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The Casefile of Jay Moriarty

Kit Walker


To Athena, Devon, Emrys, Erica, Rosie, and the rest of
the Newcastle gang —

Thank you for helping me feel at home.


Jay Moriarty Violates the Official Secrets Act


Moran

Sir James Walter, CEO of Bruce-Partington Aerospace, arrived half an hour late for his eight o’clock appointment at the Bagatelle Club. In that half-hour, Sebastian Moran had successfully cheated the Bagatelle’s poker group out of nearly six hundred pounds.

The group’s weekly game was usually held in the library, a cosy wood-panelled room overlooking the club’s central courtyard. Sebastian had positioned himself with a clear line of sight to the library’s heavy double doors; when Walter finally showed up, standing with an uncertain air at the threshold of the room, Sebastian bowed out of the next hand and motioned for Walter to follow him out onto the balcony.

The curtains over the balcony doors were drawn, granting Sebastian some seclusion as he lit a cigarette in the fresh air and took a moment to reset. The poker game had called for him to be one of the lads: friendly, but competitive and just a little bit crude. Walter, however, was expecting consummate professionalism with just the barest, enticing hint of danger below the surface.

Sebastian had settled into character by the time Walter joined him on the balcony. “Sir James,” he said, greeting the man with a nod.

“Captain Moran.” Walter stepped forward and shook Sebastian’s hand. “Always lovely to see you.”

Walter was a bookish man swiftly departing middle age with a fondness for wire-rimmed glasses; he’d always reminded Sebastian of a flustered schoolteacher. He also had a tendency to fawn over Sebastian’s military background, above and beyond the troop-fucking standard among his upper-class peers since Iraq. It probably had something to do with all those spy thriller novels he read.

But Walter paid well. And reliably.

“You’ve got a new assistant,” Sebastian observed, taking another drag off the cigarette.

The assistant in question stood quietly in Walter’s shadow. He was no older than thirty, fresh-faced with a bit of scruff along his jaw and chin, the ill-fitting suit hanging off his thin frame only serving to make him look even younger. It was his eyes that really caught Sebastian’s notice. They held a keen alertness—as if there weren’t a single thing on this balcony he hadn’t already observed and noted. The man’s eyes were decades older than the rest of him.

Those eyes widened a little as they met Sebastian’s gaze—perhaps shocked he’d been acknowledged at all—then flicked sharply toward the balcony doors.

Walter had, evidently, just remembered his assistant was there. “Oh, yes,” he said. “Just started. How is your father, these days?”

And there was the downside of taking jobs from Walter: before accepting the CEO position at Bruce-Partington, he’d been a civil servant alongside Sebastian’s father.

“I’m sure he’s fine.” Sebastian quickly changed the subject. “You said you had some work for me.”

“Right, right, of course.” Walter’s smile was solicitous and a little patronising. “The tests you did for us last year were so very helpful that I hoped you might be up for a repeat performance. A security audit would put the board’s minds at ease—we’ve acquired some new government contracts, you see.”

Sebastian had to admit that was a surprise to hear. “MOD weren’t put off when one of your planes fell out of the sky?”

Two weeks ago Sumatran Airlines Flight 887 had taken a nosedive into the sea, killing everyone aboard; the plane had been manufactured by Walter’s company.

“Pilot error,” Walter replied smoothly. “Nothing to do with us. We’re offering the usual rate.”

Sebastian blinked. “Sorry?”

“For the test,” Walter clarified. “Also, a bonus for physical proof you’ve circumvented our security.” He adjusted his glasses, levelling a stern look at Sebastian over the frames. “I’d prefer it if you left something, this time.”

Sebastian shrugged. “If your IT department doesn’t want me stealing their hard drives, they should secure their server room properly.”

“So you’ll take the job?”

Sebastian didn’t have any other clients lined up, and cheating at cards was only entertaining for so long. “Of course.”

Walter clicked his fingers at his assistant. Irritation flashed briefly across the man’s face at the gesture, but his expression quickly smoothed into polite attention.

“Arthur,” Walter said, oblivious, “please see that Captain Moran receives all the appropriate paperwork.”





The headquarters of Bruce-Partington Aerospace occupied the entirety of a mid-century office building in Westminster, cheek-by-jowl with a dozen others of its type. Crammed between and beneath were a smattering of coffee shops and restaurants, as well as a basement cocktail bar that seemed quite popular among the area’s professionals.

Sebastian’s seat at a table in the corner afforded him a view of the whole bar, industrially furnished and lit in neon. As expected, the clientele consisted largely of office workers from the surrounding businesses; it was a room of inexpensive suits and sensible skirts. Sebastian kept his phone to hand—he maintained a Manhandl profile for reasons both professional and personal, and the app’s “Near You” page featured a handful of results close enough to be in the room with him.

One profile, “Randy,” was just a few meters away. Sebastian scanned the crowd until he spotted a face that matched the profile: suit and tie, clean-cut good looks, and still wearing his BPA lanyard.

“Randy” leaned against the bar, shoulders hunched and tight as he barked an impatient order to the barman. The man seethed with restless energy; the day’s work had left him feeling resentful, emasculated, and ready to work out those frustrations.

Sebastian adjusted his posture as he crossed the room, taking on a shy, deferential air as he sidled up next to his target.

“Hi,” he said with a sheepish grin. “Listen, I never do this, but … can I buy you a drink?”

Randy turned, giving Sebastian the once-over.





As Randy unlocked the door to his flat, Sebastian snuck his phone from his pocket and set a timer to go off in two minutes. Then the door was open and Randy’s hands were on him, hauling him inside.

Sebastian’s back hit the wall as Randy’s hot, insistent mouth collided with his. He groaned, hands fluttering to the small of Randy’s back, under his suit jacket. Sliding his thigh between Randy’s legs, Sebastian tugged at his waist until they were pressed together, chest to thigh.

On any other occasion, this would be a lovely way to spend the evening.

Sebastian’s hands wandered up to Randy’s neck, cradling it between his palms as they kissed. The plastic clasp of Randy’s lanyard opened with a quick flick of Sebastian’s first and middle fingers; he dragged both palms down Randy’s shirt-front, snagging the lanyard where it was trapped between their bodies and swiftly pocketing the attached key-card. Randy didn’t notice its absence, preoccupied as he was with sticking his tongue down Sebastian’s throat.

The timer went off. Sebastian had set the alarm to match his ringtone.

He pulled away with a reluctance he didn’t need to fake. “Sorry. Just a minute.” He glanced at his phone, angling the screen so Randy couldn’t see it. “Shit. I have to take this.”

With an annoyed sigh, Randy moved back. Sebastian stepped away down the hall, just far enough that Randy wouldn’t realise there was nobody on the other side of the conversation, then killed the alarm and put the phone to his ear.

“Yeah?” Sebastian silently counted off an appropriate span of time. “Okay. I’ll be right there.” Tucking his phone into his pocket, he offered Randy an apologetic smile.

“You have to go,” Randy guessed.

“Yeah,” Sebastian said, then added, “sorry,” and meant it.





Access to BPA’s offices required either a guest pass or an employee key-card—such as the one on Randy’s lanyard, now hanging from Sebastian’s neck as he hurried through the building’s front doors.

The lobby was empty this time of night, save for a pair of security guards idling behind the desk. One of them looked up at the sound of Sebastian’s boots thudding across the tile; Sebastian waved in the guard’s direction, said, “Forgot my keys,” and strode toward the turnstiles at the far end of the room with the rushed, yet confident air of someone who had every right to be where he was.

He tapped the key-card to the reader; the turnstile opened, and the guard lost interest.

Sebastian made for the stairs. BPA’s offices had either missed or ignored the open-plan craze; each floor was a maze of off-white walls and narrow, carpeted corridors. The server room was on the third floor, with a dedicated security camera monitoring the entrance. The moment Sebastian stepped into view and attempted to enter, even posing as an employee, security would take notice.

After last year’s test, during which he’d disabled a number of cameras by cutting their exposed cables, Sebastian had recommended the use of ceiling-mounted dome cameras with 360-degree fields of view. While BPA’s security department had taken the suggestion under advisement, in the end it was finance who made all the purchasing decisions—and finance always wanted to spend as little money as possible.

The upgraded cameras concealed all the necessary wiring within their mounts, but their field of view was still limited—and the camera watching the server room sat right above the stairwell door, easily within Sebastian’s reach.

Sebastian leaned up through the doorway and nudged the camera, just slightly, until the angle of it created a blind spot directly in front of the server room.

Edging along the wall, he turned his attention to the server room door. It was secured with an electromagnetic lock; access required both a key-card and passcode. Even if Sebastian knew the code, he doubted his particular card would have the right permissions—but the lock was a fairly standard model, and one he’d bypassed before.

Sebastian always carried a knife—these days, a folding KA-BAR with a three-inch blade. He flicked it open and, with the tip of the blade, began to loosen the screws holding the front plate of the keypad in place. The keypad had a tamper alarm that would go off if the front panel were fully removed; instead he detached the bottom of the panel just enough for his knife to slide beneath.

From further down the corridor came the muffled sound of footsteps on carpet. One of the guards was doing his rounds; Sebastian only had a few seconds.

While entry to the server room required a multi-factor authentication process, exit was as simple as pressing a button. The electric signal from that button went to a contact point within the keypad. Sebastian laid the tip of his knife against that contact, then pressed the rest of the blade to the keypad’s metal faceplate to short the circuit.

There was a muffled thump from the magnetic lock. Sebastian pulled the door open, darted through, and closed it quietly behind him.

The server room, as it had been last year, was vaguely tomblike: row upon row of server racks filled the space, the air rigidly conditioned but lightly cooked by the waste heat of so many electronics in the same space. Sebastian meandered between the racks; since his previous visit, Bruce-Partington’s IT department had installed locked faceplates on each individual server. The faceplates weren’t intended as a counter-intrusion measure but instead were, in the words of one sysadmin of Sebastian’s acquaintance, mainly “to keep dipshits from doing dipshit things to my hardware.” The locks themselves were small, flimsy, and easily picked.

As Sebastian reached for his picks, though, he noted a carry handle built into the nearest server’s chassis. The whole unit was wide, but thin—about the size of a large briefcase.

He could pick the lock on the faceplate and pull another drive. Or he could save a little time and prove a point all at once.

Sebastian lifted the carry handle and removed the server from the rack, pausing only to disconnect the power and network cables. The unit was heavy—maybe ten kilos—but not heavier than the gear he’d been expected to haul about every day in the army.

Prize in hand, he moved back to the door and paused to listen. The guard was long gone; Sebastian hit the exit button and slipped out of the server room.

There was one route out of every building that was guaranteed to be unobstructed. An alarm went off as Sebastian pushed through the fire exit door, but that wasn’t a problem. By the time security figured out it was a break-in and not a fire, he was already long gone.





Walter was uncharacteristically terse when Sebastian called the next morning, instructing Sebastian to meet him that night in one of Westminster’s few underground parking garages. It was an unnecessary amount of cloak-and-dagger, but Sebastian was more than willing to indulge Walter’s fantasies if it meant getting his bonus.

He had a cab drop him off at the address provided and made his way down into the garage, server in hand. The dim overhead lights failed to fully illuminate the huge, echoing space, which reeked of gasoline and other, even less pleasant substances.

Walter was waiting for him at the far end of the garage. Standing next to him was a large man Sebastian didn’t recognise—likely a member of BPA’s security team.

The stranger’s suit jacket fit poorly, cut too wide in the chest. Sebastian’s pace slowed.

Then his phone buzzed. He had a text from an unknown number:



Its a trap run now




There was a large black van parked at the back of the garage, not far from where Walter stood. The fall of the stranger’s jacket was almost definitely concealing a weapon.

Sebastian’s phone buzzed again:



Behind you




He spun on his heel, much to the surprise of the man who’d been sneaking up on him. Sebastian ducked as the newcomer made a grab for him, then swung all ten kilos of the server into the man’s knees. His opponent’s legs crumpled under him as he collapsed, screaming.

Sebastian was already moving, shouldering through the garage’s pedestrian exit and sprinting out onto the street. A car idled in front of him—one that hadn’t been there when he arrived.

From the driver’s seat, Walter’s assistant stretched to throw open the passenger-side door. “Get in!”


Moriarty

Arthur Cadogan West, executive assistant, was accustomed to running errands with his employers after-hours—but Arthur Cadogan West didn’t technically exist. And after two weeks wearing Cadogan’s identity, Jay Moriarty was about ready to stab someone.

Cadogan’s boss, Sir James Walter, remained oblivious to his assistant’s homicidal impulses. In fact, the only thing that concerned him less than making his employees work unpaid overtime was the egregious lateness of his arrival at the Bagatelle Club.

The Bagatelle was a private members’ club in Pall Mall—the sort of establishment that had once been called a “gentleman’s club,” before the exclusion of women became somewhat unfashionable. It restricted its membership to former British Army officers; this, alongside its dated facilities, meant it was largely ignored by the new money crowd that had flocked to London’s other clubs in recent years.

Which was, to the Bagatelle’s members, exactly the appeal of the place.

BPA’s file on their favourite security consultant was fairly comprehensive. Captain Sebastian Moran—late of 22 SAS—was the son of Sir Augustus Moran, career civil servant and former ambassador to Iran. Sebastian had joined the army upon graduating from Oxford and, following three terms of service, left in 2021. For the past two years he’d been a consultant in the private sector.

They found Moran in the library, between hands of a poker game. There was something of the archetypal square-jawed special forces man about him, although he was lean and rangy where others of his breed tended toward burly and broad. He wore a Henley and jeans, just barely skirting the limits of the Bagatelle’s dress code, and possessed an indolent grace that put Jay in mind of a big cat as he shuffled a deck of cards with long, deft fingers.

If Jay hadn’t already been watching Moran’s hands, he’d never have seen it. With a quick twitch of those nimble fingers, Moran slipped one card from the bottom of the deck up onto the top. He shuffled a few more cards over it, then repeated the move with a second card from the bottom.

Swiftly, efficiently, and unnoticed, Moran was stacking the deck.

Glancing up as Walter entered the room, Moran nodded toward the balcony, set the cards down (much to the relief of the other players), and stepped away from the table.

It only took a few seconds for Walter and Jay to join him, but in that short time something about the man had fundamentally transformed. Moran’s posture, his mannerisms, even the micro-expressions on his face—they’d all changed, switching flawlessly from one persona to another. It was as though an entirely different man had settled beneath Moran’s skin.

And Walter hadn’t noticed.

He and Moran exchanged the necessary pleasantries, and then Moran said, “You’ve got a new assistant.”

Jay froze under Moran’s calculating gaze. In the ten days or so he’d been accompanying Walter to meetings, most everyone had dismissed him immediately—if they registered his presence at all. But Moran’s attention was direct and intent, studying Jay with casual but genuine interest.

It was unnerving, and Jay immediately looked for the nearest exit.

“Hmm? Oh, yes. Just started.” To Jay’s relief, Walter quickly changed the subject: “How is your father, these days?”

Moran flinched, so slightly most people wouldn’t have seen it. “I’m sure he’s fine.”

Jay stood quietly in Walter’s shadow as he and Moran worked out the deal. Moran’s voice lacked the upper-class bluster that Jay expected; he spoke in quiet and level tones, with an accent that suggested a conscious effort not to sound too posh. Maybe it was part of his training—most penetration testing was performed by civilians with technical backgrounds, but it surely delighted Walter to hire a former special forces operator instead.

Then the deal was concluded, and Jay followed Walter from the room, his mind whirring with possibilities. Moran’s test would be the perfect cover.






Jay’s neck ached. He rolled it from side to side to ease the pain, but didn’t move from where he sat hunched over his laptop.

Given infinite time and resources, it would be entirely possible to tunnel into BPA’s servers without ever setting foot inside the building. But Jay had neither infinite time nor infinite resources, and the weakest component of any system was the human one.

His cover as Arthur Cadogan West provided a desk and computer just outside the CEO’s office. He’d left the latter running at the end of the workday, setting up a remote connection to his personal machine before heading out.

As a mere executive assistant, Cadogan West didn’t have access to the servers that housed BPA’s schematics and design documentation. However, the company’s CTO—who hadn’t written a single line of code in decades—demanded full permissions on every project. Said CTO kept his login credentials on a sticky note inside his desk drawer, a photo of which Jay had managed to take with his phone while snooping about the C-suite’s offices last week.

Jay pulled up the network directory, punched in the CTO’s password, and began to sift through the contents of the drives, adjusting his search query as he went to filter down the results. There was a folder labelled “APAS” filed away within the general design repository for the 221 Nova—the latest model of BPA’s signature short-haul commercial jet. A quick check of the directory revealed several files with “887” in the title.

It was exactly what Jay had been looking for; he tapped out a command to copy down the whole folder. Mid-keystroke, the progression of text across his screen froze.

“Fuck,” he hissed. He mashed the space key; the cursor didn’t move. The whole terminal had locked up.

Then, it disconnected entirely.

“Fuck.” Jay started up another terminal and re-entered the path for the design repository. All he got was an error:

The system cannot find the drive specified.

Jay slumped back in his chair, blood pounding in his ears. “What the fuck?”





Walter was already in his office and shouting when Jay arrived at BPA’s headquarters the next morning.

Not long after he’d started this job, Jay had managed to plant a bug in Walter’s office. In all the commotion, nobody was watching the lowly assistant; Jay took a seat at his desk, tucked an earbud into his ear, and pulled up the bug’s feed on his phone.

“You told me,” Walter was saying, “that even if he stole another drive, he wouldn’t get anything.”

“We use redundant arrays in all our servers.” The second voice belonged to Bruce-Partington’s head of IT. “Removing one drive degrades the array, but the drive itself only has bits and pieces of any file stored on the server. Nothing reconstructible. We weren’t expecting him to take the entire server. And then there’s the logs …”

Walter’s voice was low and full of dread when he replied, “The logs?”

“Someone accessed the directory for that server just before Moran pulled it.”

Jay swore quietly to himself and glanced at the office door, shifting to the edge of his chair in case he needed to run.

“You’re telling me he checked to see which files were on it?”

“… It does seem that way. Yes.”

Jay sighed quietly through his nose and settled back in his seat.

There was a long silence, and then Walter said, “Out. Now.”

The door opened, and the IT lead fled back to the safety of his department.

A moment later, Walter poked his head out. “Arthur,” he said. “I need you to cancel all my meetings for today.” Without waiting for an answer, he backed into his office and slammed the door.

Through the bug, Jay heard a phone ring. Walter answered it with a terse, “Moran.”

Not for the first time, Jay wished he’d hacked Walter’s phone. The man was unusually security-conscious for someone his age, and his phone was undiscoverable over Bluetooth or Wi-Fi; the only other option was to physically lay hands on the device, which so far Jay had been unable to do.

Walter’s side of the conversation was clipped and quiet, but Jay caught an address—a quick search indicated it was an underground parking garage—and a time: nine in the evening.

Moran hung up, and Walter immediately dialled another number.

“He just called,” Walter reported to whoever was on the other end of the line. “We’re meeting him at nine. Get your men ready, and make sure they’re armed.”

Jay sat stiff-backed in his chair, chewing his lower lip. BPA had backups of all their important data, but they’d be offline and physically secured, possibly off-site. Sebastian Moran held the only accessible copies of the files Jay needed.

And BPA was about to make him disappear.





It took Jay far too long to lay hands on a clean car. By the time he pulled up outside the parking garage where Moran was to meet Walter, there was no sign of either of them.

Jay grabbed his tablet. A quick scan for nearby Wi-Fi networks revealed that the garage’s security camera was online and very weakly secured; a few seconds of effort brought up a choppy, low-resolution feed of the garage’s interior.

Walter was already there, as were two of Bruce-Partington’s men: the first stood next to Walter and the van they’d presumably arrived in, while the second lurked by the exit.

Moran was there, too—and, by all appearances, unaware of the danger he was in. He carried the server in one hand.

Jay grabbed his phone; Moran’s mobile number had been in the paperwork he’d handled for the security test. He dashed off a text:



Its a trap run now




On camera, Moran paused and checked his phone. The second man, the one by the exit, began to approach him from behind.

Jay tapped out another text:



Behind you




Moran moved, and Jay winced as the server collided with the second man’s knees. Between one frame and the next, the man was on the ground and Moran was at the exit.

Jay looked up just in time to see Moran blow through the exit gate, then pause at the sight of the car. He threw open the passenger-side door. “Get in!”

The order seemed to plug directly into Moran’s military-trained hindbrain; he threw himself into the passenger seat and slammed the door behind him. Jay hit the accelerator, leaving the garage far behind.

Next to him, Moran took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Are we clear?”

Jay glanced over his shoulder. No sign of pursuit. “I think so.”

“Good.”

Jay had forgotten to watch Moran’s hands.

With a blur of motion, a knife came to rest along his throat. Jay twitched in his seat, eyes darting frantically between the road ahead and the man looming in his peripheral vision.

There were rumours about Moran. By some reports, his squadron was deployed to Afghanistan in the chaos preceding NATO’s full withdrawal from the country. Another officer had died, and not at the hands of the enemy. Officially, Moran had left service voluntarily and without incident—which only meant that, whatever actually happened, nobody could prove it.

“I think you can let me out here.” Moran’s voice was quiet and disaffected, as if it made no difference at all whether he slit Jay’s throat.

Jay tried to speak, but fear strangled his voice to a whisper; he cleared his throat, the motion jostling Moran’s knife ever so slightly. “They’ll be watching your flat.”

“Then I won’t go back to my flat,” Moran replied. “Stop the car.”

He still had a firm grip on the server. It was, at the moment, the only leverage Moran had over Walter; nothing Jay said would persuade him to leave it behind.

Moran was bigger and stronger, even without the knife. But it was hardly the first time Jay had been at the mercy of someone bigger and stronger than he was.

Rage surged up his throat, smothering the fear. “Put the knife away or I’ll crash this fucking car.”

Silence descended over the two of them. Jay squeezed the steering wheel to hide the tremor in his hands.

Then, a soft huff of laughter brushed against the side of Jay’s face. The knife left his throat as Moran settled back into his seat.

“So,” he said. “Where are we going?”


The Set-Up

Sebastian soon found himself in a converted warehouse loft in Camden. The place was massive—at least by London standards—with hardwood floors, exposed brick walls, and a balcony overlooking the canal; it was, in short, not the sort of place one afforded on an office drone’s salary.

“You’re not really an assistant, are you?”

“Not usually,” said Sebastian’s rescuer; his voice was light and soft, with the precise and carefully innocuous accent of a BBC presenter. He’d ditched the ill-fitting suit in favour of jeans and a soft plaid shirt, worn open over a loose t-shirt; Sebastian had to admit the whole look suited the man much better, especially when the neckline of the t-shirt slipped to expose the soft skin below his throat and the sharp ridge of his collarbone.

There was a pile of unopened mail on the kitchen counter, which Sebastian paused to riffle through. “So—” he lifted an envelope and scanned the address, “—James Moriarty—”

The envelope was snatched from his hand. “Jay.”

“Jay,” Sebastian repeated, correcting himself. “What the hell is Walter playing at? I know for a fact my fee isn’t high enough to kill over, even with the bonus.”

Jay glanced away, avoiding eye contact. “There are some very important files on that server. Files BPA can’t afford to lose track of.”

“They wouldn’t try to black-bag me for that.”

“They would,” Jay said slowly, “if they thought you took the files on purpose.”

Sebastian was developing a suspicion. “And why would they think that?”

“… Because that’s what I was trying to do when you pulled the server.”

Jay was tense, eyes flicking between Sebastian and the exit, clearly anticipating some sort of violent outburst. His fear turned to confusion when Sebastian burst out laughing.

It was, after all, exactly the sort of stunt he’d been tempted to pull on every client he’d had for the past two years.

“All right.” Sebastian struggled to compose himself. “What are these files BPA is so precious about?”

Jay, evidently deciding Sebastian was a maniac, said, “Documentation.”

“For?”

“An automated flight correction system that killed two hundred people.”

It took Sebastian a second to make the connection; when he did, the hilarity of the situation evaporated. “The Sumatran flight. You think they really were responsible for the crash?”

“I can prove it, if you’re done using their hardware to smash kneecaps.”

Jay, easily five or six inches shorter than Sebastian, was nevertheless undaunted as he glared up from somewhere round Sebastian’s chin. Sebastian couldn’t help but smile; he’d held a knife to this man’s throat not half an hour ago, and yet he had the brass not only to order Sebastian about, but to backchat while he was doing it.

Briefly, Sebastian let himself wonder what he’d be like in bed.

Then he handed over the server.

To his credit, Jay let out only a quiet grunt as he took the unit from Sebastian. He hauled it over to a computer desk in the corner, where a heavy-duty laptop was hooked up to a pair of external monitors.

Sebastian followed close behind. “Who are you working for?”

Jay plugged the server into a waiting power supply and began connecting it to his laptop. “Nobody.”

“No black hat in the world takes on a company like BPA for fun.” Sebastian peered over Jay’s shoulder. “Who put you up to it? Another company? The Russians?”

Jay ducked his head and muttered, “Peter Carey.”

Sebastian searched his memory. “I … don’t know who that is.”

“He’s a retired pilot,” Jay explained. “Wrote an opinion piece about Flight 887. Said the plane crashed because Asian pilots ‘learn by rote’ and don’t have the imagination to handle serious emergencies.”

“Sounds like an idiot.”

“He is,” Jay said. “Which is why I decided to prove him wrong.”

“You created a false identity and infiltrated one of the world’s most powerful corporations because someone wrote a shite editorial?”

“You stole a whole server to prove a point.”

Sebastian had to give him that.

Jay sat at the desk and fired up a command line terminal, his long, thin fingers moving quickly and confidently over the keyboard. From over his shoulder, Sebastian saw an error pop up.

“Those drives will be encrypted,” he said.

“I have the key.” With a few keystrokes, Jay had full access. “Pulled it off the CTO’s machine ages ago.”

“You’re good at this,” Sebastian noted, not without admiration.

The back of Jay’s neck flushed, but he kept his attention on the computer. A lengthy search query turned up a folder labelled “APAS.”

“Found that quick,” Sebastian observed.

“I found it last night, right before you took the fucking server.” Without turning away from the computer, he waved Sebastian toward the sofa. “Go sit down. I need to read.”

The sofa was a big blocky faux-leather thing that had most likely come with the flat; despite the late hour, Sebastian wasn’t enthused about curling up there for a nap. Instead, as Jay paged through file after file, Sebastian went wandering.

The loft was sparsely furnished, and what furniture there was seemed to have been present before Jay moved in. The kitchen was well-equipped, but clean in a way that suggested it was barely used; the partially walled-off bedroom was similarly spartan, featuring little more than a mattress and bed frame.

All in all, nothing that Jay couldn’t leave behind at a moment’s notice.

When Sebastian circled back to the desk, Jay was slumped forward in his chair, the heels of both hands pressed against his eyes.

“Well?” Sebastian asked.

Jay inhaled sharply through his nose and sat up. “They didn’t want to retrain the pilots.”

Sebastian settled onto the sofa. “Who didn’t? BPA?”

Jay nodded. “The 221 Nova—that was what they were using for Flight 887, a Bruce-Partington 221 Nova—it handled differently than the 221s before it. BPA didn’t want that. They wanted to tell the airlines that flying a 221 Nova was just like flying any other 221, so they wouldn’t need to retrain their pilots.”

“That’s where the automated system came in,” Sebastian guessed.

“The 221 Nova kept pitching up.” Jay began to gesture with his hands as he spoke, the words firing out faster and faster. “That’s bad, obviously. The plane would stall. So BPA developed a system—APAS—that automatically pushed the nose down if the plane’s sensors said the angle of attack was too high.”

“And it malfunctioned.”

“Yes! It got the wrong reading off the sensors and pushed the plane’s nose down, right into the fucking sea!” There was a manic glint in Jay’s eye. “The same system is installed on every 221 Nova by default. It’s not in the manual. BPA barely admits it even exists.”

With dawning horror, Sebastian said, “This could happen again.”

“It will happen again. If BPA revealed what actually caused the crash, every 221 Nova in the world would be grounded. Airlines would start cancelling orders. The company would lose billions.”

“If these planes keep crashing, somebody’s bound to notice.”

“But the longer it takes anyone to find out, the more time Walter has to cover BPA’s tracks. They lose less money by keeping quiet as long as they can.”

“Christ.” Sebastian rubbed his temples; exhaustion and the flood of information pinging round his brain were starting to give him a headache. “What happens if we go public with this?”

“BPA’s board would fire Walter, probably. It’s one thing to cover up a technical fault that kills people, but it’s another to get caught doing it.”

“What’s Walter’s severance package like?”

“Obscene. And even if he doesn’t get it, he’s still got millions in stock. More than enough money to keep after you, on principle if nothing else.”

“Well,” Sebastian said, with a resigned sigh. “Fuck.”

Jay was leaning forward in his chair again, staring at nothing; the fingers of one hand tapped rapidly against the back of the other. “I have an idea.”





The wireless headset was supposed to fit neatly and discreetly round the curve of Sebastian’s ear. It didn’t, no matter how many times he fiddled with it.

“Every time you do that,” Jay groused through the headset, “it makes a noise. Stop it.”

Sebastian pulled his hand away from his ear and eyed his reflection in the car’s rear-view mirror. “Is this thing necessary? I look like some posh yuppie cunt.”

“You are a posh yuppie cunt. And if you’re going to insist on driving out to the middle of nowhere at this hour, we need to stay in contact.”

Sebastian stepped out of the car and resisted the urge to slam the door shut. There probably wasn’t another human being about for miles, but it was best not to take any chances. “You could’ve just come with me.”

Jay made a disgusted noise. “The countryside and I aren’t exactly on speaking terms.”

The Roylott Gun Club operated out of a Georgian red-brick country house a few miles from Woking, surrounded by vast fields that served as shooting ranges. Sebastian approached the club’s side door and fetched a set of lock-picks from his pocket; he only had to set two pins before the lock clicked open.

“I’m in,” he reported, shutting the door behind him.

Not for the first time, Jay said, “There are easier ways to get a gun.”

Sebastian shook his head, forgetting for a moment that Jay couldn’t see it. “This plan of yours cannot be pulled off with some cheap piece of shit that was smuggled inside a box of sex toys. I need a real fucking gun.”

“Won’t the club notice if one of theirs goes missing?”

“Eventually, yes. If we do this right, not for some time.”

The wood-panelled interior of the gun club was done up like a rustic hotel, complete with bar. When not in use, the club’s armaments were stored in a gun room in the cellar; Sebastian found the door down an access hall.

The lock had no keyhole; instead, the entire doorknob had been replaced by a slick plastic featureless box with a handle below it. Sebastian tested the handle, which spun freely with no apparent effect on the door’s latch.

“Smart lock,” Sebastian said for Jay’s benefit. “Probably needs a key fob.”

“Can you get past it?”

Sebastian knelt to examine the lock. There weren’t any exterior screws; the whole unit was glued together. At the bottom, close to the surface of the door, was a tiny hole meant to drain any moisture that built up inside.

He pulled out his phone, opened the search app, and started typing.

“What are you doing?” Jay asked.

“Most locks come with a manual,” Sebastian explained. “A lot of those manuals are digital, these days. If I’m lucky, somewhere online is an internal schematic for this lock.”

“Hmm.”

Beneath Sebastian’s thumb, his painstaking attempt to type “von bork lock manual” completed all on its own. A series of pages appeared and disappeared as his phone paged through results without any input from him.

Sebastian sighed. “When, exactly, did you hack my phone?”

“When you paired the headset,” Jay replied absently, preoccupied by the search for the manual. “You type too slowly.”

“Right. Stay out of my photos. You won’t like what you find there.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.”

There was an unmistakable warmth in Jay’s voice, even distracted as he was. Sebastian was far from averse to what it implied, but the tiny quiet internal voice that passed for his common sense reminded him that the purpose of this entire venture was to get his life back and return to a normal, civilian existence. Shagging a professional criminal was not conducive to that goal.

However, he couldn’t resist flirting back: “Suit yourself.”

A PDF popped up on Sebastian’s phone, showing an internal diagram of the lock. When the reader received an authorised signal, it engaged a coupling mechanism inside the lock that allowed the bolt to move—a mechanism well within reach of the drainage hole at the bottom.

“Okay.” Sebastian selected a long, thin shim from his kit. “I know how to get through.”

“You know, the Von Bork website says this lock is ‘unpickable.’”

Sebastian threaded the shim up through the drainage hole until he felt it press against the coupling mechanism. He turned the handle, and the door opened. “The website’s wrong.”

He descended the stairs and found himself in a large, open stone cellar packed wall-to-wall with gun cabinets. Most of the cabinets held shotguns or hunting rifles used for target shooting, but Sebastian’s interest lay in the matte black gun safe at the far end of the room.

There was, however, a security camera bolted to one of the ceiling arches, too high up to reach.

“Camera,” Sebastian said. “Don’t suppose you can do anything about that.”

“What kind?”

Sebastian sidestepped around the camera to get a better view, careful not to cross into its field of vision. “It’s also a Von Bork. Can’t see a model number, but it looks consumer-grade.”

“Might’ve been packaged with the smart lock. Give me a minute.”

The faint sound of typing came down the phone line.

“It’s wireless,” Jay said. “I can work with that. Turn your phone’s Wi-Fi on.”

Sebastian did as he was told. A few seconds passed, and then the power light on the camera switched off.

“I could get used to this.” Sebastian approached the gun safe; there was a keypad on the door. “All right, the safe is a Holder Security model BC92.”

“Looking it up.”

The safe was as tall as Sebastian, and several times as wide—too big to move on his own. He could peel it in a few hours if he had to, but that wouldn’t exactly be discreet.

“There’s an alarm,” Jay reported. “It’ll go off if the keypad gets too many bad inputs.”

Sebastian spotted a small panel next to the door handle. It pried up easily, revealing a circular keyhole beneath.

“Found the bypass,” he said. “Does that set off the alarm, too?”

“Hmm. Doesn’t look like it. Sloppy design.”

Sebastian produced his picks. “I’m not about to complain.” He slid a tubular pick into the lock; after only a few adjustments, the safe was open. Inside lay the club’s most dangerous toys: a rack of military-grade rifles for those members who wanted to live out their fantasies of shooting terrorists.

On a low shelf at the bottom of the safe sat a nondescript polymer case.





Jay had found the flat listed for rent online. It was a cosy two-bedroom unit in Mayfair, offering easy access to public transit and within ten minutes’ walk of Berkeley Square; more importantly, for Sebastian’s purposes, it overlooked the route Sir James Walter took on his way home every day.

A quick phone call to the estate agent confirmed there were no viewings planned for the day, so there was no-one to notice as Sebastian picked the door open and stepped inside.

He shifted the shoulder strap of his bag; his back was deeply unhappy with him. BPA’s men were still watching his flat, so he’d slept most of the day away on Jay’s horrible sofa. It wasn’t the worst sleep he’d had in his career, but the fact remained that he was no longer an age where such sins against his body could go unpunished.

Sebastian had also been denied access to his usual wardrobe, leaving him to make do with whatever clothes Jay could scrounge up from the markets in Camden. This included a souvenir t-shirt in which the word “London” was plastered over, inexplicably, the NASA logo; when Jay had handed it to him, Sebastian couldn’t quite tell whether he was taking the piss.

The window of the flat’s master bedroom offered a decent vantage point from which to observe the south end of the street. Sebastian set his bag on the floor and withdrew the gun case.

His phone rang; he tapped the headset to answer the call. “Getting set up now.”

“Good,” Jay replied. “We’re almost there.”

Sebastian opened the case. The Openshaw A1903 UW was relatively compact for a sniper rifle, owing largely to its shortened barrel. A folding stock made it even smaller when necessary. “Careful what you say round Walter.”

“He’s listening to something on his phone. Can’t hear a thing.”

Sebastian fitted a long suppressor onto the barrel of the rifle. “I’d prefer it if you weren’t in the car.”

“You don’t think you can make the shot?”

“I try not to shoot in the general direction of anyone I don’t want dead.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Jay said. “I drive Walter home every evening. If we break pattern now, that could tip him off. Besides, it’s easier to track the car this way.”

“And if I miss?”

“Don’t miss. Turning the corner now.”

Sebastian propped the rifle on the sill of the open window and put his eye to the scope. Down at the end of the street, Walter’s car sidled into view.

He slotted the magazine into place. The UW was chambered for subsonic ammunition; that, plus the short barrel, limited its effective range. The car would have to be very close.

“You know,” Jay said idly in his ear, “you could just kill him.”

“I’d never get away with it.” The car crept closer. “And I like your plan better. Ready?”

“Ready.”

Sebastian sighted on the front tire. “Remember to go limp when you lose control of the car.”

He took a breath, released it, and gently squeezed the trigger.
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