike sits outside, ready to ride to the Heliport, to begin this 
part of the surveillance detail. There were far less qualified people who could do this as practice but 
007 had decided he was on this assignment until he signed the woman off himself.  
It might be egotistical, but making himself a part of her training was absolutely the best thing to do 
for them both.  
 
After a wait of over an hour at the Docklands Heliport, a courier appears and hands an envelope to 
the woman who waits, delivered without a word. Inside is a Hotel keycard, postcode plus £100 in 
cash. Ronni turns plastic over in her hand, wondering what is expected of her, suddenly filled with 
the thrill that everything that transpired from this point onwards became part of the training. She 
wastes no time and hails a cab, asking the driver if postcode is enough to get her to a destination: 
the man pulls out an iPad from the driver’s side door and locates the address, and she's being 
deposited outside an expensive Hotel front in Whitehall forty-five minutes later with the first tickles 
of excitement in her stomach.  
The room’s on the first floor: standing at the door there is suddenly the wish for a weapon, feeling 
particularly naked without anything but her hands as defence. As she pauses outside a dozen 
different scenarios run through her head simultaneously, quietly confident that even without bullets, 
she'd be able to hold her own if challenged inside. Without a second thought, the door is opened 
into a room that’s beyond what’s expected on the Civil Service’s current budget.  
Two sizeable and elegant suitcases sit shut on the double bed: placed on the nearest is a phone, 
which begins ringing on cue. Checking the caller ID, Ronni laughs for the first time since she left 
Scotland.  
'I see you have successfully arrived at the next stage of our adventure without incident. Welcome 
back Veronica, I hope the frozen north was not too inhospitable.’ 
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'Thank you Q, I appreciate the welcome, and a great deal more beside. Would you thank 007 for me, 
I truly enjoyed Kylie Minogue on my way down the East Coast.’  
‘Between you and me, Special Agent Ashby, I think you are being quite the positive influence on 
007. I saw him taking cream in coffee yesterday, I don’t think I ever remember that happening in 
my tenure here.’  
‘You take your stimulants where you can find them, Q. Maybe if you didn’t run half of us in a 
permanently dehydrated state there wouldn’t be this obsession with caffeine as a substitute.’  
She runs hands over the cases, unzipping one whilst listening to instructions. The rest of the day is 
for herself, restricted to the Hotel room: expected to arrive at 0900 the following morning for the 
first day's worth of secondary orientation at the Barracks, where the real work will begin. Q is 
deceptively vague but Ronni can guess that everything is about to become very brutal, and the 
possibilities are making her unreasonably excited.  
'You'll want to open both cases, by the way, Moneypenny was given a very specific brief on what to 
buy you and I think you’ll not be disappointed by the choices.’  
Ronni does as she is told and is met by a Walther PPK nestled on the top of a rather stylish 
Alexander McQueen jacket, and she can't help but stop and stare. The palm print sensor on the back 
made this piece of equipment worth more money than most things she'd ever owned. There is a 
reticence to hold it, in case it isn't real; index finger traces the length of the barrel, mind slowly 
filtering possibilities.   
You remember the day when you asked your father for shooting lessons. Despite the argument, he 
finally gave in. In fact, if it weren't for that head start, you'd not be nearly as competent as you are 
now. Perhaps there is something to thank him for after all.  
'I suggest you spend some time adjusting your holster's shoulder strap, the fit's always problematic 
when one introduces breasts into the equation.'  
'I'm sorry Q, but that's one part of my body you are not getting to adjust.’  
‘Your breasts have been quite the topic of conversation in the last forty eight hours, it’s been a while 
since we had to factor in anything over a 32C into the equation and this has caused more than a 
little consternation.’  
‘Why does this not surprise me in the slightest?’  
She can hear him smiling on the end of the line, that is certain: this amuses far more than it 
normally would. Apparently the ability to fire a comeback as fast as she can a pistol is as important 
a skill to a 00 as shooting said weapon straight. Ronni can do one from instinct, but the other is 
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going to need some practice. Q should be impressed that she's found something that needs work at.  
'You have plenty of time to get organised. Room service arrives at 18.00 hours, I've picked some 
suitable things for you based on how well I know your life by now. I’d expect Bond to be playing 
the provocateur from the moment you wake up tomorrow. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’  
The line goes dead, yet Ronni can't take her eyes off the gun. Finally she picks it up and watches the 
grip illuminate in a sweating palm: mechanism registers, safety is off and she's holding a live 
firearm for the first time outside a range or military service in thirty-five years. Dramatically she 
spins, facing reflection in the mirror, ready to shoot for the heart: no games any more. Scenarios are 
history, she’s loaded with live ammunition.  
Welcome to a completely different world.  
 
Bond quietly sits, bathed in sunshine, waiting for his mission to appear.  
Whitehall Gardens are glorious, spring cautiously emerging everywhere, and 007 enjoys watching 
the world stroll past, relishing in the realisation that winter really is over and done with. This is 
where he'll run later, but for now it's full of people on their way to work, welcome smiles and 
cautious conversations. The sunglasses, for a change are a necessity and not part of a disguise, 
coffee on the bench to his right tasting richer than it has done for some time. Everything just seems 
better with fair weather and no jacket, especially surveillance.  
He picks Ronni up on the far side of the park, outline registered without thinking. The way she 
moves is committed to memory, stride matching whatever she's listening to on the iPod: her 
fondness for latte made him change his regular morning order, and he’s beginning to enjoy it. Only 
in this job does attention to detail count as an advantage and not obsession: grateful for the 
opportunity to lose himself in process, he’s succumbed to Ronni completely. Eyes too dark to be 
jade but too light for grass, smile always genuine even when she deceives, body honed now to 
physical perfection. She also looks stunning in the uniform, he concludes, traversing across his line 
of vision on the other side of the park. Black jacket, skirt just below the knee, boots that would soon 
give way to shoes and stockings, hair always down and tied back. The same colours on the palette 
that trees and shrubs would soon wear but without her grace, hair moving as delicate branches of 
the still-bare trees, perfect combination of factors that made her particular whole an enjoyable brief 
to shadow.  
Bond is all too aware of how much rides on this woman's shoulders, Departmental hopes on what 
this will finally herald. He also understands that if she succeeds, which is an increasing certainty, 
they may never see each other again. He can't help but feel sad at the prospect, because of everyone 
that has crossed his path since he shot the Section Chief in Prague, she's who he'd just most like to 
hang around with at the end of a difficult day. He doesn't love her, or crave a physical connection. 
This isn't about forgetting anything, using Ronni as distraction. He just knows they are two sides of 
the same coin: it has been a long time since there was anything in common with anybody in this 
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job. That's the key, why Q pushed the pair of them into each other's gravity. She still doesn't fully 
understand the forces working here; he is more than aware of where this will end.  
His charge is almost to the other gate, blissfully unaware of his presence: he can only guess at the 
anticipation in her stomach, mind undoubtedly full to bursting of the possibilities the next months 
will bring. Bond’s binned the empty coffee cup, keeping pace behind; shadowing to the Barracks. 
He’ll make damn sure she knows 007’s in the building as this first day of training begins. The job in 
the next few months is simple: be there and pick his moments, find ways to get under her skin just 
as he did with the questions at Millbank. He's used to flirting with beautiful women and getting paid 
for it. This will be different, because he is in no position to dictate terms. This isn't to get what he 
wants, it is to make sure Ronni arrives where she deserves, because this is one woman who is going 
to fulfil her dream, payment for what’s been lost and given up along the way.  
He has a vested interest in her success, and is not about to throw that away for anything.  
 
‘This is your desk, Special Agent Ashby. I’ll give you 30 minutes to acquaint yourself with the 
Mainframe and then we’ll begin with the initial orientation session.’  
She hadn’t planned on her own space in the Barracks, especially not with Internet access, and the 
desk is an unexpected surprise. It’s more sophisticated than anything she’s had the chance to play 
with before, keyboard embedded into the glass surface, but Ronni doesn’t need it. As the handler 
walks away she’s aware of being stared at, looking up to meet the gaze of a woman at a terminal 
opposite she guesses is in her late 50’s, regarding with what appears as genuine warmth. The 
reaction is instinct, using the touchscreen terminal to capture this woman’s image, then setting the 
face recognition software to work.    
Her office partner is Naomi Walters, same Army graduation class as Amelia Sheppard, retired from 
active service in 1985: there are restricted access markers on her file which means Walters is 
someone worth getting to know. There are two other women in the building she’s not seen before 
either, and there is the feeling that Q might have stacked the deck since her last visit to better 
balance the range of training experience the Department has to offer.  A quick look at the Civil 
Service’s Social Activities website allows identification of both: Rachel Frasier was retired from 
active service in 1998 after an accident that left her walking with a stick, even more inaccessible 
details that leads Ronni to think that maybe she could have been close to 00 status. Bond had said it 
himself, nobody for twenty years had presented her potential.  
That meant she could be confident that Grace Cartright-Miller was the last person who’d held the 
number, because attempting to even access that personnel file sends Q to her desk with a speed that 
is a surprise.  
‘I did wonder if giving you Mainframe access would be a wise move this early in the process, 
especially with your predisposition to curiosity.’  
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‘What was her number, Q?’  
‘She was 002 until 1990, and I would politely ask you not to pry any further until you’ve earned the 
access privileges.’  
‘Did you bring them all here for a reason?’  
‘I looked at our roster, and we weren’t nearly as diverse as was acceptable. You’ve clearly been a 
positive influence, but now please ensure you don’t have M over here reminding me at how other 
agent’s history is not part of your current training schedule.’  
Ronni shuts down the terminal, but is determined to learn as much about these women as possible 
from them, without the need to access any records. First she needs to get through the initial 
orientation, which proves more of a challenge than she’d ever considered would be possible.  
 
Every day is different, some nights uncertain of how she gets back to the Hotel at all. In the end 
Ronni gives up, sleeping on a small camp bed in the Barracks as the weather is warmer, because it's 
just less painful than walking home alone. Her head hurts with the knowledge that's packed into it, 
body aches and bleeds with the drills and the assault courses and everything thrown at her 
simultaneously. She is tortured, forced to do the same, nerves stretched to breaking point and 
beyond. There is Yoga and Karate and Tai Chi plus old fashioned bare knuckle fighting and it is that 
which finally breaks her, reducing the rational to tears of frustration and a moment of anger she 
knows has the potential to send her back to Carnagie, but doesn't care.   
The force with which she is able to hurl the metal chair after the combat session is undoubtedly 
satisfying, vital release of pressure that stops her from disintegrating completely. She's smart 
enough however to pick the room with the faulty CCTV to meltdown inside: even in the depths of 
despair, training is good enough to kick in and protect her. Clearly something positive has come 
from all the abuse, and this alone gives hope that she will finally succeed.  
Sitting crying in the darkness, a hand reaches out to her arm.  
‘They have to hurt you like this, because there’s no better way to make you understand.’  
Grace is squatting by her, still unbelievably fit for a woman in her 70’s, dark towel in one hand and 
water bottle in the other. Ronni knows enough now to understand this is off the record, light from 
the CCTV camera obviously disabled. She drinks greedily, blood wiped from cheek and skull, 
looking up into eyes that she knows served opposite an Old School 007. This was the woman who’d 
saved Bond’s life on numerous occasions, and ultimately allowed that iteration of the designation to 
retire with all his limbs intact. Her Bond had been the shortest serving of them all, but his tenure 
had straddled one of the most difficult periods of the Service’s history, and that counted for a lot. 
This woman had come out of retirement simply to be here; asked by Q to return, observe, and pick 
her moments. 
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‘He threatened to rape me if I didn’t give in.’  
Grace’s eyes harden at Ronni’s admission, squat turning to sit, deep inhale as she considers how the 
latest bout of training has panned out.  
‘You think this stuff doesn’t happen?’  
Ronni stares in amazement, not the response she’d expected.  
‘Young lady, this world you currently inhabit is often far too full of itself for everyone’s benefit. 
People are routinely raped regardless of sex if they don’t succumb to the demands of their jailers. 
You don’t believe psychological warfare isn’t as potent now as it has always been?’  
‘I knew that the training was going to be harsh -‘  
‘You have no idea of harsh, this is playtime. They’re treating you like china, because they know you 
need to make it through to the end intact, but honestly you have no clue of how brutal the reality is 
for a woman in the Service. In the field there are absolutely no rules, everything goes and will. The 
trick is never to get yourself in a position to be threatened to begin with. Either kill them or don’t 
give them a chance to dominate. You should have knocked your trainer out the moment he used that 
line, forced them pull you off him.’  
‘I’m told to use myself as a weapon, but how is that possible -‘  
‘You knock them out, you disable them or you kill them if they present a genuine threat to your 
safety. If there is no choice, sometimes…’  
Then there comes the sickening realisation that Grace could well speak from personal experience.  
‘The Service tries to equip you for everything. It can’t prepare for the moment when you know you 
have nowhere else to go. That’s why you have to ensure it never happens to begin with, that you 
never have to relinquish control. This is the reason you always go everywhere with a gun. If you 
want to condemn someone? Shooting through the crotch makes a potent point.’  
The older woman rises, effortless yet determined, and Ronni wishes she’d lived half the life this 
agent had. Still so strong, clearly without fear, she takes the almost empty bottle and towel and is 
gone as the CCTV springs back into life.  
An hour later her logistics schedule is scrubbed, thrown back to the Barracks sparring ring. When 
007 appears as her opposition, Ronni knows her weakness just changed Q’s game plan.  
It takes two more days of totally brutal beatings before Ronni drags herself into Q's office without 
the appointment she is required to register first: eating lunch when she arrives, staring open 
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mouthed at the disaster area her body now resembles. Confident at least one rib could be broken, 
the chest pain refuses to recede whilst coccyx has been bruised from being slammed against a post 
at speed. Ronni gives into the certainty that whatever Q has ready to counter with won't allow for 
rest, because that's what her life has become, a continual battle. She is surprised therefore when 
motioned to sit, which can only be accomplished with some difficulty.   
It would probably be easier if it hadn't been Bond that had done this, pretty much destroyed her 
totally in hand to hand combat. Of all the people fought, he was the only one who never treated her 
differently, and although Ronni was grateful, this was where it ended. She might beat him 
eventually, but not right now. It would be enough however, especially for Q.  
'You win, I'm never going to be as good as him.'  
 
Q was fully expecting to be interrupted eating his regulation Caesar Salad, no croutons, primed as 
he had been for Ronni to arrive and finally admit defeat. It appears that the point he and Bond had 
been trying to make may have actually registered.  
‘I’m sorry, Special Agent Ashby, I’m going to need better than that if you wish me to consider 
cancelling the next session in the Ring.’  
‘Q, I would like to respectfully concede… 007’s superiority in the field of hand to hand combat. I 
don’t ever believe… I will be as good as he is.’  
'I doubt you'd ever have to be. He's the best there is, and you should always have something to 
aspire to.'  
He uses every word with care, as has been the case increasingly in the last three weeks: knowing 
how to antagonise her was developing into something of an art form. Bond used his strength, Q 
backed it up with subtlety. They made for a potent combination.  
‘With the greatest of respect, I don’t think this is ever a skill I’d aspire to be an expert in.'  
Now it appears, bitterness in her voice he knows has been brewing for days, and Q feels it 
appropriate to put down the Civil Service cutlery. He'd wondered how long she would take being 
pushed as they had: Bond had expected concession after the previous afternoon's punishment. Her 
stamina was impressive, as was her stubbornness. However, this was exactly what would be 
expected in the field, required as part of the training. Every agent's limit was different, this much 
was obvious from decades of metrics. Ronni's was particularly high regardless of how bad she was 
clearly feeling.  
There is a question he's wanted to ask since Bond returned from Carnagie and told him the story of 
their meeting, need to understand motivation, without the reasoning seeming obvious. That's why 
he'd chosen Bond for this task, after all. He was, like it or not, the exact embodiment of her 
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nemesis.   
‘I’m curious, Veronica. Why do you hate 007 so much?'  
Ronni doesn't, she knows instinctively: she has come to be comfortable with the man since arriving 
back in London. He's offered increasing insights into improving fighting styles, shortcuts around the 
department's mainframe, even how to get an extra bottle of water every time from the Barracks 
vending machine. She knows he'll default to flirting whenever the chance arises in the Lab, and if 
he drifts too close to her at a terminal personal space will always be re-asserted.  
No, she doesn't hate him. It's his persona that's the problem, and Q knows it.  
'I don’t, Q, I simply object to both him and you persistently using 007 as a metaphor.'  
 
Bond listens with increasing fascination, no need for earpiece on this occasion as he waits quietly 
outside Q's office. Ronni's kicked him so hard in their last bout that there’ll need to be medical 
attention to his shoulder, but for now a dressing on the wound will suffice, because he knows if 
she's grasped their game there's a revelation coming. As she lay bleeding and battered on the 
ground, 007 hopes an understanding of the fundamental truth has registered. This isn't about her, 
they’re just reinforcing a point.  
'Suddenly I am interested in where this is going.'   
Q finally responds, staring at the woman intently: Bond notices blood dripping down her forehead, 
which she wipes away without thinking.   
'He's a metaphor for what, exactly?'  
'What I will never be. He’s a unattainable benchmark. I can never reasonably be expected to match 
the physical abilities or robustness of a male agent, yet I am forced to aspire to them. That seems 
wholly unacceptable.'  
'Yet we continue to push you into confrontational situations with him, because whether you like it 
or not he is the benchmark. Whether you can reach that standard or not is largely irrelevant, but 
there has to be a system of measurement. Your problem is your arrogance, that you falsely assume 
where we decide to record your success.’  
Bond can't help but smile at her use of him as a metaphor for so many things: level of physical 
strength, ingenuity, continued inability to be taken seriously by a number of senior male Q Branch 
techs. He'd suggested not judging herself on his criteria but she'd countered, that was what everyone 
else did, and it was just wrong to accept that standard. Finally, perhaps there would be 
understanding what really mattered in the equation was her first, above him. Once this was 
apparent, a great many things would undoubtedly change for the better. 
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He'd had this speech himself, remembering how the current 004 had handed him his arse for the 
best part of a week before he got the rationale. Training methods hadn't changed that much, the only 
difference was the way in which the points were presented. Q might be his junior in years, but he 
pretty much took the trophy for reinforcement. He watches as Ronni's body language alters, 
registering the sag of exhausted shoulders, and he knows she's understood.  
 
Ronni wonders if she could have saved herself three days worth of suffering if Q’s point had 
registered sooner. Her naïvety really was a problem, but it didn't matter. She'd not given in, lasted 
the required time at least twice, even if today 007 had walked all over her. It would be easy to 
correct Q but she won't: arrogance was never the right adjective, but it was the one people would 
throw at her whenever stubbornness arose. Her parents, colleagues, ex-boyfriends. She'd blame 
innocence, they'd go straight for arrogance, and there was no middle ground. In the end there was 
no point trying to correct people, simpler to hide further away. On reflection, this was not a good 
idea when dealing with her employers.  
However, in this case, she was beyond caring and just wanted to lie down in the Barracks cot.  
'I thought you'd be pleased my judgement isn’t as perfect as you thought it was.'  
‘Special Agent Ashby, it may be time to grasp that perfection is a subjective term. As a 00 agent 
your primary objective is always to complete the mission assigned to you. As long as that happens, 
everything else is secondary’  
'If that were true, 007 would be out of a job. I know the official line, and I grasp the reality that 
accompanies that. I need to be the best I can be, and I am. I was naïve to believe I could second-
guess you, and you have made me suffer for that. I now understand why you've let me take three 
days to reach that conclusion.'  
Her head hurts, blood dripping down from her forehead becoming impossible to ignore. About to 
use a sleeve to staunch it, she doesn't expect someone to place a hand there with a dressing, least of 
all Bond. He appears clearly in pain: sweatshirt is torn open, another blood-soaked pad failing to do 
the job it's been placed for. She really did make a mess of his shoulder, and it slowed him down, but 
the only way to stop him for good would be to put a bullet through his crotch, but that probably 
wouldn’t be enough. For the purposes of this exercise a swift kick in the balls would have brought 
respite, but she'd never had the nerve. If Q puts them back together, that would absolutely be the 
opening move.  
'Great. Now you've finally worked it out, we're both going to need stitches.’  
As she watches him limp away, Ronni allows herself a brief moment of satisfaction.  
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Despite the concussion, she is up the following morning at dawn, in the Barracks before any of the 
senior staff surface. Naomi is waiting at her desk, steaming latte and fresh croissant already 
provided, and Ronni wants to hug the woman for her thoughtfulness, and so does.  
‘I must admit I was concerned for a while, that maybe they’d finally break you. I only managed a 
session in hand to hand, but a great deal has changed since my day.’  
‘It was my own fault in the end. You live and learn.’  
‘You know we’re all looking out for you, how much this means for everybody, and I can’t help but 
think that maybe that’s pressure you don’t really need. I don’t think we should be pinning our hopes 
on you like the Department is.’  
‘In the end, I’m not doing this for anyone else other than myself. I’m still determined to get to the 
end, whatever else might get thrown at me. I think… having such inspiring role models here to 
encourage me is definitely helping. I know it sounds trite, but you women are a reminder to me that 
people have done this and made a difference.’  
Naomi’s eyes sparkle, slight shift in body language that means the compliment has hit the target.  
‘I think it’s us that ought to be inspired by you. None of us took VB. We’re all casualties of war, in 
our own ways.’  
‘You’ve seen my file, you can read between the lines. I’d far rather be you.’  
‘The other field agent’s assignment is always easier. Yes, I know that feeling. We have fresh 
surveillance for you from yesterday, I’ve uploaded it to your terminal. Good luck this morning.’  
The woman walks away as her superior appears, engrossed on his tablet, giving neither of them 
more attention than is necessary. Ronni takes a bite of breakfast and begins her assessment of the 
new material, pleased with what Naomi has found. Today is a chance to show progress in 
surveillance analysis: no more dummy targets to consider, only living, breathing killers. This one 
makes her feel distinctly uncomfortable, and the new information will be useful to prove a point. 
She’s still working an hour later when Bond and Q appear, deep in conversation.  
She could try and lip read: it’s a decent certainty the discussion is about her and there's enough of a 
headache with the responsibility of the data and its consequences without overloading herself 
further. They'd spent three days between them reducing her to mush, no doubt that whatever's 
coming next will have a similar effect; however this time she's not going to just soak the pressure.   
If they want to push, she'll push back. She has an ace in her pocket to play.   
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Eventually her teachers appear by the terminal. Bond's in what probably passes as vintage matching 
everything in pale grey: Ronni wishes to look a tenth as good in anything she possessed. Q makes 
her wait, clearly gauging patience, before finally nodding to her his assent.  
‘I think we are both ready after our regulation Service breakfast. So then, Special Agent Ashby, you 
have permission to impress us.'  
Ronni needs no further prompting to proceed. The screen above her springs to life, details filling in 
above her head as accompaniment to the commentary.  
'Louis Marco Kendrick, born September 1960. Illegitimate son of a noted US Ambassador, educated 
in a series of private boarding schools across the United States. Instigated an affair with his nanny 
when he was 15: she was 33, and when the woman threatened to blackmail the family she promptly 
vanished, turning up dead six months later face down in the Hudson River. He was convicted of her 
murder and spent the next decade of his life bouncing between Juvenile Hall and East Coast 
Penitentiaries.'  
She feels awkward in green skirt and cream blouse, focus on 007 to whom most of this should be 
news. Bond in turn watches her, bruise on his cheek the only visible acknowledgement to recent 
events. She's had to do hair differently this morning to avoid a dressing high on her forehead, and 
the change is acceptable, so he'll be staring in an attempt to phase. Ronni’s having none of it: if he 
wants a reaction it is time to move away from the physical. There won't need to be much to push for 
a response, if he feels as bad as she does.  
'He was one of six men involved in the Hudson Jailbreak in 1980 and quietly vanished from public 
life. The next time he appeared was four years later, in the Soviet Union, where he was linked to the 
procurement of under-age girls to work in a number of brothels in Moscow.'  
'Clearly his love affair with older women was over.'  
Ronni is irritated by Bond’s provocation but holds her tongue, continuing the story of a boy who 
became a drug dealer, gun-runner but in the end would always return to women. Tens, hundreds of 
innocent victims whom he exploited, degraded and murdered for pleasure at every possible 
opportunity.   
'We believe he's running over a dozen brothels across Europe, using them as fronts to traffic both 
young women and men to the highest bidders: you'll be pleased to know, 007 that since we began 
surveillance of him last week his choice of female escort has very much reverted to his boyhood 
tastes.'  
The feed Ronni gained from Naomi’s team is accessed: illuminated on the screen in front of them, 
the footage shows Kendrick sitting on the veranda of his East London riverside apartment with a 
woman who covers every base of voluptuous with flesh to spare, seated on a bench that looks as if 
it's about to give under her weight. She's wearing virtually nothing either, and Ronni just can't look 
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as a result.  
'This certainly gives you something to hold onto.'  
'Is that really necessary?'  
'If it irritates you, then absolutely it's necessary, Special Agent Ashby. Bond is here to be a 
provocateur. Your job is not to rise to that, head injury or not. Your personal feelings on this man's 
actions are not a subject for the briefing either, unless I specifically ask for them. Which I haven’t.'  
‘I’m sorry Q, some days the urge overtakes my obvious good sense and judgement.’  
'If it wasn't Bond who made the comment, would it bother you?'  
‘No, I'd just swallow it and keep my disgust and disappointment to myself.'  
 
007 stays silent, waiting for the moment. He understands only too well what Ronni will be feeling: 
irritation, annoyance and disgust that a man like Kendrick can be allowed to live on their front door, 
with a Visa that Whitehall sanctioned. Sometimes left and right hands seemed to belong to 
completely different people, not simply in this Department. They'd spoken about injustice whilst 
being treated by the Facility Doctor the previous afternoon, except she'd not named Kendrick 
directly as the focus of her ire. He'd gone and done some digging as a result, subsequently pushing 
Q before they began this exercise to check some work she'd been doing on the quiet, using the 
Departmental’s software suite for threat assessment.  
He hopes for an opportunity to force her hand, because if he can, it will be glorious.  
'So if that is the case, why do you feel the need-'  
'Because, with respect, Q, this banter is a waste of valuable time. What we should be concentrating 
on is gathering sufficient evidence to pin down the centres of this guy's trafficking operation and 
shutting them down. Not in the lab, but right now across Europe. I am aware of due process, but this 
man's flagrancy needs to be stopped in its tracks. Whatever any of us may think, these women and 
men are victims, and we have an obligation to help those that can't help themselves. If all else fails, 
you should give me free rein to put a bullet through his frontal lobe where he sits.'  
Assassinating Kendrick in his flat had already been discussed at senior level by several people and 
dismissed because of the total impracticality of his location. 007 knows full well Ronni’s picked up 
something the modelling analysts missed. This time, the last thing he wants is to upstage her 
moment. All he has to do is doubt the assertion, and then stand back.  
‘It can’t be done.’  
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‘Yes it can’.  
‘He picked this location for an extremely good reason, there’s nowhere to be targeted.’  
Ronni's eyes narrow, utter confidence in the statement, and Bond knows the look. It is given with 
the belief of a 00 agent who's about to suggest the impossible to get the job done.  
'Not by you, certainly. Absolutely by me.'  
‘Bond is correct, Veronica. Kendrick picked this spot knowing we were unable to eliminate him 
even if we wanted to. There’s no decent vantage for a sniper at that level.’  
'Then you both need better intelligence, gentlemen, because I found a spot where you can.'   
Ronni’s rifle scores, with small arms close behind are the one part of her training that has never 
wavered, even when placed under extremely trying circumstances. This was her particular skill, in 
the same way Bond would know when to make a jump or turn a vehicle, she gets the shot. Q's 
indignation is obvious: if he's missed this, there needs to be evidence to support it.  
'Show me!'  
Ronni fires up the 3D model viewer, scenario that places Kendrick's apartment in a position where, 
it does appear there is no obvious place for a sniper. Then she draws the lines, sights back to the 
edge of a large abandoned warehouse, on the corner of which is a precarious outcropping: tower 
used to haul foodstuffs up and down the side of the building. Q's mouth actually opens and closes in 
disbelief before he can find a response.  
'How did the simulations miss this?'  
'Because you’d have to be insane to consider the shot to begin with.’  
For the first time in a while he regrets the comment as it leaves him, until Bond senses Ronni’s 
regard with a smile that does things to both brain and body he's temporarily unable to ignore.  
'Why, thank you 007, that's the nicest thing you've said about me all week.'  
Bond is beyond impressed, entire setup planned pretty much alone, able to back up research in the 
way she'd be expected to as an active agent. He's not surprised either, in fact is beginning to expect 
nothing less. Ronni should be rewarded for both persistence and foresight as a result.  
 
After lunch, the schedule is again scrubbed: Ronni is told to report back to the Sparring Ring.  
She assumes it is punishment for arrogance, that Q will reinforce who’s in charge and that stepping 
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out of line isn’t part of the training. Waiting quietly in the musky darkness of what used to be the 
Stables, Ronni stares at the one way glass opposite and wonders who’s decided to come and watch 
her being destroyed again, that this is beyond ridiculous. She needs to be in the field and not in a 
ring: triumphs are pointless fripperies with no value unless things change. The only point worth 
making has nothing to do with who’s stronger, and this is a game that won’t be played any more 
regardless of consequence.  
Genuine anger rises for the first time in weeks, and Ronni does nothing to curb it.  
As Bond appears and heads towards the ring there is a refusal to make eye contact, no means for 
him to engage in anything. Body language is neutral, remembering the previous day, allowing no 
power to be taken by any means. He had confided in her that this was something pretty much every 
female agent had been put through since the mid 1960’s. Bond would be presented as a benchmark, 
and they would have to prove their worth.  
As the buzzer sounds to start the bout, Ronni simply stands and waits.  
Bond makes no move; she watches the glass instead, staring at the male techs she knows will be 
noting the fact that there’s no fighting when there should be. Suddenly the shift comes, Bond moves 
but Ronni is faster. Effortlessly feigning, she’s on the ground and taking a mouthful of dirt before 
removing Bond’s legs from under him with an anger that consumes everything in a moment. As he 
lands next to her, hand is balled into a fist: she punches to his groin as hard as possible.  
His cry is worse than anything heard in weeks of training, echoing around the ancient brick walls, 
briefly enough to silence her disquiet. Counting to ten, only when the buzzer sounds to record the 
win does she walk away without the need to register anything else. The pain in her knuckles forces 
a smile: it could have been far worse. He was wearing an abdominal guard.   
Ronni’s grin turns to laughter as she understands Bond knew what was coming.  
 
‘I still find it hard to believe it took over fifty years for anyone to punch a 007 in the balls.’  
Q leans back, staring at Veronica, still in the sweats worn for the sparring match, and allows himself 
a moment of satisfaction; he had been right the first time they met. She was the one who’d tear 
down the walls and finally open the doors not simply for more women, but for diversity to finally 
become a real and palpable part of the Intelligence Service’s 21st Century arsenal. Ronni grasped 
the only way to win was to tear up the rules and start again, ironically just as the first 007 had done 
in the 50’s. For this alone, Q is proud of what Special Agent Ashby would now come to represent.  
‘I’m staggered this was classified as formal assessment just for female agents to begin with, Q. I 
mean, really? Everybody failed because nobody had the balls?’  
‘There have been various people who have held my designation before me. The man who had the 
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job for the longest was, quite frankly, a remarkable and brilliant individual. I only met him once, in 
his last days, and it was a morning I don’t think I will ever forget. His sense of humour was both 
wicked and precise, and this was his in-joke that over the years became the ultimate in Old School 
hypocrisy. No woman would ever treat a man like that, because no man would ever hit a woman.’  
‘Nobody ever tried?’  
‘Grace came close. Rachel shot 007’s predecessor in a fit of pique once: to be honest I don’t blame 
her, under the circumstances I’d have probably done the same. Bond gets under people’s skins in 
different ways: the notion of male superiority is something I know many people have real issue 
with. Needless to say, Veronica, I don’t think you’ll have any trouble with anyone in this building 
again. You most definitely wear the trousers now.’  
He watches the woman relax, concession to the compliment, and knows that this step of training is 
done. They can’t teach her anything else, what she needs to learn now will come with the 
unpredictability of the outside world.  
 
She’s not taken two steps outside Q’s office when Ronni’s almost lifted off her feet and pushed into 
the Barracks wall. Hard brick hits back of head and it is a second to reorientate, to have Bond 
inches from her face, responding with a burst of adrenaline from upper body that pushes him 
halfway across the corridor. He’s not expecting her anger, this much is obvious, and it takes a 
second to regroup.  
‘You could have at least given me a chance!’  
‘I’m sorry, you’re telling me I have to allow you to save face before I beat you?’  
‘You could have considered your game plan a little better.’  
‘Screw that and screw you, if you’re expecting me to help you maintain your dignity you’re a 
bloody coward.’  
‘And you’re a fucking bitch.’  
She’d expected a more sporting response, never having heard 007 swear before. The smile this 
produces can’t be hidden, and so she doesn’t as Bond’s face flares. He is genuinely aggrieved and 
the pleasure that creates is something of a surprise. However the training kicks in and it is tempered, 
aware of conscience pricking her reaction: something important has changed between them. 
However this isn’t about being right, it is the moment to win a war of words with one of the best 
wielders of banter in the Secret Service.  
‘You find my discomfort funny?”  
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‘No, I find it amusing you had to wear protection.’  
‘As it happens I’m not a big fan of pain.’  
‘For the record, I’m not a great fan of being used as entertainment. I’m sure we’ll both cope.’  
‘You’re not even going to apologise?’  
‘You lost! I beat you by exactly fulfilling the requirements of the assessment. You’re asking me to 
apologise because I won?’  
Every pair of eyes is on them, entire Barracks standing to watch the confrontation. Again Ronni 
waits, unwavering, refusing to give a millimeter of ground to her superior officer, staring with intent 
she cannot adequately gauge. It seems like forever, but finally 007 turns and walks away, still 
clearly in some pain. If she’d managed to do that much damage even with a support in place? Upper 
body strength was better than she thought.  
There’s no time for games any more, and Ronni’s had enough training. If Q didn’t already know, it 
was time to stop pretending she could make a difference and actually let her do so in the field.                          
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Seven. 

  
This was not what Ronni had in mind when Q had warned her to prepare to go undercover.  
The 'uniform' currently being fitted isn't restrictive, but the black cotton skirt is at least two inches 
shorter than she'd normally wear, and there is far too much cleavage on show. She tries not to be 
irritated as the two middle-aged seamstresses fiddle with the waitress outfit as if she was a 
mannequin, but there is no way this will ever be acceptable attire, even though at the back of her 
mind there is perfect comprehension at the look being aimed for.  
'We are using your assets to their best advantage, Veronica. Please try not to fidget.'  
It has been a week since the incident in the Sparring Ring: much had changed in the Barracks. 
Ronni knows she’s earned respect from everyone, even the most hardened of senior techs. Bond 
hasn’t mentioned their confrontation since, often wondering if she should bring it up, before 
remembering the golden rule. No discussing current assignments with anyone, not even senior 
officers. He’s either the best actor she’s ever met, or the incident is behind them. If anything, the 
defiance has bought them closer: he’ll greet her in the morning and at least nod when she leaves for 
the night. Ronni made him laugh unprompted earlier that day, but now there’s relief he’s not in the 
room.  
‘Well, that's an interesting look for you.’  
God, how do you do this Bond?  
‘Can you read minds, 007?’  
‘If I could Ashby, I’d be earning my wage anywhere but here. I heard you were being fitted for your 
undercover work. When someone told me stockings and heels were involved I thought I’d see what 
you considered appropriate.’  
‘You arrived to make me feel uncomfortable?’  
‘You don’t need me to do that, you’ll manage perfectly well on your own. That skirt could be 
shorter still and you could throw in a garter, because it’ll give the guys somewhere to tuck your tips 
other than cleavage.’  
There is a moment of something in Bond's features, look Ronnie tries and fails to assess, even after 
such prolonged exposure to him. The mask instead slips effortlessly back into place and he’s gone, 
back to the Lab, leaving the realisation the man’s right. If the focus of this disguise, because that's 
what it is, is to help her attract the interest of certain patrons at the Hotel then Bond, as usual, knows 
what would work. Stockings, but perhaps not with a shorter skirt... a split to let her leg and garter be 
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accessed…  
'I think you could take this in a little bit, actually.'  
Q smiles, silent acceptance, then briefest of nods in agreement as Ronni decides against the flats 
she'd initially planned to wear, instead picking a pair of more substantive heels. She's also quietly 
reconsidering her choice of interview wear as the seamstresses wander away with the 'finished' 
outfit, even though employment at the Hotel would be secured regardless of performance. Like 
everything else in this exercise, it had already been planned down to the smallest detail. To play the 
part well, she could do a lot worse than get into character immediately.  
Her 'interview' was set for 14.00 hours, taxi ride from outside the Barracks: working as normal until 
an hour before, aware of Bond in her periphery for most of the morning. The confidence she'd 
gained since giving Q a chance to take out Kendrick was growing, quietly nurtured with fertile self-
worth. Now was the time to see if she was able to create reaction with herself as a different kind of 
weapon. The request for an outfit change arrives without a word, delivered by Q himself with what 
was assumed to be an approving nod to her station.   
Alone in the communal changing rooms, preparing quietly after lunch, she waits until Bond returns 
from the small arms range, jacket off and rolled sleeves, strolling unaware past the open door. The 
emerald green jersey dress did everything right for her body, comfortably clingy across breast and 
waist with heels that meant she'd be eye to eye with 007 should he challenge her, even if it meant 
dealing with sore feet by day's end. She'd consciously left mobile phone by her workstation, which 
meant an extended 'catwalk' in and out of the lab to retrieve it.  
She’s not expecting her own arousal but it happens, lower body aware of what brain is suggesting, 
and it’s a shock that almost derails the plan. Closing eyes, there is a moment of panic, legs unsteady, 
until training kicks in. Normally she’d be swallowing fear but now it’s different, subtle redefinition 
of the playing field. Like it or not she understands finally that every waking moment really is a test, 
until the day they tell her she earned the number.  
There is no focus except the desk, only interest her mobile: once secured she turns and walks out of 
the side office, aware that Rachel is standing just outside the doorway. Once she’d learned that all 
the flirting in the world by Bond wouldn’t make this ex-Field Operative the slightest bit interested, 
that she’d come out in an attempt to promote more agents of both sexes to embrace their gender 
identities, this woman’s opinion had become indispensable. She leans on her cane, eyes smiling 
appreciatively.  
‘I see you’ve grasped the lesson that sex sells, Ashby, especially when it comes to distraction. Your 
dress certainly works for me.’  
‘I’m getting there. I doubt I’ll ever be really comfortable in this version of the uniform, or with 
compliments from either sex.’  
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‘A wise mindset to be in, you’re far less likely to be deceived as a result.’ 
‘How did you cope with this part of the training?’  
‘It’s not about dressing for what you think other people find attractive a lot of the time, its what 
makes you feel more sexual. Of course, there are disguises like the waitress outfit where there 
comes a measure of compromise. Always defer in that case to the people you’re attempting to 
deceive.’  
‘You must have spent a lot of time pretending to be someone else.’  
‘Indeed, and that’s why I encourage everyone to be honest with their outlooks whenever possible. I 
really hope your undercover work bears fruit. I for one am looking forward to doing some actual 
work for a change.’  
At this Ronni can’t help but smile: after all, there’s a lot of people here on any given day who have 
little or nothing to do unless an emergency appears. If she could spice that up? So much better for 
everyone else.  
Rachel turns and walks away, and Ronni is ready to leave. She is almost to the Barracks entrance 
when 007 launches his effort to derail her.  
‘Special Agent Ashby.'  
She has to wait, listening to the slow, measured gait as he walks up the corridor. He hasn't pulled 
rank on her once the entire time she's been here. Now he approaches, relaxed yet impeccable, 
different jacket and tie to the combination he’d been wearing that morning; yet there is disquiet in 
the demeanour. This isn’t the Bond she expected. He can’t keep eye contact, eyes to breasts and then 
back, finally fixating on her mouth almost in desperation, aware he has no power at all over her.  
She won’t be phased by anyone, especially him.  
Close enough now to taste expensive cologne, to note a shave is in order there’s no response, and 
yet he moves closer still. Fingers slowly brush her hand, desperately trying anything to break 
resolve. It won’t work. She’s immune to this. The standoff isn't uncomfortable, but it's not pleasant 
either, as Ronni's body subconsciously responds to his proximity. Leaning across, mouth to ear: 
words carefully placed, shooting straight into her brain.  
‘You don’t need it, especially from me, but I will wish you good luck. Because I can.’  
'Thank you, Sir.'  
She uses the word with emphasis, acknowledgement that if he's going to invoke rank, then she will 
too. Only when he pulls away does something shift between them both, moment of history briefly 
illuminated. Bond looks an awful lot like Scott right now, Ronni grasps with a sudden stab of 
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amazement, jacket remarkably similar to one he owned… and he knows it. 007 is gone, sudden 
purpose in gait before vanishing back into the main Lab. He had altered his hairstyle, gel when 
normally there’d be none, highlighting a parallel she’d buried, tried to forget. Knowing she’d 
pushed, he reacted in kind. The agent had tried to use his physical similarity to Redgrave as a means 
to derail confidence, and had come close to succeeding.  
Only when she’s in the Taxi outside does Ronni admit to herself that the past retains an ability to 
destroy everything completely.  
 
That night, Ronni dreams she's on the back of the Bonneville: it’s not Scott driving but Bond, 
waking her suddenly in a sweat.   
Lying in the dark she remembers Redgrave’s warmth, breathless intimacy between them, only time 
she’d ever felt special or truly wanted. That’s never going to happen again, and certainly not with 
somebody she works with.   
Aware from conversations with the trio of ex-Field Agents that all of them had succumbed over 
time, Grace to at least two 007’s, she finds herself wondering in the dark how these men manage to 
charm as they do. Is it simply a notion of power? Does the job generate excessive sexuality making 
a designation attractive to anyone and everyone? The latter might have some mileage: considering 
how the Barracks had reacted to her the previous lunchtime suggested that this would be a way 
forward.   
The problem is that Ronni still can’t reconcile the appearance of power and control with what her 
body would then be forced to do. She wonders if perhaps this is because it’s been so long since she 
actually had sex: it might be an idea to start trying to change that and see if this was the problem. 
After all, she only kept her shooting skills at peak with daily practice. However, on reflection, this 
really shouldn’t be necessary. Other 00 designations however might think differently.  
It's 3.25am and there’s no point trying to get back to sleep: maybe it is wiser to prepare for the first 
day of mission work proper and have done with it. She dresses in the dark and sits on the edge of 
her bed, going over personal details, cover story she has to be capable of recounting as well as her 
own life history to ensure the undercover position is secure. Makeup is completed, longer skirt with 
a slit the better choice, and she's out of the door as the sun comes up, walking ten minutes from this 
Hotel to the one that now employs her, bastion of British gentility that will be base of operations for 
the foreseeable future.   
She is introduced at the early staff meeting as Julie Fisher and uses nerves as an excuse but can't be 
completely hopeless at convincing because by 9.30 she's on first name terms with everyone in the 
kitchen. Sam, Emilio and Marco invite her to share the remains of the morning's leftovers; progress 
is made when by lunchtime she's being asked for a drink after shift. Sam’s interest in her is 
immediate and intoxicating: whip thin, tattoos everywhere, he is the perfect example of the kind of 
man Ronni never normally crossed paths with yet found incredibly attractive. She allows herself to 
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flirt, and is amazed when, at the end of the evening, he kisses the inside of her wrist with a delicacy 
that sets every nerve on fire.  
Moving into staff accommodation the following week, Emilio carries her bags out of the service 
lift. There is brief paranoia that cases could open and the Walther could spill out, but that’s probably 
healthy. He's married, kid on the way, and is perennially helpful: Ronni decides to use him as her 
point man. Trusted with a lot of information as his brother works on the Reception desk, this is an 
easy choice. It's not hard to get the man to open up either, relationship with a heavily pregnant wife 
difficult because of the extra hours he's working. Ronni is grateful for the lessons learnt, to 
manipulate without it being obvious: people simply end up wanting to confide what needs to be 
known. She ID's a woman at breakfast at the end of her first week who the Metropolitan Police pick 
up the same day before lunch, wanted for multiple counts of passport fraud, and finally there is a 
glimmer of hope, to begin to start making a difference with the training.  
Two days later, a flashpoint comes in the loading area behind the kitchens: she discovers Sam in an 
alcove, forcing one of the Chinese maids to fellate him, clearly under considerable duress. When he 
pulls a knife the training takes over and he’s unconscious before there’s a chance for resistance. The 
woman isn’t interested in pressing charges, already illegally working three jobs, but Emilio has 
Sam’s room cleared in under an hour as the police take him into custody. It transpires that the man’s 
part of a gang the Met has been targeting for drug distribution, and so Ronni’s again congratulated: 
knowing Sam’s employers will not be best pleased, she is conscious of being on guard.  
Walking back to the Barracks the next afternoon, Ronni instinctively knows she is being followed. 
The Walther is in her room because she doesn’t want to use it, aware that all these weeks worth of 
hard work could be for nothing: in training there’d never been more than two guys at once and 
because the three shadowing aren’t going to expect resistance, that’s already an advantage. When 
there’s a hand on her mouth before being bundled down an alley she decides on minimal struggle, 
reminder that not fighting is sometimes the best way to gain an advantage. Their tattoos confirm the 
suspicion: Sam’s ‘friends’ have arrived to exact their version of revenge for her actions.  
Only when two assailants are restraining her and the other begins to unzip his jeans comes the 
concession in Ronni’s mind that sex is pretty much what motivates everything, and that’s not how to 
operate if there’s ever an opportunity to avoid it. None of her attackers remain conscious long 
enough to register anything, anger at these men’s notion of punishment enough to ensure nobody 
comes up once she has them on the ground. When the Police vehicle arrives thirty seconds after the 
last one’s head has been slammed into the alleyway wall, Ronni realises her back had been covered 
all along.  
Returned to Barracks, Frasier is the Medic on call who sits and stitches the wound on her neck: two 
of the three were carrying knives and Ronni hadn’t even noticed. There were Tetanus shots to have 
and a police report to be filed, but Q insisted she did one and not concern herself with the other. 
Apparently he had the whole incident on CCTV anyway. Maybe Ronni should worry every waking 
moment was under surveillance, but not today.  
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She drinks tea from Q’s mug as concession he cares, thinking about Sam’s lips on the inside of her 
wrist, when 007 does the genie trick in a tuxedo that’s impressive even by his standards.  
‘I hear you beat up some more bad guys. That’s four now?’  
‘I’m not keeping count, but clearly you are. Let me guess, you were just passing?’  
‘The English National Opera is just over there, so as a matter of fact I was.’  
‘Ah yes, tonight is the Royal Gala. You taking someone from the Department?’  
‘I asked Moneypenny, she declined my invitation. Apparently it’s finals night for some reality TV 
show.’  
‘She can’t record it?’  
‘I think I know by now when I’m being intentionally friend-zoned, Ashby. Don’t rub it in.’  
Despite herself she laughs at him, because suddenly here’s the field agent who needs cheering up, 
that this was ironic considering Bond’s normally the boy all the good girls want. Except here he is 
again, at her door, standing close enough to allow appreciation of the hint of Issey Miyaki. This 
isn’t his usual scent, but her favourite and suddenly Ronni feels the power in the room shift into her 
hands.  
‘It’s a good thing for you that Q’s got your back.’  
‘They were all unconscious before the Police arrived. I had it covered. What, you’re going to warn 
me now that undercover work is dangerous?’  
Waiting for the comeback he’s frozen, staring in a manner that isn’t so much odd as surprising. His 
hand goes to her head, tracing scar that remains, injury sustained in the last bout of sparring that he 
had finally conceded had been on truly equal terms. The touch is so light, delicacy that makes her 
shiver at the care, understanding why body should never control your actions.  
‘Everything’s dangerous, especially you.’  
‘Should I take that as a compliment?’  
‘Absolutely you should. You’re the most competent and accomplished field agent I’ve ever had the 
privilege to work with.’  
‘You know, that’s the sort of opening that could be construed as an overture to something else.’  
‘From anybody else, but absolutely not from me. You deserve far more respect than that.’ 
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Now the room’s oppressive, and Ronni’s aware of a tension created that Bond is fighting to control. 
I know what you want: this is how it would have begun for Moneypenny and all those other women. 
A moment of conflict, diffused with first hand, then mouth… watching him handsomely torn, unable 
to cross the line. She could let him in, would be the easiest thing in the World, but then everything 
she stood for would be shattered, destroyed by a moment of weakness he’s fighting to contain and 
she has totally under control.  
Well, that’s almost true.  
‘I don’t know anyone else with your strength, and it frightens me.’  
‘No it doesn’t. This isn’t fear. I just don’t understand why you choose to treat me differently. What’s 
the problem?’  
‘What you want, what I could provide… it’s not my job to. You have to ask.’  
‘I don’t understand.’  
‘Trust me, it won’t be long now. Then you may end up hating everything you stand for.’  
He almost runs from the room, leaving Ronni alone and empty, wondering what horrors Q has yet 
to make her face.  
 
She stands hours later in the hotel room's shower, pushing face to tile, trying to leech some of the 
heat from her body, but failing. Today she realised that with all the training in the world, there was a 
part of Veronica Ashby that wasn't ready for the 00 designation. She could use sexuality as a 
weapon, and there would come a point where this was the only option, possibly to save her own 
life, but not now. Bond can switch gears without a thought, slip effortlessly between personas. She 
however, has a lot to learn. In the end she’d rather kill someone than sleep with them, and 
ultimately that would be bad for business.  
It takes forever to get comfortable in bed, desire refusing to leave but finally sleep takes her. It is 
impossible to escape his influence, however hard she tries.   
Bond has worked his way inside her body despite the belief he could be resisted.  
She's back in the Barracks, before the interview, and 007 is inches from her face, staring at her 
mouth, rendering body incapable. Suddenly his hand is on her hip, stuff of the dress being pulled 
up, fingers travelling down under g-string and over pubis, thumb beginning to stimulate an already 
swollen clitoris. The wave washes up her back, shudder of pleasure as lower body ignites, trying so 
hard not to break eye contact as legs begin to shake. Ronnie’s hand suddenly moves to his face and 
pulls them together, kissing so hard that mouth hurts... 
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The alarm won't go away, insistent beeping, and Ronni can't separate anything accurately, missing 
clock and instead sweeping phone off the cabinet to her right. Eventually the alarm is silenced and 
she lies, feeling the knot of unreleased pressure below the waist, sexuality demanding attention in a 
way she can't remember for a long time... until her brain is conscious enough to grasp the problem.   
It doesn't have to be Bond: he really is a metaphor, simply the nearest convenient truth.   
She's forgotten how to enjoy herself: on this journey losing an understanding of how that equated to 
her own body. Crucially, Ronni’s not controlled by the same forces a male agent would be to begin 
with, pure biology their weakness and her overriding strength. Up until now there has been a 
concession, there is no need to assert power: concerned only with her task, with little thought for 
personal reward. That’s what sex ends up being in this game: a way to define control, means to an 
end, which you may as well enjoy along the way. Bond can do his job and indulge in fringe benefits 
without either derailing the task in hand. Ronni however has ignored one to the benefit of the other, 
but would need the ability trained just as much as her surveillance or small arms skills.  
Looking at the clock she doesn't have time to deal with her arousal or this revelation, already late, 
and has to be at the Lab in an hour. At some point she should take a trip into Soho on a pretence and 
do something constructive about the female frustration. If Ronni were to believe Q’s assertions the 
night before she really wasn't under permanent surveillance, so finding a shop to buy a suitable item 
would be far easier than attempting to order anything to help her over the Internet.  
Lying in the rapidly lightening room, the revelation hits of planning to purchase sex toys for field 
practice on government time. At least if caught doing it, she can claim it as a legitimate expense.  
Ronni doesn't stop laughing for quite some time.  
 
Something is different the moment she approaches the Barracks that morning: increased security, 
more people, many she doesn't know, and Americans: lots of them. She has to wear ID tag plus a 
second photo laminate before she’s even allowed to enter the building: as she makes it to the Lab 
the permanently opened main doors are very deliberately closed. However, it doesn't stop the 
sounds of raised voices seeping out. M is here, Tanner flanked by a sombre Moneypenny and at 
least one American Ronni recognises by association with Bond: Felix Leiter. There are a number of 
obvious senior types plus another blonde in the room, taller and leaner than 007 and even more 
striking. Their eyes meet, sending her walking away at speed.  
Grace is waiting at her terminal, taking her back to the unfashionable, storage-centred end of the 
Barracks before quietly ushering her into a side room. Hastily filled with laptop and desk, this was 
obviously some kind of cupboard the day before. The ex-00 agent looks both stunning and fearsome 
in what Ronni would guess is Westwood: her instructions enough to strike fear into Ashby’s heart.  
‘I need to be in a briefing ten minutes ago, so pay attention. Mainframe is ridiculously restricted, 
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which for now means the surveillance is off the clock. After yesterday’s incident you’re on sick 
leave from the Hotel until we’re out of this shitstorm. I can’t tell you what’s going on, not yet, and 
you’re going to have to curb your curiosity and just work at what you’re given without asking 
everything I know your brain is screaming at you to know. 007 is back on the books, and we’ll keep 
an eye on him for you. Everything that matters right now is on this Laptop. With the exception of 
lunch and comfort breaks, don’t come out until you’re done.’  
As the door closes behind her Ronni’s hands are shaking: Bond is back on the books. He’s not 
signed off by anyone, psych scores still well below acceptable and yet he’s now somewhere saving 
face? There is only one reasonable assumption if he’s on the Roster, and if that involves the 
Americans, this will be messy. Her first thought is to ignore Grace’s advice and leave her post, but 
with the seriousness of the situation all too apparent? She follows orders. Firing up the laptop, a 
single document sits, waiting for attention.   

Special Agent Ashby  
Some days there is no time for rules or procedures. You are our single most powerful asset, 
and yet M has declared that you do not have sufficient security clearance to assist in this 
Operation and must therefore be excluded.  
I disagree, and I need you to prove this to the powers that be.  
Find out everything you can, and then find me.  
Q   

She sits for a moment and shakes her head, before getting up, pulling away the conduit from the 
side of the cupboard wall and looking to see what network cables are accessible, whilst locating the 
by now standard issue Cat 6 cable and multitool from inside her handbag. All that is required is 
Internet access, restriction from the Mainframe never the end of the world. With what the cupboard 
provides, that should take less than twenty minutes to establish.  
Fifteen minutes later the Laptop’s using a hole she’s punched in the Home Office’s own Intranet to 
access the BBC News website: whatever this crisis is, the outside world is blissfully unaware of it’s 
nature. Ronni thinks fast: identify the blonde you made eye contact with, because he would be 
relevant to the flashpoint that started this in some way, or he wouldn’t be here. The blonde would 
certainly need to have some hefty clearances to even stand in the Lab with M, after all. She looks 
around Intranet connections, searching for a possible way to access the CCTV footage, then 
remembers the extra laptop at Reception being used to print the second photo laminate she was 
issued with on arrival.  
She’d bet a weeks worth of tips at the Hotel it wouldn’t be security encrypted. 
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Ronni smiles as she accesses the portraits and names of every person who’s entered the building 
since 3.25am that morning, which is when Leiter had arrived with Charlie LaCroix in tow. Without 
the clout of the Mainframe it will be hard to build a definitive picture of this disconcertingly 
attractive man, but there were always ways and means. She knows the backdoors to Interpol by 
heart, but the biggest problem will be the American’s almost obsessive desire to keep everybody out 
of their business by any means necessary. With the world as her haystack, finding the needle that 
this all revolved around could be virtually impossible. She needs more than just a name.  
Unless, of course, the Americans aren’t being as careful as she is on social media.  
She searches for LaCroix everywhere: Facebook, Linkedin, Twitter and beyond as slowly but surely 
family members are connected to each other, building a picture of the man’s relationships. He’s the 
youngest of three boys, unmarried, and is not American but Canadian by birth. His parents still live 
in Dominion, close to the Alaskan border and it appears that up until a week ago that’s where 
Charlie was, because his father has posted a picture of the two of them on a fishing trip. Ronni 
stares at both and wonders what had transpired to take what she knows from the classification 
database is an extremely respected CIA agent from there to here in under a week. A quick scan of 
the US News shows nothing at national level that might be a precursor to an incident, and so Ronni 
narrows her search, and immediately strikes gold.  
Over the previous seven days there are a glut of reports of demonstrations across the East and North 
of the US, where scheduled decommissioning of Air Force sites had led to clashes between activists 
and the military. One of them is close to the Alaskan border, and some rabbit holes bring Ronni to a 
website for the Anti Nuclear League of Northway. Clearly made by someone in their mid teens, the 
site is full of pictures of vehicles moving equipment across the border to Canada, conspiracy 
theories that the US is in fact building additional nuclear silos along the Alaskan border. Most 
importantly of all there are pictures: Ronni scans the pages of files before a face jumps out. This 
laptop has the picture augmentation software she would need already installed, because Q 
understood the tools required to join the dots of this puzzle. Within ten minutes Ronni places 
LaCroix at an Alaskan US Air Force base forty eight hours previously.  
After that? There would need to be more intelligence than she currently possessed.  
 
Ronni uses the bathroom and then craves coffee, but all she has access to at this end of the Barracks 
is the ancient vending machine. Approaching it she is surprised to see Leiter having trouble 
extracting his bottle of Coke. Without thinking there is a thump to the machine in the right place 
and the bottle falls. As their eyes meet, Felix’s face illuminates.  
‘Special Agent Veronica Ashby, it is a pleasure to finally meet you.’  
‘I’m pretty certain I shouldn’t be talking to you, Agent Leiter, so if you’ll excuse me I’ll get my 
water and be on my way.’ 
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She acts the dedicated civil servant as reflex, making the default selection, and suddenly he’s closer 
than expected, not comfortable that this man would crush personal space, until it becomes apparent 
it’s under a pretext. The whisper is measured; it is clear he was waiting for Ronni all along.  
‘I know what Q’s got you doing, I’m aware that our superiors are often idiots, and because we need 
all the help we can get right now and nobody else is sharing and caring I’m gonna give you a hand. 
Thanks for the Coke.’  
As he walks away Ronni knows there’s a credit card slipped in her pocket, and can’t get back to the 
cupboard fast enough.  
Turning the plastic from hand to hand, Ronni looks at her next clue and wonders what she’s been 
provided with. Perhaps an EMV reader is required to access the card’s inbuilt chip, or maybe it is 
the hologram that matters. The registered name doesn’t match anyone in the building yet the Visa 
number is valid, which would suggest this is legitimate currency. Something is wrong and she’s not 
seeing it, and so empties her handbag and starts searching for associations, attempting to prompt her 
brain into thinking laterally. At the bottom of her bag is one of Bond’s Universal Exports business 
cards: seemingly anonymous, calling the number went straight back to 007’s mobile, which in turn 
alerted London he was marking the location as significant. He’d given it as security when starting 
her undercover work, and she’d promptly forgotten all about it.  
The credit card taunts, until the connection is made: the International Bank of the Americas doesn’t 
exist either. This payment method is a front, deception in modern form. The question is, what is it 
hiding and how does she access it? Would it really be as obvious as the Americans could make it?  
Q’s pet project springs to mind, mired in development hell and smothered in red tape. They’d built a 
website, to reinforce the front that Universal Exports was genuine, which could be accessed in an 
emergency, allowing agents brief and unrestricted access to certain key sections of the Mainframe. 
Whitehall wouldn’t sanction it, especially after Silva had pretty much destroyed the Government’s 
security protocols overnight. But Q had maintained that the modern world demanded access to key 
data in an emergency, especially with the speed that information moved and evolved. He was only 
mimicking the lead of other intelligence gathering organisations, after all…  
Firing up Google, Ronni is confident that the Americans were the start Q was attempting to follow.  
The first hit blinks at her, logo plus brief details about the Private Banking organisation that ‘puts 
your funds in your control’, and Ronni is firing up her IP masker to ensure when they try and trace 
her as soon as the page is launched, there’s a chance for at least some exploration before being 
discovered. Hiding things in plain sight was the way forward, after all: she was evidence of that in 
spades. There is no idea how much access could be afforded, or even what she can do with this 
card: holding it in thumb and forefinger there is a moment of revelation that makes her laugh out 
loud at its brilliant simplicity. Under the warmth of her skin, the surface of the plastic is changing.  
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This card is heat sensitive.  
Without a thought she lifts skirt and jams card above stockings and between thighs, gripping tightly 
while scrabbling for the tools she’ll now need to digest this revelation. Thirty seconds should be 
enough… As she retrieves the card, there is a smile that makes the fear for Bond’s safety 
temporarily allay. Here are the instructions needed to get more information than she’s betting Q 
himself will currently possess, because if Felix Leiter had to make sure this ended up in her hands 
and couldn’t admit it publicly? There is a great deal more at play than simply the free and frank 
exchange of information between nations.  
Thirty minutes later, the door of the cupboard closes as Ronni emerges, laptop under arm. She is 
aware of all three female ex-operatives watching closely as she walks down the main corridor, 
confidence infectious. From start to finish in three hours.   
That wasn’t bad, even by normal standards.  
Veronica knows why the Barracks is full of Americans, and the better than decent chance they’ve 
been lying to the British since their arrival.  
 
‘It appears, Sir, that the Americans have not been entirely honest in their declarations that only a 
single warhead has gone missing.’  
Ronni sits quietly in Q’s office, watching as boss explains to their superior officer that the terrorist 
attack on an Army convoy in Alaska thirty six hours ago is not as isolated an incident as the 
Americans are admitting. M has commandeered the Barracks as temporary HQ, sitting as Q relays 
the information Ronni accessed from an unguarded terminal over the unsecured and unencrypted 
Internet, ahead of anybody else in the building. A Lockheed C-5 Galaxy is missing, intelligence 
pulled from the US Operations Mainframe using Felix’s emergency access thirty minutes before the 
Americans themselves officially admitted they had a situation to MI6. M’s face is grim, anger 
barely contained, and Ronni is very glad this isn’t her job to manage.  
‘I owe you an apology, Special Agent Ashby. You are clearly far more trustworthy than a large 
section of my US brethren, and I shouldn’t have assumed anything less. Your industry is truly 
worthy of a 00 agent, and you are to be congratulated.’  
‘Thank you, Sir.’  
‘Can I ask you, how did you get the card?’  
‘Agent Leiter passed it to me, Sir. If you are to judge the US contingent, I would ask you don’t 
include him in your condemnation. He strikes me as a genuinely decent human being, without any 
obvious agenda.’  
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‘Agreed, Leiter would be an asset to us, and is woefully underused by his employers. Your 
recommendation is noted Ashby, now if you’ll excuse me I need to arrange a conference call to 
Langley. Q will ensure you can return to normal duties while we clear up this mess on the 
American’s behalf.’  
When they are out of the Office, Q takes Ronni to one side, but before he can speak there is a 
scream sending both suddenly searching for the source. In the main corridor chaos temporarily 
reigns: Ronni takes a moment to work out that at the centre of the throng is Moneypenny, who is 
being held upright by Tanner. She is beyond distraught, the Chief of Staff having trouble coping 
emotionally himself. In a second Ronni’s heart is in her mouth, Q out of the door at speed and left 
alone there is a moment of isolation that hits like a bullet, possible that she can guess what has just 
happened.  
She almost runs back to living quarters assigned to her, musty warmth and familiarity at the back of 
the Barracks, to sit on a canvas cot and consider how she’d feel if Bond were dead. Her heart is 
empty and that’s wrong, because there is no data to support the assumption she’d just made. That is 
sloppy field work, and without evidence there’s nothing to confirm anything except the noise 
outside. There are too many voices to easily process, still no access to the Mainframe, so the best 
course of action is to just keep a distance and wait. Fatigue is sudden and damning, stress at her task 
completed on too much adrenaline and not enough coffee, and the world falls silent. Sleep is instant 
and deep, the next thing in her head normality broken by the hum of the vending machine as the 
ancient refrigeration unit kicks in. It’s been an hour, power nap leaving her surprisingly energised. 
With the benefit of rest she’s convinced Bond wasn’t the casualty: now the chaos has abated, it is 
time to find Q and then re-establish Mainframe access.  
It is a surprise when walking from the room she finds Tanner standing, staring at the vending 
machine. Even more telling is that he’s been crying, red rimmed eyes stare almost pleadingly as she 
appears, grateful he’s no longer alone.  
‘It swallowed my last quid and I just wanted a bottle of water.’  
‘It’s okay, I can fix that.’  
For the second time that day she uses Bond’s trick, and the selection falls, but Tanner doesn’t reach 
down to take it. Ronni does the job, handing him an open bottle, aware suddenly of a man 
struggling to cope with enormity clearly unexpected. He just keeps staring, trying to work out what 
happens next before drinking almost the entire bottle in one go.  
‘I can provide you a second one free of charge if you need, 007 showed me how.’  
The line is a plant, attempt to draw Tanner on what he knows: Ronni hates herself for the selfish 
nature of the thought almost as soon as it happens. Eventually the man’s training kicks in, forced 
resignation all too obvious.  
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‘You know without him this would be a lot worse than it is. Thanks to your brilliance and Bond’s 
brute force there’s a good chance everybody gets a happy ending. Well, almost everybody.’  
Her mask is impeccable and heart immediately soars: Tanner’s demeanour tells a different story, the 
knowledge cannot be openly celebrated. He has lost someone clearly close: as the 00 handler, he’ll 
know them all intimately anyway. They may even be genuine friends, if the relationship he has with 
Bond is any indicator. She’d spoken to him about this only days before: initially wary of each other 
when put together, mostly because of the agent’s agenda at the time. Over the years both had 
developed what Bond had referred to as a ‘grudging appreciation’ of each other’s abilities, and the 
mutual respect when the two were in a room together was tenable. She wants to help as a result, 
because Ronni understands that one day, they’ll have this connection too.  
‘Would you like to talk, Will?’  
He stares at the offer, smile an unexpected and attractive surprise: Ronni knows she’s finally found 
the correct use of his name to work with.  
‘Yes, I think I would.’  
‘Well, my temporary office is down in Storage or you can come sit in my room, whichever you feel 
more comfortable with.’  
‘It’s been a long time since a woman invited me back to her place. Promise you won’t tell my wife?’  
Despite everything else, if Tanner can still do the banter, that means there’s hope for them both.  
 
Confined to Barracks for the night, Ronni chooses to eat her standard rations alone, avoiding the 
rest of the Staff, because she’s never had to mourn for a colleague before.  
The Service had lost two 00 agents in under twelve hours, one of whom she knows was Bond’s 
mentor. She cannot imagine what it must feel for him to still work under such circumstances, but as 
she sits with a soggy ham and cheese wholemeal roll he is somewhere in Eastern Europe, tracking 
down three missing American nuclear warheads. He’ll do his job with brilliance as always, plus the 
female undercover CIA operative sent to assist will ensure there’s someone to celebrate with at the 
end. That’s the job: pick someone, get them to help, then enjoy their company when you’re done.  
Ronni thinks that maybe Bond’s notion of reward could use some redefinition.  
‘We have cake at our impromptu wake. I thought you might like some.’  
She’s not expecting Moneypenny at the door, but there the woman stands, slice of something 
chocolatey on the Civil Service china. Ronni knows that this iteration of M’s PA was more than 
friendly with the late 002, relationship on the boil just after Bond came back from Skyfall. This was 
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not the moment to judge anyone on their lifestyle choices: Ronni was hardly an expert on long-term 
anything. Fairbanks and Flemmings were hugely popular men: it had been the latter who finally 
tipped her off to the concept of Voluntary Bereavement before its importance in this journey was 
grasped. Which meant, in effect, she’d known Moneypenny’s boyfriend before the woman herself.   
Espionage really was a small world.  
Eve moves to sit opposite, placing what feels like a peace offering on the bedside table, and Ronni 
waits for her to make the first move: no idea at all how to deal with someone else’s grief after an 
hour with Tanner’s.  
‘Don’t tell me you’re not a chocolate cake fan?’  
‘I am, I’m just not sure what to say other than thank you, and that could make for a pretty short 
conversation when we’re done.’  
‘I am the one who should worry about having nothing to say. You’ve come a long way since 
February, and deserve far more respect than I gave you back then. I’m sorry, it’s been a terrible year 
and things just got a lot worse. You forget sometimes the bigger picture… because it’s easier’  
‘As the new girl I have to earn things like trust and respect, and you hardly know me, and I just… it 
didn’t seem right to invite myself and try and be a part of your impromptu wake because, well… 
they’re not my friends. I met 002 once, a long time ago. He struck me as a really decent guy.’  
Moneypenny stares, and Ronni wonders if she should have stayed silent, watching the woman 
struggle to stay composed and eventually succeeding.  
‘He was looking forward to meeting you. He was pleased the Department was encouraging and 
supporting more women through the process.’  
‘I think we need to stick together, even if we don’t all agree on what’s the best way to play the 
game.’  
‘I feel I have misjudged you, I think. You are a lot more sensitive than I realised.’  
‘Actually, I’m just bloody awful at making friends. I did it once -‘  
The tears are a surprise: Ronni can’t stop them from falling down cheeks that are suddenly red and 
hot. This isn’t the past, simply relief, sudden understanding that any loss is enough to hurt if you 
care about the principle. Moneypenny hands a small packet of unused tissues to her, and she takes 
one before returning them. Then, remembering where this is, and who she’s talking to: there’s a 
question that needs to be asked.  
‘This isn’t an assessment, is it?’ 
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‘No. Not tonight. Everybody’s off the books now.’  
Ronni understands the statement completely: Bond’s primary objective will be complete and he’s 
still alive. And yet Eve stares, something unsaid that creates concern despite obvious relief.  
‘Thank you for the cake. Would you mind if I ate it alone?’  
‘You and him are very much alike, more so than I realised. James has a great deal to thank you for.’  
The comment from Milbank comes back to haunt Ronni as Moneypenny stands, still looking at her 
oddly, as if undecided whether or not this woman can yet be trusted. Only when she is at the door 
does Eve decide to make the point Ronni suspects she’d wanted to all along.  
‘He changed his will, two days before the Gala. It was a surprise, he came up to see me personally. 
When he dies you’re the one he wants to take his ashes to Scotland and scatter them at Skyfall. I 
don’t think he’s truly trusted anyone since he lost Ms Lynd.’  
Ronni can only sit in stunned silence as Moneypenny walks back to the Lab.  
 
In five days it is as if nothing ever happened, except the fear that won’t leave Ronni alone. She’s 
due back undercover but not before Q Branch attends the joint funerals of the agents lost, with full 
military honours. There is the assumption she’ll need to be there herself until Q shakes his head, 
reminder that her job is to focus on the future instead. She’s set a series of small arms tests and 
pointless Mainframe tasks: Ronni knows he’s made work so there’s no discomfort at feeling left out 
of the equation.  
There is also the understanding they know there’s not much else to be taught, that Ronni’s efforts in 
circumnavigating security and exposing American hypocrisy made the difference between Bond’s 
mission being a success or a failure, and for that alone it cannot be long before they set her last test. 
What that means however is only an echo, last time she saw 007 in the flesh, his warning and her 
sudden fear of failure now making hands inexplicably shake, unable to shoot the last four rounds in 
the final test of the Range sequence.  
The Barracks is almost empty, skeleton staff because of the Funeral and she’s still conscious of the 
cameras above, until it’s apparent the monitoring has been turned off. Nobody is watching her fail 
to complete this clip in the time available…  
‘This is unusual, you don’t normally stop until the magazine’s empty.’  
Of course it’s Bond, a fucking performance every time he appears.  
007 does mourning far simpler than Ronni expects: that jacket is a favourite too, but somehow 
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today he looks uncomfortable, uncertain. Down goes the gun, off come the ear defenders: there’s no 
idea how to start this conversation. If she is to be judged on this role? Then she will fail and so be it.  
‘I’m guessing Moneypenny told you about my will, even when I asked her not to?’  
‘In fairness she’d had a pretty bad day.’  
‘Yes, I can well imagine. In my limited defence I did try and explain, the night of the Gala-‘  
‘But then you couldn’t find the words and decided to run away. That’s hardly an effective manner to 
make a point, now is it?’  
‘It may come as a surprise to you, but I struggle sometimes with social interaction. Especially when 
I’m not in the Field.’  
She wonders if a show of emotion is appropriate, whether irritation and defensiveness was 
expected: how she is even supposed to act as a grown-up with this man who’s a metaphor for the 
impossible?  
‘I should have asked you first, and I’m sorry. I just wanted you to know that if it hadn’t have been 
for you and Felix, I would be dead now. The extra thirty minutes you gave me was the difference 
between me getting the job done and being the third coffin in that cortege. Thank you for saving my 
life.’  
All she can do is stand, anger and fear evaporating in his truth. They may be off the record, but can 
she trust Bond’s motives? Is Ronni finally being judged on her ability to stay dispassionate in the 
face of the most staggering of compliments? Could he be trying to derail her progress? As if to 
press the point, Bond closes the distance between them instantly, but won’t touch her. Instead mouth 
is to her ear, whisper that sounds utterly unlike the confident agent he normally plays.  
‘I know exactly what’s going through your mind right now: not because I’m psychic, but because I 
understand this game so well I can play it in my sleep. You can’t be sure you believe me, that this 
might all be part of something to assess you, even with the cameras off and just the two of us here. 
You don’t ever live off the clock, everything is exposed, everybody’s business is yours and the other 
way around. Sometimes, briefly, there are moments when you get to be yourself. When you do, 
hold onto them for all they’re worth, because these are the most precious things you will ever own.’  
Then he is hugging her, surprise enough to not realise what is happening, too long before she 
registers he is sobbing into her shoulder, and there is no idea of what to do. Finally hand goes to 
head, holding gently, before he shifts back to stare. These tears are real, achingly genuine grief. If 
the positions were reversed, this would be the moment he’d kiss but she won’t, can’t do it, because 
finally comes the knowledge this is James and not Bond who’s in her care: the person before 007. 
The boy who lost his parents in a climbing accident.   



!80

The 12 year old who never worked out how to say goodbye to the ones he loved.  
Finally, blissfully the crying ceases as she wipes away joint tears. He needs a mother, not a lover, 
friends not girlfriends. This man has nobody to trust not to destroy him emotionally, and that’s just 
wrong.  
This is the job you will do for him. That’s why he came here to find you.  
This is the trust that will never be broken.  
‘On reflection, I think I understand why you’d want me to have your ashes. You’d save my life in a 
breath. I’d know you’d be trusted to treat me with respect above everything else.’  
‘Every time.’  
‘I forgive you for not telling me. Just don’t do that again.’  
‘You have my word. Which, believe it or not, actually counts for something.’  
‘You say that now, but the next time you get distracted by a CIA agent-‘  
‘Don’t.’  
His face alters, something indefinable again in features that look nothing like the poster boy and far 
more human and real. There’s remains of injuries he sustained, shrapnel to the left leg that will need 
attention, and he doesn’t need the verbal sparring, just to be held more, and so they do that without 
thinking. No overtures, simply the understanding that sometimes people wanted to be comforted 
when they’ve lost their family.  
She has no idea how long they stay there, simply wrapped around each other, but it is her who 
finally breaks the embrace. Stepping back, joint demeanour returns, and Ronni realises there is 
something she needs to tell Bond.  
‘I should thank you, because I’d not have made it this far otherwise. I grasp that from weeks of 
trying to hide what I was capable of, exploiting the one thing you’ve never had to work at.’  
‘What makes you think I don’t have to work at it?’  
‘Because this is your world, rules and rewards are never going to be the same as mine and although 
I may not like that, it’s the way to get things done.’  
‘It won’t always be like this.’  
‘For me it will, but if I can inspire one woman to take the journey as a result, then maybe they will 
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have better luck. I know the only way I win this is being better at seduction than you are. And in 
that regard, I have undoubtedly a lot to learn, because I should have kissed you when I had the 
chance.’  
‘I think you did exactly the right thing, because if you had you wouldn’t be the woman I know you 
are. When the time comes, I’m confident. You’ll know what to do.’  
‘I thought we’d established you can’t read minds?’  
‘True, but trust me when I tell you I’ve got your back.’  
There are voices outside, rest of the Funeral party back from the Service and ready for the lavish 
spread that M himself has paid for. Ronni remembers the last four bullets and picks off the 
remaining targets one handed, no need for the defenders, all of them perfect 10’s, looking back to 
Bond who stares with incredulity. He couldn’t do that, but she can.  
‘I know, nobody likes a show-off. But that’s what I have to become to be even considered as your 
equal.’  
She’s cracked the persona, can bring practical skills, but the designation seems a lifetime away. 
Ronni hands Bond her gun and walks out of the Range, deciding that this time, despite the 
consequences, she’d run from him.  
Eventually however, the truth will have to be faced regardless.                     
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Eight. 

 
Two days after returning to surveillance duties at the Hotel, a summons is sent for a meeting at the 
Barracks outside of schedule. When she arrives to find M waiting in the main Lab, Ronni knows 
they cannot postpone the inevitable any longer. She fights butterflies as uniforms are switched, 
waitress for operative, and decides this is the day she’ll wear trousers, because on most occasions 
that’s more comfortable, whatever the time of year. Arriving forty seconds early, Q nods his 
approval at the ensemble.   
'As you are more than aware, the last two weeks have been a difficult period for the 00 designation.'  
Veronica stands, constant and implacable, eyes on M as he begins what sounds like a pre-rehearsed 
speech. She knows Bond’s behind her, glimpse reflected in terminal glass; did he come for the show 
or is 007 just passing?  
'Q tells me you are at the end of your formal assessment period. There is one more assignment to 
complete, and assuming that’s performed to the required standard we can expect to have you to the 
final stage of Active Consideration by the end of this week.'  
Ronni exhales, significance of the comment only too obvious. She's done everything that's been 
asked, and more. The Service needs her out of the training ground and into the game, sooner rather 
than later. Special Agent Ashby is ready for anything they can throw at her.  
'If that is the case, this could well be the most important week of your entire life.'  
 
007 knows the pep talk, given from this man's predecessor. She'd chided him on arrogance, overt 
enthusiasm for destruction, pushed to temper desires with common sense and remember why he 
was doing the job. His M was from a different time, one he'd dearly like the chance to return to, but 
the past was just that, everybody forced to live in the moment. This present did have its advantages, 
he just needed to ensure full control of circumstances first.  
'You've performed in an exemplary fashion, often under considerable pressure, and I have no doubt 
this week will be no different. Special Agent Ashby, your Country requires your services, more now 
than it has ever done before. We have a battle that rages on our own doorstep, and threats so many 
and various our resources are stretched to breaking point. Your assistance will be a valuable 
addition to our national security. I have no doubt you will deliver what is expected of you as a 
result.'  
The next three days are everything to her. This is where Ronni could stand or fall, and Bond knows 
that his actions will ultimately determine her fate. Part of him simply wants to pass the woman for 
service and have done with it but Q's brief was persuasive and damning. For them both, at this 
moment, there needed to be an empathy beyond where they stood. Their friendship was now without 
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question, but it wasn't enough, not in this job. Their remit extended well beyond the conventional 
and into the dangerous, indistinct, where lines blurred and the only certainty was a mission goal. 
Ronni needed to be assessed in the one way she could never willingly agree to, and by the one 
person who knew more than anyone else in the department about the power of intimacy.  
He too was about to be tested, perhaps more than her. Restraint, supplicancy and detachment until 
he could absolutely be certain she was in total control of him.  
The potential of the final assignment to return him to Active Duty is enough to briefly render Bond 
breathless.  
 
M extends his hand, which Ronni shakes, and then man is gone, leaving her feeling somewhat 
perturbed. Q sees the concern, and is about to question before being summarily pre-empted.  
'I think he could use some work on the speeches. He reminds me of Tanner, never quite that 
comfortable doing the motivational stuff the metrics tell him he needs to.’  
‘I think both Q and I can agree, his predecessor was undoubtedly the better orator.'  
Ronni smiles despite herself, turning to acknowledge 007 and noting his attire: if the Tom Ford is 
back, he isn't here to work. He's off on 'official' business again, and will hate every minute. This 
also means their time together could finally be coming to an end. After all, there's only so much 
babysitting the Service will want him involved with.  
'You have an appointment at the Parliamentary reception?'  
Bond rolls his eyes and gives the look which she knows means he's already bored at the possibility.  
'I'll make sure I offer him some tips. However, I know what I'd rather be doing.'  
As he walks out of the room there is the slightest of touches, hand to arm: watching him leave, 
aware of Q not moving from his spot, observing closely. Ronni waits, but the young man says 
nothing.  
‘So, what happens next, Q?’  
‘You go back to work, and I return to trying to persuade Whitehall that we need better remote field 
access for agents than simply a mobile phone and luck.’  
‘That’s it?’  
‘You seem disappointed, Veronica, one assumes after Bond’s love of theatrics were you expecting 
something more dramatic?’ 
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‘I was thinking there’d be more than this, I will admit.’  
‘There are many demons to face in this world, Ronni. I for one am grateful that I don’t have to do 
that every day. It gives me a chance to relax and reflect on what I’ve learnt.’  
‘I appreciate the sentiment, Q. I also realise that my expectations in this job are in a constant state of 
flux.’  
‘Well, it may come as a surprise to you that 90% of all field work is unbelievably mundane. You 
don’t get nuclear warheads every week, despite what 007 might tell you. Go back to work, Special 
Agent Ashby and wait. Your assignment’s already in progress.’  
Q turns and leaves the Lab, with nothing more to be said.  
 
The lift opens and Ronni stands, staring with immediate alertness down the Hotel corridor.  
The door to her room is open.  
Since the two 00's deaths, she'd begun carrying the Walther in her handbag and to Hell with the 
consequences. The corridor is silent, often the case at this time of day: night staff will still be 
sleeping, day workers won't be back until seven. She's only here because she's swapped shifts with 
Amy at the last minute so the younger woman could go to her boyfriend's for the weekend. This is 
Ronni being accommodating, and she'd hoped for some sleep, because the stress was beginning to 
tell.  
Every nerve is instantly on edge, enough adrenaline in her body to last a lifetime. Being as quiet as 
she knows is possible, the gun emerges from her bag as the field agent creeps into her room. 
Standing in the doorway, suddenly scared of herself, until a noise confirms movement inside. The 
shift of material. Whoever it was remained hidden around the corner, out of sight of the door. In her 
mind is the count before pinning herself against the wall, and again as she swings into the room, 
ready to fire...  
'You could have at least knocked first.'  
Bond sits, in one of the chairs by her table, staring with familiar languor. Ronni closes her eyes and 
swears internally across five different languages. He's wearing the same Tom Ford from the Lab, 
and still smells amazing. In a heartbeat, her comeback is a reflex.  
'I really hoped I'd have to shoot you.’  
'You could try that and see if you pass, but you won’t.’  
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‘Oh don’t tempt me, Bond.’  
‘James.’  
‘Don’t start.’  
If she didn't know already, there it was. He is her final test. Ronni tries to calm herself but it won't 
happen, still too much adrenaline to deal with, and so she just stands, trying to work out what to do 
now. It would be easier if it were absolutely anybody else, even Q, who at this point is a complete 
and utter bastard. This is what Bond meant, that he had her back. She should have shot him in the 
Lab, straight through the crotch, on the day of the Funeral. That’s when she let her guard down.  
‘I’m sorry, that was uncalled for, Sir… I’m just… I assumed that it wouldn’t end up this personal.’  
‘What exactly were you expecting?’  
‘I don’t know, but I’d accepted it wouldn’t be nearly as pleasant.’  
‘I suppose I could take that as a compliment, but I’m sure you can do better.’  
'Were you asked to do this for any other women who'd got this far?'  
Bond leans forward, arms on knees, regarding her in uniform before considering a response.  
'Q Division always pick someone they are confident will be an antagonist for the final assessment. 
It's someone the applicant knows personally, because of the issues that will inevitably cause. 
Believe it or not, this is the first time I've been utilised for quite this outcome. I wouldn’t do it for 
anyone else.’  
‘Oh right, so you made an exception for me, that’s comforting.’  
‘You are making this whole thing confrontational, why?’  
'Because M said I'm supposed to perform to a required standard, and I’m not sure this is anything 
I’d ever want to be judged on, especially by you.’  
He doesn't respond to her directness, but won’t break eye contact either, so she knows whatever 
does end up happening that night isn't going to be a stretch. He could well be lying, and she 
wouldn't put that past him, but her mind appeared to want to give the benefit of the doubt, because 
of all the times that have come before. Every time you've circled each other the distance has closed. 
It should not be a surprise that you'd eventually collide.  
It is high time you reconciled that at least some of this job is prostitution under another name.  
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'What was the last thing that Q told you when you saw him?'  
She wonders if there is CCTV in this room, not for the first time, that Q could be sitting in his office 
right now and taking notes. Part of her wouldn't put it past the sneaky bugger either. I bet he's the 
type that likes to watch.  
‘Everybody has demons to face. Mine happen to smell amazing and have a weakness for designer 
three piece suits. Q’s known this fact since day one and has now used it against me in the most 
effective manner possible. This is my own fault, I know. I’m just too naive sometimes for my own 
good.’  
Bond rises suddenly and Ronni is scared, genuinely afraid of what at some point has to be done 
with someone else, not him. It's the reason there’s a contraceptive stick in her arm, even though 
there is discomfort at the possible side effects. That’s why four condoms are concealed in her 
handbag, even though the consequences of STD’s have never been a concern. When all is said and 
done, this is why she's not enjoyed the thought of intimacy since it became apparent it was an 
essential part of the field equipment.  
And that’s why 007’s the perfect choice; because Bond wields this weapon better than anyone else, 
and if anybody is going to teach you how, James is the one who should do it.  
‘Will you trust me, Ronni?’  
‘That’s never been an issue. You were never the problem in all of this.’  
'When was the last time you ate?'  
The question is a surprise and Ronni struggles, because she can't remember if there was anything in 
the kitchen that morning after coming on shift. Lunch had to be skipped to make it to the Barracks 
and meet M; after that, her appetite had pretty much evaporated anyway.  
'I honestly have no idea.'  
'If I told you this will be easier on a full stomach and with some alcohol, will you believe me?'  
Ronni nods, too numb from the possibilities to argue.  
 
Bond goes to town on Room Service, explaining to Marco when he delivers that they are friends 
from college, together for the weekend to catch up on old times. She keeps out of sight and watches 
him tip far more generously than anyone in her entire time at the Hotel, finally emerging from the 
bathroom having changed out of uniform into jeans and a t-shirt. He's laid out the table as if they 
were downstairs, clearly au fait with place settings. There is something undeniably disturbing about 
watching Bond be domestic but she's compelled to stand and observe, making sure knives and forks 
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are all in the right places.  
'What's for dinner, James?’  
She's doing her very best to relax, barefoot and in one of the few shirts she's actually been able to 
buy since being undercover, and Bond stares with what she thinks is appreciation.  
'I took the most expensive items on the menu. If we're going to enjoy the evening, we may as well 
do it properly. If I had the chance I think I’d prefer jeans and a t-shirt, but it’s such a rarity. I miss 
normal clothes.’  
‘It’s odd, because actually I’m beginning to appreciate the uniform. Maybe we’re not as alike as 
you keep telling me.’  
‘You could look amazing in anything you wore, without even trying. This is a case in point.’  
She’s not expecting Bond to compliment and there is a blush, sudden need to examine dinner in 
order to not look at him. The situation feels reassuringly normal in the late evening sunshine, and 
Ronni can feel herself reconciling what is here with what could be: he looks and smells 
unbelievably good, possesses decent table manners and holds a top tier Civil Service expense 
account. You’ve slept with him countless times in your dreams, mutual attraction clearly obvious. It 
could be far, far worse: as tests go, there are more painful ways to pass. Champagne chills on the 
table but she goes to the mini bar, pulling out a bottle of water, which makes Bond almost pout.  
'You're not even going to try and pretend you're getting drunk on my behalf?’  
‘Why would I need a stimulant to do this?’  
‘Because that’s the only way I got through this part of the Training successfully.’  
'Correct me if I'm wrong, but the plan in situations like this is to dictate your own terms as much as 
possible, yes?’  
‘You’re stronger than I thought, I just didn’t want to think at all.’  
‘Well I hate to break it to you but I’ve spent too many nights where drunken sex was the only thing 
I was lucky to get, and it was beyond woeful. Frankly, I think I deserve better.’  
‘And you do, I’m sorry. I just thought you might find it easier if-‘  
‘The only way this gets easier is if you lie about sleeping with me and then you leave, which I know 
won’t happen, because we both understand what’s at stake here.’  
Ronni decides to focus on the starters: Lobster Thermidor, plus caviar and blinis. There are most 
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definitely more painful ways to spend an evening than with a man who does a job you've always 
wanted. A chance to pick his brains, to learn all you can from the undisputed top dog. There were 
far worse paths to casual sex too, especially if that meant in the morning you'd finally achieved your 
objective after just over six months of preparation.  
'It occurs to me I at least need to try and spend some time in control. I should be sober so I 
remember everything if required to recount details, however painfully embarrassing that might be. 
But, I am hungry. In that regard this evening might not end up as a total disaster.’  
He is watching her closely, eyes following to the table: picking up a blini and nibbling, hand 
hovering underneath should any stray eggs escape. The combination isn't something she's ever tried 
and the taste is a surprise, far more palatable than expected. She could get used to eating like this.  
'My predecessors used to smuggle caviar out of the Soviet Union, selling it to hotels like this at a 
premium. Then Whitehall got wind of the practice and cornered the market. That how the Barracks 
got converted at the end of the 70’s, all thanks to the Government conceding that sometimes you 
play both sides against the other and reap the benefits.’  
Ronni smiles, imagining the Home Office with sidelines in contraband, as Bond comes to stand 
next to her and picks up another hors d'oeuvre. She expects him to eat but instead offers it to her, 
hand hovering tantalisingly close to mouth as she takes it in a single bite. There is absolutely no 
doubt in her mind that as partners go for a night of commitment-free sex, this is as good as it gets.  
Perhaps if she just relaxed, everything would work out brilliantly regardless.  
 
The bottle of champagne remains largely undrunk, last bottle of water from the minibar emptied 
and binned as Ronni puts down her spoon, poached pears sitting very comfortably on the rest of the 
meal. The atmosphere had gone from guarded to careful, breaking down to convivial as the duck 
with cranberry jus reminded her of a particularly good night at the Embassy in Washington. She 
found herself willingly telling 007 the story of how, whilst drunk, she'd stumbled into the men's 
bathroom and found the assistant attaché in flagrante with a male colleague. Ronni then admitted 
she wished for far more sexual experimentation in her youth, but the job had got its claws into her 
rather comprehensively first.  
Bond countered with the story of how he'd been tortured in Venice after the incident at Casino 
Royale, that his antagonist had found a very personal and male way of trying to get what he wanted, 
and Ronni winces as she is grateful for having vital equipment on the inside, that being a woman 
could still end up as an advantage. He’s more relaxed now than she’s ever seen before, task 
becoming considerably less challenging with every passing moment.  
‘I should point out I’ve not actually tested my equipment since you punched me in the balls. This 
evening could end up backfiring regardless of your efforts.’  
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‘You mean your CIA assistant-?’  
‘Completely cold shouldered me. Made it clear in no uncertain terms she had absolutely no interest 
in my body, or indeed my mind. She also threatened to shoot me if I tried, and I believe she would 
have done so without a second thought. She’s the reason I’m still not back on the Roster.’  
Bond’s suddenly up and heading for the minibar and Ronni grasps he's finally hankering for harder 
alcohol than the champagne, which he’s had a glass of but no more. There’s vodka inside, but no 
vermouth. She wonders if he'll drink it neat until he returns with a tumbler filled with ice, pouring 
the last two small bottles in one efficient motion.  
'You're slacking, Ashby, that fridge is empty. You need to be covered for far more eventualities than 
you are.’  
'Am I likely to get shot in a Central London hotel any time soon?'  
'No, but there's a good chance you're going to be asked to kill the man in 426 and as a result you 
should be prepared for anything.'  
‘I'm not supposed to discuss active assignments, 007. You know the rules.'  
'So remind me why we are both here again?'  
'To bury my final demon: intimacy. That's what all this is about. That's why they sent you.'  
Bond sinks the vodka in one mouthful, standing between her and the future, staring as she gets up: 
considering how it should go down, because the sooner this is beaten the easier it will be for them 
both. He doesn't move, glass hanging in hand, and Ronni understands that there is no point in 
waiting around. She is kissing him before there is a chance to either move or react, long and slow, 
enjoying the feel of alcohol in his mouth and wishing there had been a glass of something to take 
the edge off the nerves. She doesn't pull away either, instead extending the kiss as the arm with the 
glass wraps around her waist, shudder as cold from the ice hits exposed skin on her back.  
He keeps her there, pinned, tumbler moving across and up her backbone before she panics, digging 
nails into his arm in retaliation, breaking them apart.  
His eyes are wide, clearly shocked at the response.  
'As I said on several occasions, I've never enjoyed pain.’  
‘I’m not a great lover of cold. For the record.’  
‘I think we’ve both learnt something, then.’  
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She takes the glass, hands shaking, placing it on the table: about to respond with a longer apology 
his hand is at her face pulling mouths together, rendering her breathless. She doesn't try and release 
herself, letting him explore with tongue for as long as he wants, enjoying how it feels when the 
other hand again seeks out her back. Warm acceptance fuses them closer, until eventually he has to 
surface. Face inches from hers, eyes brightest of blues, he won't stop staring so she chooses to focus 
on his mouth, and understands that of all the things Q could have asked, this really will be the least 
painful assignment of all.  
'What do you enjoy, Mr Bond?'  
'An equal partner. A willing combatant. The chance to learn.’  
‘Aren’t you supposed to teach me?’  
‘Only if I know what you enjoy to begin with.’  
Ronni can feel body beginning to react to proximity, surprise that she's able to become aroused in a 
high-pressure situation, understanding that this is a way to make things work. Without thinking his 
shirt is pulled from trousers, need to explore bare skin for herself. He reacts, moving closer, eyes 
widening with what can’t be deception but relaxation. She can do this, make it work, and maybe 
retain sanity to boot.  
'Show me what you crave.’  
His whispered request then completely takes the wind from her, moving power tantalisingly out of 
her grasp, breaking the embrace. Hands cover eyes and Ronni tries to rein in sudden panic, 
desperate attempt remain capable. His lips brush her ear, gentlest of whispers never a threat, calm 
incarnate.  
‘Ronni, just let me help you, because that’s all I want to do.’  
Before she can turn his body is wrapped around her shaking form, face pressed into hair, hands 
resting on her stomach, and there Bond stops. Ronni waits, suddenly expectant, and understands 
this isn’t enough: fear is being eaten by need at a rapid rate. His hands have to touch not rest, 
desire  demanding ministration as she pushes lower body into his, feeling an erection all too 
obvious. That settles it, she can at least make him hard, that has to count for a mark somewhere and 
the second her brain reconciles this situation as an assessment, everything changes.  
Bond must register this too as he moves away, before there is the lightest of touches, mouth on 
small of back, same place where the ice made her shudder, as hands shift and caress lower body. His 
lips travel up her vertebrae and she can't move, rooted to the spot. The line is traced from tail to 
neck, until she gives up and lets his hands remove bra and shirt, touch everywhere and not enough 
before his breath moves across cheek and into her brain.  
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'There is no easy way to do this, and there never will be. Use me.'  
James makes this seem so horribly simple, because it is, the easiest thing in the world. Her jeans 
have gone, underwear too, and he lifts her off the floor in one efficient motion before depositing her 
almost too delicately on the bed's edge. Ronni is shaking, watching the man closing curtains and 
sending the room into darkness, before returning still worryingly clothed, and then she dimly 
registers he has no intention at all of dominating and that intentions truly are genuine.   
He wants to help, but in the end I have to do this myself.  
'Show me how I make you happy.'  
As he kneels Bond’s words eats away at rationality, that control is the key to everything: who wins, 
who loses, who survives. This is not a request to secede; simply an agent requiring an objective. 
She thinks about the last time anything in a bedroom was enjoyable, and is forced into dreams for 
the prompt: his hand placed on her sex, points where there needs to be friction. He won’t break eye 
contact and it’s incredible, slowest of movements until three fingers move inside and his thumb 
begins to massage her clitoris. Only then does it stop being business, nothing matters now except 
the pleasure.  
Her hands go unconsciously to breasts, replaced moments later by his mouth: first he sucks, then 
gently nips with teeth. Pain is something she could live with: as he switches sides, the lower half of 
her body shudders, and everything awakens at once, sharp brilliance at the movements and 
sensations combined. It could be anybody, it doesn’t matter. All that concerns is the final result. 
Suddenly there needs to be pressure: he registers the shift, pushing her back onto the bed as mouth 
replaces thumb and there's no way Ronni can stop the gasps escaping. Once she cries there are 
others in its place, slow stream of reactions that is building to the inevitable, if only she can get him 
to move just a little... and he does, licking changes to a hum and pleasure hits with beautiful force, 
reducing body to a shuddering mass of nerve endings as the wave finally recedes.   
She lies in shock, not sure of the last time an orgasm occurred with a man. Grasping the extent of 
what’s been sacrificed to come this far she quickly registers he's gone, grabbing jacket and about to 
leave. That’s not how this works, and now she understands why.  
Ronni lets him get as far as the door before making the next move.  
‘This doesn’t have to be over.’  
He stares, body language clearly uncertain: something has changed. Not in her, but him. She did as 
told, used him, but that suddenly isn't enough. Bond’s part in proceedings would never have been 
simply passive. She’s got to show her capability, not just acquiesce to his.  
'You've passed. I've done what I was sent to do.'  
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Ronni doesn't believe him, for the first time since they've met, understands without question that 
she's being lied to for a reason. It isn't just what he wants, now about what she has to do to keep 
control. There are rules: learn them, be ready to play any situation that arose.  
'You were the one who wanted an equal partner. I still owe you.'  
Bond doesn't move as she gets up and locks the door, before pushing him gently against the wall: 
undoing each shirt button with deliberate care, instilled with the confidence his hand and mouth 
have provided. She sucks each nipple in turn, watching his eyes close: he can't watch as belt is 
undone and trousers and underwear drop to the floor. Ronni suppresses a smile as hand caresses a 
more than generous set of genitalia: unsurprising when there’s this level of comfort with his 
sexuality. The last time she'd done this there'd been far too much alcohol and not enough care, so 
Ronni makes sure that mouth and tongue move slowly and purposefully on glans until finally 
there's a sound, lowest of moans, and she tries to repeat the movement to elicit more. His crotch 
begins to push against her mouth and Ronni knows the orgasm is coming before it happens, shudder 
in his body continuing long after she gets up and walks back into the room.  
The champagne has lost a measure of fizz as she drinks from the bottle, alcohol washing taste away. 
She stands and breathes, anticipation almost painful: aware this will now go one of two ways. He’ll 
leave or this ends up as everything. For a while there is nothing but her own body’s expectation 
until the unmistakable sound of clothes being removed confirms her desire: thrill in lower body 
rapidly overtakes everything, becomes all that matters in the moment. What scared so much in her 
dreams is exactly what is needed right now, and she’ll get it from him. A desperate mouth is on hers 
before she can speak, naked limbs binding, undiminished erection brushing her sex. The need 
inside, so much and so fast almost blinds, radiating pleasure inescapably acute. Ronni pulls them to 
the edge of the bed and almost pushes him back before James makes her wait: breathing so hard her 
chest hurts, looking at him finally as a stranger, simply means to the end.  
'Equal partners?'  
You and he are the same. This is every moment lived well, and as if it is your last. It is the true 
reward for giving your life to keep others safe. You will learn what he teaches and wield it as the 
most potent and damning of weapons.  
'A duet.’  
‘You understand now?’  
‘Let’s see if I do.’  
She plays him well: only one stroke is required to fill her completely, riding as he pushes beneath, 
pinned to the bed. She squeezes internally making eyes widen, mouth soundlessly reacting as she 
uses his body to hit the spot inside that tickles and itches, until that repetition too becomes all-
consuming. She’s close to something far more powerful than the outside of her body can ever 
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supply: desperation is simply met with more persistence, muscles flexing too, sighs becoming cries 
and the orgasm hits her with such force that her whole body shudders around him, power of friction 
making her lose rhythm and focus. Suddenly he moves beneath, reversing their positions, thrusting 
as she continues to shake, his climax hitting just as hers begins to recede.   
In a world where timing is everything, he knows instinctively when to make the last move, and their 
performance is complete. Then he kisses with a thoroughness that she knows will be missed when 
it's gone, still buried inside, making no effort to withdraw. There is a union that extends beyond 
their flesh, cementing of a connection that's been coalescing for months. Two halves of the same 
whole, solid and immutable, combined power unshakeably secure.  
Finally, they are both at rest, and it is done.  
‘That was unbelievable. How are you feeling?’  
‘Come on James, you know the rules: never discuss active assignments with anybody, however 
intimate you are with them.’  
She can't stop the smile and squeezes with internal muscles she’s been working hard to improve, 
enough to make him gasp, as he rolls them onto their sides. All the lessons learned will always be 
remembered, and she never stops, not until the day they prize the gun from her cold, dead hands. 
Though, if she had the choice, this is how she’d choose to die, in flagrante preferably with someone 
she’d just worn out after a particularly amazing evening.  
'Well, technically we’re between assignments. I’m wondering if I’ll need to reschedule anything to 
cover what I suspect will be some additional workload. Because I’m thinking now you’ve got the 
hang of this, you’ll want to keep practising.’  
‘I’ll be honest, I’m wondering how long I have to do this to ensure I pass. I’m happy to spend as 
long as is needed.’  
‘This isn’t just your test to fail, it’s mine too. The Service think I’m unable to do my duty for Queen 
and Country after my brush with the CIA, deliberately unwilling to combine business and pleasure. 
I’m just proving I can lie better than you can.’  
‘I wasn’t lying, I’d just forgotten the importance of rewards for progress. That won’t happen again.’  
‘It won’t if you make sure I’m continually aware of what’s required to keep you happy.’  
‘The real truth in all of this is that Q’s watching the whole thing at home on his laptop, right?’  
‘If that’s true, then maybe we ought to give him a good evening’s worth of footage to enjoy.’  
They kiss, still joined: Ronni feels him hardening, stamina impressive. Always an overachiever, 
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never willing to relinquish the last word. She doesn’t care, all that matters is his mouth and hands 
and the care with which she is lifted into his lap, eyes wide as she rides him again, knowing that this 
way the strongest wills make the best combatants. James wants this, as does she: everything else is 
irrelevance, except their mutual pleasure.   
If she fails the assignment, it will not be for the want of trying.  
 
Stretching out a hand, he’s more than happy to have woken alone.  
If Ronni had been here Bond would have been disappointed, knowing she has learnt her lessons 
well. Leave before he wakes, make sure your target's left wanting more, that their need to help is 
always tempered against the importance of completing your mission. All the things they had said, 
that she'd asked and he'd answered with the brutal honesty needed had been the reward craved since 
he first took the number. The fact the sex had been fantastic was very much a bonus, and that 
remains a surprise he's forgotten could be appreciated. He knew finally why Q had started this, 
never just about Veronica, because there was always another side to the story.  
My problem is arrogance, continually assuming what the Service decides to record as success.  
Ronni had become the focus away from 004 and 002's demise, from his M, Sévérine,Vesper and 
everyone else, rapidly evolving into something altogether more fascinating. Her smell is 
everywhere, on tongue and in nostrils simultaneously, remains of a night that would never have 
marked the end of her potential, regardless of the final outcome. She's also left her mark: rubbing 
discomfort on his bicep, four thin scratches from her nails. Bond closes eyes and returns to the 
memory: riding his hand, feeling the contraction of pleasure when she first climaxed around him, 
genuinely grateful that he was asked to stay. Here was an agent who understood the value of giving 
a target exactly what they desired, and more.  
Veronica is perfectly capable of interpreting what is expected by her Country. I have no hesitation 
in recommending Special Agent Ashby for promotion to the final stage of Active Consideration at 
the earliest possible opportunity.   
He knows the report can be written with a dispassionate tone, and yet every word loaded with his 
own meaning. Q, I should never have doubted you.  
Walking to shower the room is surprisingly tidy: she cleared away the previous night's detritus 
without waking him, ability to stealth impressive. Ronni will be serving breakfast now, impeccable 
in the outfit that he has often recalled is more than enough to make him aroused just by its memory, 
doing well to store that image away for the next time he's forced to make love to a not totally 
desirable woman in the name of Queen and Country. Only then does the cafetiere become apparent 
on the table, flask of hot water beside it, two fresh croissants that are still warm to the touch. There's 
a note too, in beautifully elegant longhand, written on one of the hotel's napkins:  
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'For my favourite metaphor.'  
007 laughs, and knows he’ll be back on the Active Roster by the end of the week.  
 
Moneypenny looks up from the monitor with a smile as Veronica enters M's office. She'd taken the 
visitor's lift, because this would be the last time it would be necessary, if everything went to plan. 
That had been the way Eve had chosen too, in the days when a woman was in charge, and there is a 
moment of yearning for a time where there would be more of her sex around her, and not less. 
Maybe if they could be as determined as Ronni was, it might happen. She had sacrificed everything 
to get here: Eve hadn’t had much of a life to lose when she joined the Service. 
 
Bond had said it himself: field work wasn't for everybody. It fitted Ronni like a glove.  
What bothered Eve most was how good Ashby was, even though it shouldn't. There ought to be no 
hint of jealousy because of personal circumstances but watching how Bond reacted made her more 
uncomfortable than it really should. This was an occupational hazard: Eve understood the principle 
of costs and consequences, yet was still unable to completely grasp the results. This desk job 
therefore was the best that could reasonably be expected until that situation was resolved.  
She really wanted to like Ronni, but she was almost a 00, and there was little doubt the woman 
would get to the finish. She wasn't sure being friends would ever be an option that would work for 
either of them as a result, especially after what had happened with 002. Eve however was an expert 
in deception, and with her mask in place she is ready to play the role of dutiful assistant.   
'I hope you've forgiven me for the last time we met?'  
 
Ronni stops at her desk and eyes Eve with caution, before placing a takeaway travel mug with 
perhaps a little too much force than was necessary. She'd finally done the homework on this 
woman, knowing that Bond has worked with her during Skyfall before accepting demotion. She 
was also well aware that those actions in Istanbul before Silva's final elimination should have 
promoted her to 00 status but instead condemned her Service future completely. Were it not for the 
fact this progress had been associated at least in part with Active Consideration, she'd not still be 
here, and that could be a bitter pill to ever swallow successfully.   
Yet here Eve remained, fronting one of the most significant jobs in the building. There was 
something else missing from the younger woman’s file that Ronni suspected she'd need to be 00 to 
access, but that was a rabbithole for another day.  
She should be more impressed by this woman’s strength in adversity as a result. 
 
'I thought I'd play it safe and I bought my own refreshments this time. Just to be sure.' 
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M appears at the door of his office, jacket off, and Ronni unconsciously reacts, straightening as Eve 
moves the mug to one side, off the desk. The man was not a fan of clutter, and the coffee might 
smack of the fact Ronni's working on ninety minutes’ sleep. She is impressed at Eve's foresight.  
'Good afternoon, Special Agent Ashby. Please come in.'  
The two women exchange a glance, neither of them grasping just how much they have in common 
with the other.  
M's office is exactly as it should be, Ronni decides, back in the days when 00 agents smoked forty a 
day and drank like fish because that was what the job entailed. She suspects that women had an 
even harder time: Moneypenny had been through four incarnations after all, while Bond was on his 
sixth. Ironically the only deaths had been to the women: every 007 who'd held the title was still 
alive, living out their retirements scattered across the globe. She knows her Bond would make it to 
pass on his baton, but would she be given the same courtesy?  
She’s not stopped thinking about him since dropping off breakfast, knowing this is not healthy, but 
doesn’t actually care. She’s never loved him, or required him as a role model. This isn't about 
forgetting anything, or using their night together for any kind of distraction. She now understands 
that they truly represent both sides of the same coin, and it has been a long time since there's been 
empathy with anyone on the scale she currently possesses with James. He told her to try and hold 
onto her Christian name, missing having anything that is truly his any more. She responded that 
everything else was willingly sacrificed, so a name wouldn't matter, but he thinks otherwise. Ronni 
understands the importance of knowing who you really are, without the need for labels or signposts. 
Playing this game to the required standard is all well and good, but sometimes that’s just not 
enough.  
What is needed then is someone that defies the rules.  
'I thought I'd call you in specially this afternoon, as I know you're between shifts on your current 
undercover assignment, which I hear has been very fruitful thus far.'  
Don't discuss your assignments with anyone when prompted, not even the boss. Ronni doesn’t need 
the reminder any more but imagines Q on her shoulder: he’d wear white, and Bond would be in red. 
That’s how she’d visualise most quandaries from now on.  
'I've been looking at your final assessments, and I have to say I am genuinely pleased at what I've 
read. We had some initial concerns at Carnegie, and briefly it appears while you were at the 
Barracks but you appear to have made strong and steady progress ever since. I think the defining 
moment for both of us was the American incident. I’m still impressed at your industry and I hope 
this is repeated throughout your career.’  
Ronni allows herself a moment to bask, but keeps it brief, instead deferring her best smile until such 
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time as she felt the New Guy’s comments deemed a response.  
'I wanted to ask you how you felt you'd performed in your final assessment with 007.'  
M looks at her impassively, and Ronni holds the expression, neutrality assured. Does the boss know 
we had sex on company time? Did Q record it all, or were we finally allowed some R&R off the 
books? At least it would be a good session to archive, they’d both made sure that the time was used 
productively… if she concentrates there is the memory of his hands on her waist, moving down to 
anchor hips in place as he penetrated from behind, gasps of pleasure as she’d used internal muscles 
to squeeze on each inward stroke.  
It had been best however face to face, so she could watch him react, no more games or pretending 
to be someone else. When he refused to break eye contact as he slipped inside her the last time, 
making her wish that she'd not wasted so many years running away from what her body was 
capable of. If they'd have met before all of this, away from the world of deceit and death: would 
have ever connected at all?  
She doesn't let the mask slip, or even falter, answer emerging without thinking.  
'I feel he's helped me discover my strengths, and assisted considerably with suggestions where I can 
improve. I don't think I could have had a more generous assessor. I am very grateful for the 
opportunity to have worked under him. I look forward to doing so again as an equal.'  
Ronni knows now she is capable of anything.  
 
Bond's not at the Lab when she returns from Millbank, and there is the briefest pang of 
disappointment, until Q appears at the Barracks entrance to congratulate on her performance with 
M. He looks at her with a different air, she decides: no longer his pet project and finally transformed 
into the woman he’d wanted for the job back in February.   
'I think your performance this afternoon shows you've finally grasped the 00 banter. You’d have got 
more marks for extra double-entendres with M, however, but there always has to be room for 
improvement.’  
‘Were we on the books, Q?’  
She has to ask, and the man blushes.  
‘I went out for dinner last night myself, with an acquaintance who I hope in time may be as much of 
a friend as Bond is to you. Despite what you may think, I am not a voyeur in my spare time. That is 
very much reserved for office hours.’  
‘You didn’t answer the question.’ 
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‘I’d need a warrant to place security cameras in your Hotel room, Ronni. I know Bond entered at 
5.25pm and left at 6.45am the following morning. That’s all that is required from the debriefing 
notes.’  
‘Does M know -‘  
‘He has Bond’s field report, written this morning. He arrived at the Lab in jeans and a totally 
inappropriate Radiohead t-shirt. I think you’ve done good things for everybody in your tenure. Now 
it’s time to ensure you’re as capable as I know you are.’  
She goes to Q's office, and sits in front of his sophisticated desk one last time: now everyone who 
matters has decided she can be a 00, it is time to prove it. She is to go back to the Hotel, continue 
undercover work, and wait. There will be no return to Millbank until two confirmed kills are under 
her belt: when Ronni asks how this is supposed to happen, Q simply waves the question aside. She 
will eventually possess everything required to make them happen. The rest is up to her.  
Patience had never been a problem, but it is a decent guess there won't be long to wait.  
 
Ronni wakes the following morning to a message on her mobile.  
Collect parcel for Room 426 from reception.  
A plain brown box sits waiting for her thirty minutes later with instructions in Q's impossibly 
feminine handwriting: there is small vial inside in which a tiny white tablet rattles, and a locker key 
tied to a parcel label marked with a west London postcode. She sits in her room and stares at the 
first murder weapon: they'd sent Bond to Prague, but she was to do her work on home territory. So 
be it. Dressing quietly, without ceremony, the vial slipped into her apron is forgotten as the room is 
tidied as has become routine. The locker key is tucked into her Mary Janes, the space she'd had Q 
make for her specially.  
It was her half day, scheduled to work until lunchtime: the tablet would need to be dissolved in the 
Texan's orange juice, making sure he'd drink it the same way as normal, like a shot of tequila. ‘The 
healthy stuff, then the fun,’ is what he'd say and she'd smile, nod and simply stand to allow a twenty 
pound to be sloppily pushed into her cleavage. It's not hard to ensure she intercepts the tray to his 
table, playing the part of dutiful hostess: eggs over easy, hash browns and bacon, four sausages. The 
man smells even worse than usual, not enough cologne and too much sweat, and as she hands over 
the glass there isn't a moment of regret. Whatever this man has done, British Intelligence have 
deemed it of sufficient danger to end his life. Bond knew what it was, and had tried to warn her, but 
she'd not taken the bait, because making the first kill anonymous allowed some distance from the 
reality.  
I understand only too well that sometimes it's just my job to do as I'm told. 
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There is no flicker of change in his demeanour, smile as large and greasy as always, and Ronni 
reciprocates as he decides the twenty pound note will be tucked into her garter instead, before 
handing back the glass. Closing her eyes, quietly noting that one should always take the attractive 
assignments whenever they arise, she leaves the dead man eating.  
Ronni's cutting toast twenty minutes later when there is a clatter of crockery and a scream, and 
wants to pretend she's not heard, but takes the cues from Amy and Jake who are also on shift that 
day. Rushing out, the Texan is off his chair: sprawled on the carpet, a beached whale. They are 
shooed away back to the kitchen, where they stand and stare at the door as the Paramedics come 
and struggle to put the man on a stretcher but finally succeed, before wheeling him away.  
 
Watching the ambulance travelling through morning traffic on the Lab’s surveillance system, Q’s 
hand is to right ear, allowing eavesdropping into the vehicle's radio communications with the 
hospital. A second Earl Grey appears in his favourite Scrabble mug, milky coffee beside it, and 
there is the satisfaction of a new way of working from everyone in the Department. Ronni had 
altered many things, shaken up the schedule, and that was never going to be bad for anyone in the 
long run. Change was good, and should never be feared.  
'I like the feeling that my letter is worth over three times as much as yours, 007.'  
Bond positively hated him when they first met, but knows now that judging on appearance will 
always be met with short shrift in this building whilst he’s in charge. There is a joint vested interest 
in the next six hours of Veronica's life, blowing off the last official reception at Whitehall before 
they legitimately let the agent back to Active Duty. However, his time is best used currently serving 
overly perfumed beverages to receive absolutely no thanks for his efforts. Only Q could get away 
with demoting 007 to tea boy. If this all went well, he knows he'd extend that privilege to Ronni as 
well.  
In fact, if Ashby succeeds, Q’s betting Bond will suggest they celebrate her promotion together. He’s 
pretty certain she'll turn him down, but that won’t stop him trying his luck regardless.  
The ambulance has stopped, half a mile from the Hospital, and Q is rapidly updating information on 
a screen to his left. The man is dead, massive chemically-induced heart attack, with time of demise 
being recorded as 10.22 am. They gave her an easy draw this time around, because her second 
target would take considerably more finesse. Shooting someone in broad daylight in Central 
London was pretty audacious even by Q's standards, but she'd suggested it herself and the 
opportunity had arisen. Weaponry was absolutely Ronni's forte, and if anyone could pull this off, it 
was her.  
Calling up Ashby’s file to update, Q pauses briefly to make sure a particular section is highlighted.  
'Mary Sue's range scores continue to be consistently better than yours, Bond. Doesn't that make you 
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feel inadequate?'  
'Her name is Veronica, and the game's over. Show her the respect she deserves.’  
‘Do I detect a defensive tone, 007?’  
‘You care about her now as much as I do. Maybe it’s time we both stopped playing games and let 
her show how this is done properly.’  
Q turns, and the look Bond gives is enough to confirm that she has fulfilled the brief for him even 
better than hoped. The screen quietly updates her progress:  
'Number of confirmed kills: 1’  
The two men look at each other, knowing the real mission is about to begin.  
 
The locker at Kings Cross Railway Station has a small envelope in it, inside which are concise 
instructions and a car key. Ronni’s destination is an anonymous industrial estate off the M4, where 
she's to go and retrieve the contents of another locker from a self-storage company. There's also a 
picture: Ronni realises with a stab of horror that hard work was finally going to reap a real and 
tangible benefit, one she'd assured Q she was capable of providing.  
She is to kill Louis Kendrick.  
She had until 3.15 that afternoon to get to the spot, across from his apartment on the river, to set 
herself up in the harness and then wait. One shot to the head was all it needed, so he'd be dead 
before hitting the balcony floor... but as it was Friday, he'd not be alone. There'd be a call girl there 
too, and Ronni can't help but think that Q is playing on multiple fears simultaneously, all 
meticulously anticipated. Thank God for a glorious day and no wind, the British weather could so 
easily have scuppered her at the eleventh hour. The man is due to return to Dubai the following 
week, and clearly MI6 had decided he was better off never boarding the Airbus.  
This triumph will show Bond he's wrong, in the most spectacular style possible, or she falls from an 
unrecoverable height.  
Ronni doesn't know how she gets to the storage bay, watching the owner opening the big purple 
door, wondering if Bond made it back on the books. He'd told the story of the Section Chief and his 
contact, that he'd been on a military transport before there was even time to grasp what transpired, 
that their joint demises still haunted him on difficult days. The Texan remained anonymous, and 
because she didn't know a name the entire experience was somehow less personal, easier to 
rationalise, but this guy was amongst other things a trafficker of women, embodiment of many 
things Ronni found physically repulsive.  
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This had been made intentionally personal for a very good reason.  
There's a guitar case in the storage space and nothing else. Ronni is ready with an explanation but 
doesn't need it.  
'Your boyfriend said he'd left you something, but if you want any of the other stuff you'll need to 
talk to his lawyers.'  
The man walks away, and Veronica approaches the case, noticing a piece of paper stuck to its lid. 
She can't help but smile, despite the terror inside, because it means her back is covered from this 
moment until the day she has to be forcibly made to retire.  
'I can't do this, but you can.'  
Inside will be a telescopic rifle, plus climbing equipment. I have to kill a man, in broad daylight, 
hanging off the side of a building. If anyone wanted a genuine test of her abilities, then this would 
provide it in spades.  
 
Bond's drunk more water of late than he ever did before: undoubtedly her influence, quite apart 
from finally purchasing a music player and spending hours at night recalling moments from his 
youth to download. Bond finishes the latest bottle and leans back, checking clock on the live feed 
above his head: 15.12. Q was about to use only the second woman to successfully negotiate Active 
Consideration this century to send a message to the country's enemies: British Intelligence was back 
in the game. Raoul Silva's destructive influence is a distant memory, and the scum and villainy that 
exists in the country's own Capital would soon be officially on notice.  
No one screwed the system on MI6's doorstep and got away with it.  
He has a front seat for her debut performance, but Bond can’t shake the nerves. Q might joke about 
Ronni, that she's almost too perfect, but he knows enough about how to wear a facade to understand 
what could be buried beneath. She would be nervous, scared, conflicts of interest that she'd spend 
hours, even weeks arguing with herself about afterwards...  
'Feet off the equipment, Bond, show some respect.'  
M appears at his shoulder, Tanner not far behind, and 007 is surprised to see Eve is in tow, 
impeccable as always. She makes a bee line for him and he gets up to offer the seat, which is 
politely declined: Moneypenny staring just a little longer than necessary.  
‘There’s no need 007, but thank you. I’m here to learn, not to watch. Shooting people in broad 
daylight is something I could use practice at, I think Ashby’s about to teach everyone a lesson.’  
‘You’re regretting not taking me out properly when you had the chance?’ 
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‘If I had, Veronica wouldn’t be here. I think everyone benefits from my inability to follow orders.’  
Bond doesn’t stare at Eve either, and she'll know why. Ronni makes things interesting, for all 
manner of reasons. It’s the first time Eve’s joked about that moment in Istanbul too, so her time with 
Gregory is at least producing some benefit. M and Tanner come to stand by him, deep in 
conversation over the execution of the shot, and Bond simply tunes everything out except the 
screen. She’ll be there now, attached to the platform, waiting for the moment.   
Nothing matters now except the kill.  
Almost on cue, at 15.15 Kendrick appears, with a conservative woman by his standards in tow. 
There’s a cocktail in his hand, gaudy umbrellas and too much fruit: if Bond was doing this, he’d 
wait until the man tried to drink and deny the final pleasure. M turns, directing his conversation 
finally at 007.  
'How long do you-'  
Kendrick suddenly crumples, woman falling with him, trapped under his now lifeless corpse, 
screaming silently: everyone in the room is stunned into silence. Except Bond.  
‘You were right Q. I’ll never be as good as that.’  
Q scrabbles for rewind on the feed and returns the picture on screen to the moment Kendrick turns 
and his face is clearly visible, frame after frame as a clear red dot appears between his eyes, a 
second before a bullet ends life with clinical precision. They'd come for a show, expecting a tense 
wait for the moment, and she'd just turned up and done the job, exactly as had been the case since 
first hired.   
‘Nobody else with the designation’s as good as that.’   
Eve's praise is genuine, and Bond happily loses the bet he made with Q when Ronni lay 
unconscious on the Millbank floor, day of acceptance into Active Consideration. He knew. She is 
more than a worthy successor for what would have been Eve's job.  
M is clearly impressed, watching as the video moves backwards and forwards from the second of 
impact, unexpected smile mirrored by Tanner. Bond also knows he'll be pleased Ronni finally 
stepped up and did what she'd always wanted, and stopped caring about what other people thought.  
'She was an excellent choice, Sir. Ashby’s never been anything other than efficient.’  
‘Well, without yours and Bond’s recommendation, Tanner, she wouldn’t be here. I think however 
Veronica wanted this more than any of us realised. Particularly me. Every day is a school day.’  
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Bond feels for the tin in his jacket pocket, and knows he'll have plenty of time to deliver his 
package on the way to the City Airport. If he's lucky, the assignment he has will be finished in a 
week, just as Ronni is done with her inaugural mission. He has to try his luck, the pleasure that 
results from knowing someone’s interests match your own. Flirting with ex-field agents is all well 
and good, but he liked variety in hobbies: anything that kept things interesting.  
Anyone that forced him out of his comfort zone.  
‘Indeed, everybody should learn from this. Even you could take notes, 007.'   
M comes and stands, clearly waiting for a response but Bond doesn't take the comeback, or the 
clever one liner.   
James knows he's already been educated.  
 
‘We’ve still not found an easy way to do this, so it will hurt a great deal.'  
Even with the area of skin numbed, the pain as the tracker capsule enters her arm is considerable. 
Ronni squirms with discomfort as Q walks back to the Lab, leaving her to rock backwards and 
forwards as the ache slowly ebbs. There is absolutely no turning back now, the electronic tag is the 
last piece of the puzzle in place and with its insertion she’s finally arrived at the destination. This is 
the top of the game, there's nowhere else to go.  
As the irritation finally recedes she considers just how much has given up to get here.  
She still doesn't have a home to call her own, not even a Hotel room for the night. The things she 
owns sit in the one small suitcase, opposite on the other bench and that is it: no fabulous lifestyle, 
just her and the job dreamed of since childhood. The nightmares would recede in time, 
understanding of what she had become growing over the wounds. What Veronica had always 
wanted to be.  
A proper spy. A suitable job for a woman.  
'Congratulations 004, welcome to the family.'  
Tanner’s been taking lessons from Bond, far more comfortable than she ever remembers in her 
presence, and extends a congratulatory hand. It is painful to return the gesture: this new position 
means putting on the professional front 24/7, until you know you're alone. Then and only then is 
there time to reflect on what's happened.  
'Thank you Will. This feels like home far more than I thought it would. It’s also an honour to be 
able to take the number of someone I know you and others had a lot of respect for.’  
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‘I think Flemmings would appreciate his successor breaking moulds and starting trends. The 
carefully placed rumours surrounding your adventures has already had an effect on internal 
recruitment inquiries. I think you’re paying for yourself already. '  
She'd considered it a privilege to be asked to replace one of the two agents that had lost their lives 
while she was training, and pushed just hard enough to keep her Christian name: eventually M had 
relented. Eve had set the precedent for that when she took over the desk and the persona opposite 
her new Boss. Flemmings was the cover that went with the number, surname on a new passport, 
bank account where the utterly irrelevant salary would be deposited each month. Thank God she 
didn't need to practice a new signature to pay for anything any more or Ronni knows she'd be 
completely screwed.  
009 was in China with 008, searching for a lead on a massive money laundering ring. 003 was in 
Houston, infiltrating a terrorist cell related to the initial incident in Alaska. 007's location was 
currently listed as 'Sensitive', meaning he was doing something that Q would only describe as 
'awkward' which in turn ensured that Ronni didn't need to know, and wasn't going to push. If Tanner 
was here, she'd be off on an assignment almost immediately, which is probably the best way things 
could work out for everyone concerned. The less time she thought about the future the better, at 
least until the lay of the land was clearer.  
'I thought you might like these.'  
He hands over a keyring, on which is are three keys: two look like they'll fit doors and the other 
seems unfeasibly old. Ronni is confused, looking to the Chief of Staff for an explanation.  
'We have arranged accommodation and transport for your downtime in London, and M thought you 
might want to familiarise yourself with both before we send you off to Egypt.'  
Political unrest, violence and potential corruption. These were things she could work with.  
Tanner is already walking away, calling over his shoulder as he does.  
'Briefing is 0700 on Monday to give your arm time to adjust to the tracker. Have an enjoyable 
weekend, 004. You'll find your Jaguar outside.'  
She isn't sure she's heard him correctly until standing on the gravel outside the Barracks, staring 
with disbelief at the British Racing Green 1964 E-type. It takes considerable restraint for Ronni not 
to squeal in delight.  
 
The Jaguar's interior is exactly as she expects, with one notable exception: a small black box, 
quietly unobtrusive on the dashboard. Turning on the engine makes a screen flip upwards, revealing 
the Mainframe’s mobile interface. Ronni can't help but think that if Q is involved there's more to it 
than that, and she's about to start playing with buttons when the unit begins to flash. 
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'Home destination selected. Press Enter to begin satellite navigation.'  
It never occurred to her to ask Tanner where she lived, and now her car will provide the answer.  
Her heart lifts even further when the destination concludes at the river, that someone in MI6 
appreciates how much she loved the old apartment, view spectacular especially at sunrise. Ronni 
expects to be west but ends up east, in remains of a warehouse converted into luxury apartments. 
Finding her space in the underground car park, taking the lift prompts a thrill of anticipation she 
can't remember from anywhere else. This is payback for two lives, what the Government considers 
sufficient compensation for your sacrifice.  
She can't help but grin, arriving at flat number four.  
There are fresh flowers in the narrow hallway, which opens up to a massive open plan room with 
kitchen to the right and lounge opposite: four doors run down the left hand wall equating to two 
bedrooms, a bathroom and an office. She's already making mental notes on what to change, colour 
schemes to try if there is the time to live here, when she notices an envelope propped up against a 
second vase of lilies on the dining table. Inside there's an essay from Q: security systems in the 
house clearly need a degree to understand, and so she skips to what seems to be more pressing. 
Food is in the fridge, new wardrobe, passport and credit cards all in the obvious places. In the office 
her computer sits with printer and laptop waiting, space divided by a beautiful screen on which The 
Great Wave off Kanagawa is reproduced. Sitting in the luxurious desk chair she can see all the way 
up the Thames to Tower Bridge.  
Eve has fulfilled her part of the bargain, not just here but in the wardrobe: wonderful selection of 
clothes she'd want to wear, shoes that make her smile plus two evening gowns that take breath away 
with both beauty and simplicity. Her entire life has been reproduced down to the last detail: fridge 
contents almost identical to that left so long ago, bookmarks on the web browser synched. So much 
familiarity in a place that was still so odd and alien, showed just how much life was never going to 
be her own again, but it didn’t matter. This was perfect, better than she could have possibly 
imagined it would be, even though there is suddenly a tiny part that wishes there were someone to 
congratulate on obvious brilliance and expertise in making it to the finish. She doesn't dwell 
however: there was simply no more time for regret.  
Instead, Ronni decides to make herself the biggest sandwich possible with the materials available.  
Looking for butter she notices a tin, nestled towards the back of the fridge, and has to do a double 
take. Beluga was not on the weekly shopping list. Her home had been visited by a friend.  
She opens the tin, and Scott’s black and white stares back.  
She knew what Bond had been told, that morning in the Barracks when she started her journey. 
He’d covered her back from that first day and would until the last, unerring faith in ability to 
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succeed. Scott had been his companion since the iPod was liberated. He’d admitted as much, in the 
darkness beside her, that Redgrave was was the reminder not to interfere, refusing to let job get 
confused with ideal, because they were two very different things.  
The business card beneath is battered, and the name makes Ronni think that Bond left this with her 
for safe keeping, or maybe to prove a point. Perhaps they could both move forward finally, that it 
had stopped being about those they’d lost to get to this point. Then she notices the message on the 
back and there’s a smile: rewards remain important, the present is always the best place to live and 
work.  
'Until our next performance...?'  
Ronni Flemmings laughs, life finally in her own hands.     


