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Sir James Walter, CEO of Bruce-Partington Aerospace, arrived at the Bagatelle Club around 8:30 in the evening—half an hour late. In that half-hour, Sebastian Moran had successfully cheated the Bagatelle’s poker group out of nearly £600.


The group’s weekly game was usually held in the library, which overlooked the club’s central courtyard. Now that Walter had finally arrived, Sebastian bowed out of the next hand and slipped out onto the balcony.


He lit a cigarette 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 the operator, the consummate professional with an enticing hint of danger that lurked just below the surface.


Sebastian had settled into character by the time Walter joined him on the balcony, and greeted him with a nod. “Sir James.”


“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, one with a tendency to fawn that went above and beyond the troop-fucking standard among the upper classes since Iraq. Sebastian suspected it had something to do with all those spy thriller novels he read.


However, 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: a slight young man whose boyish features made him look even younger, slouching uncomfortably in a rumpled suit that didn’t quite fit. His eyes widened a little as he met Sebastian’s gaze—as if shocked that he’d been noticed at all—then flicked sharply toward the balcony doors.


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


And there was the downside of taking jobs from Walter. Before becoming CEO of Bruce-Partington, he’d been a civil servant alongside Sebastian’s father.


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


“Right, right, of course.” Walter’ 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 help put the board’s minds at ease—we’ve secured some new government contracts, you see.”


“The Ministry of Defence wasn’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 was 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 better.”


“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. “Yeah, I’ll do it.”


“Glad to hear it.” Walter clicked his fingers at his assistant. “Arthur, please see that Captain Moran receives all the appropriate paperwork.”





The headquarters of Bruce-Partington Aerospace occupied the entirety of an office building in Westminster, which sat cheek-by-jowl with a dozen others of its type. Crammed between and beneath the looming edifices were a smattering of coffee shops, restaurants, and a basement cocktail bar—the last of which was the ideal place for a young professional to grab a drink after work. Sebastian’s seat at a table in the corner afforded him a view of the whole bar.


He maintained a Manhandl profile for reasons both professional and personal, and the app’s “Near You” page contained a handful of profiles close enough to be in the room with him. Sebastian scrolled through the feed, matching photos to faces around him. One profile, “Randy,” was just a few meters away.


Sebastian scanned the room 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 tense, and barked an impatient order to the barman. The man practically seethed with restless energy; the day’s work had left him feeling resentful and emasculated, and now he was eager 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 Randy.


“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. His face took on a hungry look.





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 dragged him through.


Sebastian’s back hit the wall, Randy’s hot, insistent mouth on his. He groaned, hands fluttering to the small of Randy’s back, under his suit jacket. He slid his thigh between Randy’s legs and tugged with both hands until they were pressed tightly together, chest to thigh.


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


Sebastian’s hands stroked 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 middle and ring fingers; he dragged both palms down Randy’s shirtfront and pocketed the lanyard with its attached key-card.


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, carefully angling the screen so Randy couldn’t see it. “Shit. I’ve got to take this.”


With a heaving 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.
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