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Moriarty and Moran:
an Introduction


After his ejection from the SAS, Captain Sebastian Moran is at loose ends — until he meets a brilliant, short-tempered hacker named Jay Moriarty ...


The Casefile of Jay Moriarty is an ongoing queer con & heist series about a modern-day version of two iconic Sherlock Holmes villains. Most of these stories can be read on their own, but you may wish to start with the first instalment in the series:
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Has Seen You Naked


Kit Walker




Tech Support




Hi







What am I supposed to do if my phone starts swelling?







Put it down and don’t touch it







I’m coming over








The last time Sebastian Moran braved Covent Garden in December was just after his first tour in Helmand. He’d been Christmas shopping with his mother.


What he remembered most clearly was the sheer noise of the place: music blaring from every shop crammed along the narrow streets, signs and window displays lit up and flashing, all of it underlaid by the din of the overwhelming crowd. There were too many people; too many loose coats and large bags. Too many places to conceal a weapon, or a bomb.


They didn’t get much shopping done that day.


Sebastian would’ve preferred not to repeat the experience, but Covent Garden was home to the only Different Store within reasonable range of his flat in Chelsea. And Jay had insisted on coming along to monitor the situation with Sebastian’s phone, which meant there was at least one person around having a worse time than he was.


Thanks to a series of overenthusiastic housewarming gifts, Sebastian owned two cast-iron dutch ovens. His less favourite of the two currently contained his phone, its lid sealed in place with a generous amount of duct tape. He tucked it under his arm to free up a hand as he opened the door for Jay. “Four months?”


“There’s only a handful of surgeons in the country who do … procedures like that.” Jay’s eyes flicked over the shoppers around them, leery of saying the words “top surgery” in mixed company. “All of them have waiting lists. Long ones.”


Rents in Covent Garden were astronomical even by London standards, to the point where most luxury brands found themselves settling for small, boutique storefronts. Despite this, the Different Store had managed to buy out the entirety of what was once a Victorian produce market. The market’s open courtyard was now roofed over with glass, the interior of the store a sleek marriage of old, exposed brick and brushed steel. Phones and tablets lined display shelves on the walls, while ultra-thin laptop computers and all-in-one desktops were arrayed on polished wooden tables.


Sebastian forged a path through the crowd to the tech support bar up on the second floor. There, they were intercepted by a young woman with an overzealous smile and a lanyard.


“Hi!” she said. “Do you have an appointment?”


“I don’t.” Sebastian gestured to the dutch oven under his arm. “I need a new phone. This one’s about to explode.”


The woman’s smile froze in place, but she forged onward: “I’m afraid you need to book a tech support appointment through the Different App.”


“I can’t do that,” Sebastian patiently explained, “since my phone is about to explode.”


The woman’s mouth opened, then shut as she adjusted to this departure from the usual script. She waved Sebastian toward one of the tall, round tables arranged neatly around the room. “Wait here. I’ll see if a technician is available.”


She hurried away while Sebastian propped his elbows on the edge of the table and placed the dutch oven gingerly in front of him. Jay perched in a chair next to him.


“Is the phone really about to explode?” Sebastian felt the need to ask.


Jay nodded. “Lithium batteries only swell when they’ve started to overheat and fail. It’s probably not seconds away from going off, but it will eventually.”


Sebastian turned the idea over in his head. “Could you overheat a battery like that on purpose? Remotely, maybe?”


By now, Jay could tell exactly where this train of thought was going. “You can use malware to overclock a phone, but you probably couldn’t detonate it like a grenade.”


Sebastian made a dissatisfied noise as the theoretical he’d been concocting fell apart.


The woman who’d met them at the door returned to her designated station, but there was no sign of the technician she’d gone to fetch. They were in for a wait, then. Sebastian had a tolerance for boredom honed by twelve years in the army—a soldier who wasn’t bored was generally being shot at—but Jay was getting restless.


Sebastian bumped Jay’s shoulder with his own. “Have you considered going abroad?”


Jay blinked at him, confused. “What?”


“For your surgery,” Sebastian elaborated. “If you’re getting it done privately anyway …”


Jay looked away. His fingers drummed on the tabletop. “Dr. Stamford offered to refer me to a clinic in Marbella.”


“Is the wait time any shorter?”


Jay nodded. There was something here he didn’t want to talk about.


Sebastian asked, “Have you ever been to Spain?”


“No.” Jay relaxed a little. “You?”


“Some lads’ holidays in uni. And a few times after that, for work.”


Jay gave him a knowing look. “The kind of work you can’t talk about?”


Sebastian shrugged. The British government did not officially comment on the activities of the SAS, and neither did he. “If you’re going to be laid up after surgery, a hotel in Spain seems like a nicer place to do it than a flat in London. In fucking March.”


Before Jay had a chance to answer, the technician finally arrived at their table. He was dressed identically to the other staff—same t-shirt, same lanyard—and therefore his elevated status was communicated entirely by the impressive size of his beard.


“Hey,” the technician said in a bored tone. “What’s the problem?”


Sebastian pointed at the dutch oven. “Phone’s about to explode.”


The technician suppressed a roll of his eyes. He reached forward and casually peeled away the duct tape, then lifted the lid.


His eyes went wide. The lid fell back into place with a firm clonk.


“I need to go get my manager,” the technician said, and scurried off.


Jay had barely acknowledged the technician’s appearance and disappearance. The relentless tapping of his fingers on the table stilled. “Going to Spain means flying to Spain.”


“You’re afraid of flying?”


“Not exactly.” Jay’s voice was strained; he’d bitten down on his lower lip, worrying at it with his teeth. He took a slow breath. “Testosterone is a controlled substance. If I try to take it on a plane—through customs, especially—then I need proof it’s been prescribed. That usually means I have to explain why I’m taking it.” His expression was flat, bitter. “And that’s if I haven’t already been outed by the fucking body scanner.”


He met Sebastian’s eyes—he had a focused look, as if he were working up to something.


Sebastian waited.


“Come with me,” Jay said, just barely loud enough to be heard over the ambient noise of the room.


It wasn’t a casual invitation. There was something fragile and guarded about it.


And then a middle-aged woman with an air of authority and a politely inquisitive look stepped up to the table.


Sebastian groaned and once again pointed at the dutch oven. “Phone. Explode.”


“Yes, that’s what I’ve heard.” The manager carefully cracked the lid open and peered inside. Her face settled into a rigidly neutral mask, and she untucked a tablet from under her arm. “Let’s just pull up your account …”


Sebastian rattled off his name and phone number. The manager studied the results on her tablet, then frowned.


“It looks like Different dropped your carrier a few months ago,” she said. “It’ll be just a few minutes to switch you over to a new plan.”


“I don’t want to switch carriers,” Sebastian said.


“I can’t replace the phone if you’re not with an approved carrier.”


Sebastian sighed. “All right, how much will this cost me without the warranty?”


The manager gave him an apologetic look. “I’m afraid we can’t sell you a phone, either, unless you switch.”


“You can’t be serious.”


Jay’s limited patience finally ran out. “Fuck’s sake,” he muttered, and snatched the lid off the dutch oven.


The screen of Sebastian’s phone had started to break free of its frame, bowing outward as the battery beneath it swelled up like a balloon. Jay popped the SIM tray open, retrieved the card, and dropped the phone back into the dutch oven, slamming the lid into place.


Then he was gone, striding toward the exit.


The manager stared after him.


“I suppose we’re done here.” Sebastian slid the dutch oven across the table toward the manager. “That’s yours. Thank you.”


He caught up with Jay on the street outside, tucked up against the wall to avoid the flow of foot traffic as he scrolled through what looked to be search results on his phone.


“There’s a third-party shop a block away,” he said, as Sebastian approached. “Don’t worry about the warranty. I’ll cover the new phone.”


“I can afford it.”


“I know.” Jay’s eyes didn’t move from the screen. “Besides, it’ll be half what you’d have paid in there.”


They were a good distance from the door. Sebastian leaned against the wall, rested his shoulder against Jay’s, and lit a cigarette. He took a long drag, awaiting the nicotine hit that would soothe his frayed patience.


Exhaling a lungful of smoke, he said, “When would you be going?”


Jay gave him a sidelong glance. “Just before Christmas.”


The sky overhead was a dull grey, heavy clouds hanging low. It was starting to rain, and the damp cold seemed to cut right through Sebastian’s wool coat, seeping into his bones.


Only an idiot could stand in this and turn down a holiday in Spain.




Three Weeks Later


Niki had worked in hotels all around the Mediterranean. She’d also done a brief stint at an eco-resort in Tulum, but the humidity wrecked her hair so badly she’d accepted the first job offer that would take her back to Europe. Of all those jobs, managing the Serenidad Resort and Spa was her favourite so far.


Unlike many of the over-designed monstrosities that dotted the Costa del Sol, the Serenidad—despite the fact that it was only a few years old—was designed to meld with the region’s rustic, Mediterranean character. Plaster walls and clay-tiled roofs encouraged comparisons to an old Spanish villa, scaled up to palatial proportions. The hotel’s interior was decorated in pale tones and simple wood accents, giving it a modern yet tranquil atmosphere.


Niki even liked the owner, although her family had been none too pleased to find out she was working for a Turk.


The only unpleasant part of the job was, frequently, the guests—four of whom had come in at once while the receptionists were on break, leaving Niki to run the check-in desk alone.


First in line was, according to her reservation, Mrs. Imogen Bray: a bony, sharp-faced woman whose chic vintage sundress and big floppy straw hat made her tear-smeared eyeliner and puffy nose all the more evident. Niki politely pretended not to notice.


“It says here your reservation is for two,” she said, reading off the monitor. “Will you need a second key for your other guest?”


Bray tensed, and rage flashed in her reddened eyes. “She’s not here,” she snapped; she was British, although Niki had trouble telling the specific accents apart. “She’s in Paris with her fucking secretary.”


“Not a problem,” Niki said quickly, for fear that Bray might decide to elaborate further. From a drawer beneath the desk she retrieved an adjustable nylon wristband, threaded through a plastic tag. She tapped it against the reader on the desk, then handed it to Bray. “This wristband will serve as your room key, and can also be used to charge any meals or amenities to your room.” She beckoned to another of the hotel staff, waiting at the porter’s desk near the doors to the hotel proper. “Luka here will take your luggage and show you to your room.”


As Bray departed, the next in line stepped up to the desk. He was a young man, perhaps thirty at the most; there was a stubborn, confrontational set to his jaw and an overzealous bluster to the way he held himself. His violently loud tracksuit had that crisp, pressed look that belied any actual use as athletic wear—it was designer, expensive but hideous.


“Tate,” he barked at her—his name, apparently.


Kaarlo was working security in the lobby today. He couldn’t be younger than sixty, yet was one of the largest and most powerful men Niki had ever met; the sleeves of his uniform shirt strained over his biceps as he watched the proceedings with his arms crossed, wearing a look of only mild interest.


If Kaarlo wasn’t concerned, then Niki had nothing to worry about. She had her suspicions about the things he’d done for a living before he came to work at the Serenidad.


“One moment, Mr. Tate.” Niki pulled up the reservation: Dax Tate, party of one, single room booked for six nights. She checked him in, then authorised his wristband and handed it over. “This wristband will serve as your room key, and can also—”


“I heard.” Tate snatched the wristband from her hand.


Another Brit. They must’ve all come in on the same flight. When Niki was a little girl in Greece, she’d thought the British were polite and sophisticated; just a few years in the hotel business had relieved her of that notion.


Tate had two bags with him: a suitcase, and some kind of large square case Niki couldn’t identify. She glanced across the lobby; none of the porters were back yet. “If you’ll wait just a moment, I can have someone take your bags—”


“It’s fine,” Tate growled, and hauled his luggage toward the lifts.


“Well,” drawled a voice—British, again, but this time warm and polite. “He was pleasant.”


The last two guests had stepped up to the desk. The one who’d spoken was somewhere in his mid-thirties, tall and rangy and handsome despite the scars along one side of his face. He leaned his elbow on the counter with all the grace and poise of an old-fashioned movie star, even dressed as he was in a jeans and t-shirt.


Niki took particular notice of his wristwatch—it was antique, and much more tasteful than the ostentatious timepieces she usually saw around the Serenidad.


The other guest was somewhat shorter than his companion, and at least a decade younger. His slight, spare frame was only emphasised by the baggy t-shirt he wore; the words “PUT KEVIN BACK” were printed across the front in faded, rough-edged type. There was a flannel overshirt tied around his waist—something he’d likely worn on the plane, then shed once he realised how warm it was in Marbella even in December.


He said, “Reservation for Moriarty.”


Niki pulled up the reservation: James Moriarty, party of two, booked for two weeks. Just the one bed—which meant the pair were a couple.
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