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For all who have served, and all who still serve.


For the men and women who stood watch in quiet places, who carried weight so others could live lighter, and who did their duty when nobody was looking.


Thank you for your service, your sacrifice, and the cost you and your families have carried.


This story is for you.
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The Lost Key

A stolen GCHQ training drive. A former SAS operator who wants a quiet life. When a Red Team exercise leaks into the real world, James O’Neill and Sarah Sterling must find out who holds the key before a test scenario turns into a live attack.
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PROLOGUE – SCENARIO 614B
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Baltic Sea – 02:17 local time

The cranes liked rhythm.

On a normal night they moved in a slow, steady dance over the container stacks. Hydraulics sighed. Spreaders dropped, locked, lifted. The port lived on timing. Yard tractors slid under loads, stackers rolled forward, ships eased against fenders with small corrections from their thrusters.

Tonight, the rhythm faltered.

Piotr Marek watched from the third-floor control room. A wall of glass gave him the harbour. A wall of screens gave him everything else. Outside, sodium lamps turned mist into a bright curtain. Inside, the air smelled of coffee, cable insulation and metal.

He checked the time. 02:17.

The crews outside were on the graveyard stretch. The screens in front of him showed power distribution, crane status, yard traffic, AIS feeds. On one monitor a block diagram of the port’s electrical system glowed green.

One rectangle blinked amber.

Feeder 3B. North quay.

Piotr rolled his chair closer and tapped the touchscreen. The detail view opened. Current, voltage, breaker state. Nothing dramatic. Load had sagged three per cent. Voltage stayed within tolerance.

The breaker state pulsed again. Open, closed, open. Too fast for the load trace to show.

He frowned.

“Not tonight,” he said under his breath.

He sent a manual query. The SCADA console replied with a healthy status.

The automation software showed the feeder as steady and content.

Outside, a crane paused. Its lights flickered, then held. The operator called on the voice net.

“Control, Crane Six. I have a dip on my panel.”

Piotr reached for his headset. “Crane Six, this is Control. Power shows nominal. Repeat the last event.”

“Spreaders up, half rotation, then everything stutters. Feels like a brownout.”

No alarms fired. No breakers tripped.

Another rectangle winked amber on the diagram. Feeder 2A this time, feeding a different section of quay.

Two points in different parts of the system twitching in step.

That did not feel like hardware.

He split the screen and pulled up the inland grid link. Upstream values looked clean. Frequency held steady. No recorded events in the last hour. He pulled the event log anyway, eyes running down the time stamps.

No new entries.

He checked the UPS status for the control building. Batteries at ninety-eight per cent, float charging. No sign of an internal fault.

Another call on the net.

“Control, this is Pilot Boat One. Our radar soft rebooted. We are clear now, heading for the inbound container vessel.”

“How long were you blind, Pilot One?”

“Ten seconds, maybe twelve.”

“Copy. Call if it happens again.”

He muted the mic and looked at the screens. Ten seconds of radar loss in that channel, at this hour, would not ruin anyone’s night if nothing else went wrong. He knew how often something else tried.

He brought up the AIS overlay on the big display. Green triangles for local traffic. A larger symbol sliding in from the outer channel, a Panamax container ship on final approach, tugs closing in. A tanker sat on the next berth, inert mass and potential fireball.

The distribution diagram flashed, then held. Three feeders showed amber. North quay, south quay, reefer yard. Readings settled a heartbeat later.

The skin across his scalp tightened.

Transient events happened. The grid burped, systems compensated. This pattern felt different. The winks came in a rhythm, like packet loss on a network.

He opened another window for network traffic. Port systems sat on a segregated VLAN with firewall rules the IT department called paranoid. He watched the graph of control packets to crane drives and breaker controllers. A small spike, then a dip, then a second spike that did not line up with anything on his schedule.

No alerts.

The intrusion detection panel stayed green, a small padlock glowing, happy and blind.

On the quay, Crane Six swung again. Its spreader rotated over a stack and hung there. The cabin lights flickered in a way that looked deliberate.

“Crane Six, confirm you are safe,” Piotr said.

“We are fine,” the operator replied, voice tight. “Controls are lagging, that is all.”

He checked the weather feed. Wind ten knots from the west, steady. Air temperature a degree above freezing. No lightning. No storm fronts.

The AIS display chimed. The container ship signalled its final turn. The pilot boat tucked in close.

Another wobble in the power trace.

Feeder 4C this time, feeding the approach lights along the breakwater. They dipped to half strength for one second. Out on the water, that second changed the feel of the channel.

“Pilot One, Control. How are your lights?”

There was a pause.

“Control, lights are soft. Harbour looks dimmer than charted levels.”

“Copy. Maintain speed and heading. We are investigating.”

He clipped the radio back and called the duty electrician. No answer. The man would be somewhere on site, under a generator cover with his hands full of tools.

Piotr stared at the SCADA interface.

To a system that watched thresholds, everything sat within spec. To his eyes the timing was wrong. Small gaps where there should have been clean transitions.

He opened his paper notebook and wrote time stamps on the page. 02:11, 02:13, 02:15, 02:17. Next to each he wrote feeder codes. 3B. 2A. Reefer yard. 4C. Different branches of the tree, each twitching in turn.

The container ship eased in, engines low. The tanker on the next berth waited, decks lit in a pattern he knew by heart.

On the AIS screen the track crept forward in smooth steps.

The radar overlay froze.

For one second the triangles on the display held position, then jumped ahead as the buffer caught up.

“Pilot One, confirm radar status,” he said, already knowing the answer.

“Control, we have a repeat. Ten seconds blind again. Lights dipped as well.”

“How close are you?”

“Three cables from berth, speed under control. Tugs are working.”

Three cables. Around five hundred and fifty metres. Enough room if everyone behaved. Not much room for error.

Piotr moved. He pushed priority override commands through the control system. Berth lights to full. Automated load shedding locked out. The SCADA interface acknowledged with a thin tone and a change of colour.

The power trace sagged for half a second anyway.

He swore, one word that filled the room.

The harbour lights rose again and held. The pilot’s AIS symbol stayed live. No collision.

Comfort of a sort, and small.

“Pilot One, situation?”

“All good,” the pilot replied. “Short flicker and lag, nothing else. Berthing as planned.”

“Understood. Call if anything changes.”

He cut the call and sat back.

On the event log, no critical incident appeared. The system recorded a minor voltage variation and his manual override. One more line in a database nobody would study in detail.

His notebook showed something else. Four-time stamps in a pattern. The gaps between them. The order of feeders. The network twitch.

It looked like a sequence.

He wrote a fifth line. 02:17:48. Entire harbour.

Underneath, he printed two words in capitals.

CHECK LATER.

He did not know that upstream, beyond the reach of his SCADA diagrams, another system had watched the same events from a different angle.

It saw the pattern too.

* * *

[image: ]


Cheltenham – 01:19 GMT

The operations room on the secure floor had no windows. Air came in through baffled vents. Light came from screens.

Analyst Sergeant Hannah Kerr liked it that way. Weather stayed outside. Inside, the only climate that mattered involved data.

She sat at a cluster of workstations under a steel legend: JOINT CYBER FUSION. Five displays wrapped around her view. Three showed live telemetry from European ports and energy sites. One held a rolling ticker of alerts from allied agencies. The fifth displayed an interface that did not officially exist.

The interface carried a simple title. GREY WIND.

It looked like a weather map. Europe and the UK in dark relief, seas in deep blue. Lines for traffic, power flows, signal paths. Zones glowed brighter where critical infrastructure clustered.

In the upper right a small window listed scenario identifiers in grey text. SCN-401A. SCN-527C. SCN-614B. Each had a percentage next to it. For the last two hours those percentages had hovered in the teens. Background noise.

Now SCN-614B ticked up to eighty-eight per cent.

She straightened.

“Show delta,” she said.

The system rolled the last fifteen minutes of live telemetry against the stored pattern for 614B. Colour washed across the map. Three nodes along the Baltic coast flashed. An inland substation shifted hue. A line of arrows traced the recorded sequence of disturbances.

The match indicator climbed. Ninety-one per cent. Ninety-two.

Her left-hand monitor chimed. The alert stream from European transmission operators flagged a minor event in the Baltic region. Voltage variation within limits. No reported damage. No loss of life.

The kind of entry nobody noticed in daylight.

She looked back at the GREY WIND panel.

614B glowed now. The model treated the Baltic events as a near perfect replay of a scenario that had existed only in this room and inside GCHQ networks.

She read the label under the scenario name.

MINOR COORDINATED POWER QUALITY DISTURBANCE – MARITIME APPROACH.

She scrolled through the notes. Each GREY WIND entry carried documentation on assumed threat capability, infrastructure layout and expected signatures. The header carried a line of small text.

SOURCE DATA: RED TEAM TEST DATASET – KEY SERIES.

Her mouth went dry.

Key Series had started life as something else. A controlled exercise to probe resilience. A training artefact, as the paperwork called it. The fallout from that exercise sat in another file with another name. Nobody used that name near microphones.

“The Lost Key,” some of the older hands said when doors were shut.

“GREY WIND, status of 614B,” she said.

The system responded in text.

REAL-WORLD MATCH: 92.3%

PREDICTED NEXT-PHASE EVENTS: LOW-LEVEL SERVICE DISRUPTION – FINANCIAL AND LOGISTICS NETWORKS

CONFIDENCE: 78%

She watched the numbers for ten seconds. They held.

“Log as anomaly,” she said. “Flag for escalation. Priority two.”

The machine acknowledged, logging her instruction under her ID.

She sat another thirty seconds, listening to the low hiss of ventilation and the tap of keys from other desks. Nobody nearby had a reason to look at her screen.

Priority two meant someone would read the report in the morning. Someone might call the Baltic grid operators and ask polite questions. The event would fold into a slide deck with a calm heading and bar charts.

Her eyes went back to the small line of text under the scenario label.

SOURCE DATA: RED TEAM TEST DATASET – KEY SERIES.

She picked up the secure phone and dialled a number from memory.

“Duty officer,” a voice said.

“This is Kerr on Fusion Three,” she said. “I have a high confidence GREY WIND scenario match on live telemetry. Pattern six-one-four-B. It references Key Series data.”

There was a silence half a beat too long.

“Understood,” the duty officer said. “Logging your report. Stand by for tasking.”

She hung up and looked at the map. The Baltic glowed softly. Traffic and power flows formed the start of a weather front.

GREY WIND dropped its confidence metric to ninety-one per cent and steadied again.

Outside, above the North Sea, real cloud moved one way. Inside the system, another front had started to move.
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CHAPTER ONE – HIGHLANDS, SCOTLAND
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The axe went through the log in one clean stroke.

James O’Neill watched the halves fall apart. He waited for his shoulders to complain. When they did not, he reached for another log. Frost clung to the chopping block and to the grass on his boots. His breath hung in the cold air. Behind him, the cottage showed one kitchen light and a thin line of smoke from the chimney.

He liked counting things on mornings like this.

Three warm-up swings. Ten logs to split. Two baskets to stack by the back door. After that he would have coffee and a slow first hour with nobody else around.

He set the next log upright, checked his grip on the axe handle and brought the blade down. The wood opened with a dull crack.

A year earlier he had stood in a safe house in east London, a Red Team notebook in his hand and a missing GCHQ test drive on his mind. Different job. Different cold in the air.

He had walked away from that work when things calmed down. No formal exit. No speech. No ceremony. Sarah Sterling had signed a form saying his services were no longer required for that operation. The Service had not called him for anything else.

He had taken that as permission.

He split the last three logs, set the axe down and stretched his fingers. Old scars and new calluses marked his knuckles. The work looked different here, but the rhythm suited him.

He picked up a basket and took it inside. Warm air met him, along with the smell of coffee and toast. The kitchen’s low beams made life hard for tall people. Hooks by the door held a waxed jacket, a fleece and a single suit in a garment bag.

He set the basket by the range and checked the clock. 06:19.

The post van would pass the junction at 09:40. For the last three months it had been as reliable as clockwork, hitting that mark within three minutes either side on working days. Two local cars used the lane before seven. One belonged to the farmer who owned the land to the south. The other belonged to a nurse who worked split shifts in town.

So far, nothing had broken the pattern.

James could recognise their engines now.

He made coffee, stood by the sink and looked outside. The axe sat where he had left it. The woodpile lay stacked by the stone wall. The lane ran down toward the road, two frosty tyre tracks and nothing else.

He drank half the coffee, set the mug down and pulled a small notebook from his fleece pocket. The cover was plain. The contents were not.

On page one he had written the plates of every vehicle that used the lane more than once. Page two held delivery dates, meter readings and fuel drop-offs. Page three listed the times of calls from numbers he did not know.

He added a line under yesterday’s date.

NO UNKNOWN VEHICLES.

* * *
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He closed the book and rested both hands on the counter.

Pattern work kept his head straight. Years of counting doors and angles meant he still needed things to count. The cottage gave him that. Fences instead of fire arcs. Van routes instead of patrol patterns.

The Lost Key job took longer to leave his head.

He never said that name aloud, but it stayed there. A training USB had gone missing. A Red Team exercise had come close to real harm. MI5, GCHQ and a few others knew how close things had come to disaster.

He had been one of them for a while. Then he had not.

James finished the coffee and rinsed the mug. The hot water ran brown for a second, then cleared. The old pipes still sulked some mornings. He wrote a note to look at the pump house later and left the scrap by the kettle.

As the sun pushed over the hills, he ran through the day. A call with a security manager in Dubai who wanted advice on access control for wealthy clients. A video meeting at 11:00. A run into town for groceries and fuel. After that, quiet chores and the usual small movements of money.

He went into the front room. A wood burner stood against one wall, its grate cold. A low bookcase held tradecraft manuals, paperback thrillers and binders of legal advice from a solicitor in Inverness.

He knelt to lay kindling and two of the new logs in the burner. His lower back complained in a familiar way. He listened, shifted his stance and kept going.

The sound reached him as he closed the burner door.

Not the wind in the heather. Not a bird. Not the usual creak from the house.

An engine.

He froze for a second and let his ears work. The note sat higher than the farmer’s pick-up, lower than the nurse’s small hatchback. Tyres on gravel, not on tarmac. The sound climbed the lane, paused, then moved on.

He straightened, wiped his hands on a cloth and walked to the window.

From there he could see the last bend in the track and the small rise before the yard. The roofline of a vehicle would break the horizon there first.

He stepped away from the glass so his outline would not be clear to anyone outside. Old habit. Hard to unlearn.

The engine noise grew. A dark SUV rolled into view then dipped out again as it took the final curve. Modern shape. Factory tint on the windows. No local mud on the paint.

The small muscles in his neck tightened.

He counted down. Three seconds from that bend to the gate at this speed. Four if the driver showed care.

The vehicle reached the yard on four.

It stopped parallel to the cottage, nose pointing back toward the lane. The engine cut. Silence followed in a slow wave.

The doors stayed shut for a beat longer than needed. Then another.

He noted that as well.

The driver’s door opened. A woman stepped out. Mid height. Dark coat. Hair pulled back. One hand visible, the other too. No sudden moves. No attempt to peer at the windows. She took in the yard with a short sweep of her eyes, then looked straight at the front door.

He did not need distance glasses.

Sarah Sterling always changed the room, even outside.

He stepped back from the window and drew a slow breath that reached the base of his ribs. Work followed this woman in. That had been true from the first briefing cell under Thames House.

He crossed the room, checked the burner door once more, then moved into the hall.

Three firm knocks sounded. No hesitation. No pattern he knew.

He opened the door.

Cold air slipped past her into the house. She held a small leather folder in one hand and nothing in the other. No bag. No laptop. No case with a government crest.

“James,” she said.

He had not heard her voice in a year. It sounded the same. Calm. Even. A warning that this visit would not fit his plans.

“Sarah,” he said. “You are off your usual patch.”

She glanced once at the valley behind him, then back to his face.

“Can I come in,” she said, “or do you want to tell me to turn around and drive back to the airport?”

He weighed the choice. He did not give her the full minute it deserved.

“Come in,” he said. “Mind the step.”

She crossed the threshold, and he closed the door behind her. The cottage felt smaller at once, as if the walls understood what her presence meant.

He led her through to the front room, past the half-laid fire.

“You found the place,” he said.

“We have maps,” she said. “And people who read them.”

She set the folder on the small table by the window but left it closed.

“I am out of coffee,” he said.

“That is a shame,” she said.

They stood in silence for a few seconds. Snow moved on the hill outside.

“Why are you here, Sarah,” he said.

She looked at him the way she had at the end of the last job. Measuring how much weight he could take and how fast.

“Because” she said, “something we did a year ago did not stay where we left it. And I need you to hear this from me before someone else decides how to frame the story.”

The old pressure settled in his chest. The weather outside was not the only front moving in.

He sat and nodded at the folder.

The room seemed to hold its breath.

Sarah rested her hands on the leather for a moment, then opened it. The soft snap of the latch cut through the quiet room.
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CHAPTER TWO – LONDON
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Earlier that day, Thames House, London

Sarah Sterling read the sentence again and still did not like it.

“The exercise demonstrated that existing resilience measures are robust in the face of simulated loss of test data.”

The words sat in the middle of the page on her screen, neat black on white. They had been through three drafts, two versions of Cabinet Office house style and one clearance meeting where a senior official had nodded and said this was the sort of language that reassured people.

She highlighted robust and deleted it.

The cursor blinked.

Resilient, she typed.

She read the full paragraph from the top.

“The exercise demonstrated that existing systems and processes are resilient in the face of simulated loss of test data. While minor control variations were observed, no significant degradation in national capability took place.”

Minor. Simulated. No significant degradation.

She scrolled back to the header of the document.

OPREP-NATSEC

INCIDENT REFERENCE: KEY SERIES

Nobody outside a small circle would call it the Lost Key incident. The phrase lived only in spoken shorthand. On paper it was the Key Series Red Team exercise and its after-action report, which she had been trying to close for six months.

Her name sat under the title. Lead reporting officer.

The cursor blinked next to resilient.

She left it there and leaned back.

Her office looked across the river to the Houses of Parliament. From this side the building always seemed smaller than on television. Stone, glass, water. Her floor at Thames House had the usual fittings. Neutral carpet, whiteboards on rails, a coffee machine that tried and failed.

On the desk next to her keyboard sat a thin folder with a red band across the top.

The cover sheet carried another title.

PROJECT GREY WIND: STATUS UPDATE

She put a hand on the folder without opening it. The paper felt heavier than it should.

The Lost Key had nearly become a live disaster. Grey Wind aimed to stop future ones. That was the sales line. Model the way a hostile actor might lean on the country without firing a shot. Power, data, markets, transport. Feed those patterns into something faster than any human team, then close gaps before anyone else found them.

On some days the idea made sense.

On others she thought about what happened when a tool like that left the lab.

Her internal phone rang.

“Sterling,” she said.

“Duty desk,” the voice replied. “We have a flagged anomaly from Fusion Three at Cheltenham. Analyst Kerr.”

“Kerr,” she said. Solid, precise, rare noise. “What sort of anomaly?”

“Grey Wind scenario match on live telemetry. Baltic region port. Pattern label six-one-four-B.”

The room felt a shade smaller.

“Grey Wind runs in test only,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am. This is a pattern match between stored scenario and real events. Kerr logged it as priority two and highlighted the source data tag.”

“What tag?”

“Source data Key Series. That sits with you.”

She did not answer for a second.

“Send me the full report and raw feeds,” she said. “Mark it for me and GCHQ lead only for now. I do not want it on wide distribution until I have read it.”

“Understood.”

She hung up and opened a secure window. New messages sat in her queue already. Kerr moved fast.

She opened the anomaly report.

The first page gave the top line.

GREY WIND ANOMALY REPORT

SCENARIO: 614B

MATCH INDEX: 92.3%

LOCATION: BALTIC SEA REGION PORT / APPROACHES

SOURCE DATA: KEY SERIES TEST DATASET

She scrolled.

Screenshots from the Grey Wind interface showed the stylised map she had seen in briefings. The Baltic glowing, nodes pulsing. Telemetry overlays. Voltage fluctuations at feeders. Harbour lights dipping. Marine radar losing ten seconds at a time. A container ship on final approach. A tanker at the next berth.

The notes from Analyst Sgt Kerr sat at the bottom.

EVENT DESCRIPTION:

Live telemetry indicates sequence of power quality disturbances and short loss of service in line with Grey Wind Scenario 614B. No current reports of damage or collision. Match index above ninety percent.

Below that:

SCENARIO 614B DESCRIPTION: MINOR COORDINATED POWER QUALITY DISTURBANCE – MARITIME APPROACH.

In the margin, Kerr had added one more sentence in plain English.

“Scenario written as part of Key Series Red Team exercise. Environment assumed fully controlled.”

Fully controlled.

Sarah looked back at her other document. The OPREP on her left spoke of resilient systems and simulated loss. The Grey Wind anomaly report on the right spoke of a live harbour and real ships.

She called Cheltenham.

Kerr answered on the second ring. Calm, clipped.

“This is Sterling in London,” Sarah said. “You are Fusion Three, Grey Wind duty, correct?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Kerr said.

“Walk me through six-one-four-B as you see it.”

Kerr did not waste time.

She explained the match index and the way Grey Wind had overlaid its pattern onto the live Baltic feeds. She pointed out small differences as well as close hits. When she finished, she waited.

“At this stage we assess a night where the grid sneezes,” Kerr said. “On the ground they will log a minor event and carry on. My concern is that the sequence of hits matches the test pattern we fed the model.”

“How many events meet this index?”

“None before today at this level for this scenario. Low seventies at most. This sits over ninety.”

“Who else has seen your report?”

“Duty officer at GCHQ. The anomaly log. Nobody outside that chain. You are first in London.”

“Good,” Sarah said. “Keep it tight. If anyone asks, you are still waiting on direction.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She ended the call and sat with the two screens.

On one side, the neat language of a closed incident. On the other, a record of something that should have stayed in a sealed environment now playing out across an actual harbour.

She opened the Grey Wind folder.

The last status update said what she already knew. Grey Wind sat in what the paperwork called an advanced pilot phase. Selected scenarios, constrained, no direct control over live systems. It watched, scored, predicted. It did not act.

Unless someone had lied.

She stood and walked to the window.

From here the Thames looked flat and slow. Tour boats, barges, a police launch further downstream. On the far side, the towers of Westminster. Old stone, new glass.

Her reflection in the window looked tired. Mid-forties, hair scraped back, suit from a shop where they knew her size. The line across the top of her ID card read SENIOR OFFICER, DOMESTIC SECURITY.

She had pushed for Grey Wind in those rooms. If hostile actors were working the edges of conflict, the country needed tools that saw those edges early. That had been her argument.

Now the tool she had argued for was telling her that a scenario written from Key Series data had left the whiteboard.

She went back to her desk and pulled the OPREP to the front.

“The exercise demonstrated that existing systems and processes are resilient in the face of simulated loss of test data.”

She smoothed her thumb under simulated.

She thought of Warsaw. A light on a rack blinking in a room that smelled of cold air and dust. A server that should have been shut to the world. A signal that had no business leaving the building. A man who should have been retired from that world lifting a bag from a locker that should have been empty.

James O’Neill.

She deleted simulated.

“The exercise demonstrated that existing systems and processes are resilient in the face of loss of test data.”

Closer, still not honest.

She saved the document and closed it.

The Baltic event alone did not prove intent. Grids misbehaved. Harbours had bad nights. She knew that. She also knew how pattern recognition worked inside a trained head.

One event meant nothing. Two meant interest. Three meant a rule.

Grey Wind had given her the first event. Her instincts told her it would not be the last.

She picked up the unmarked phone, then set it down again.

Some conversations needed walls, doors and weather between them and the rest of the world.

She told her deputy she would be out for the rest of the day and would take calls in the car.

On her desk, the Grey Wind folder and the OPREP sat in a neat pile. The real work had moved somewhere else.

​
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CHAPTER THREE – HIGHLANDS
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Later that morning

Sarah settled into the armchair and opened the folder on her lap. James took the chair by the window so he could see the yard and the lane.

The fire in the stove had not been lit. The room smelled of chopped wood and old coffee.

“Key Series first,” she said. “Then Grey Wind. Then the harbour.”

He nodded.

She set the top page on the low table between them. The heading sat in capital letters.

OPREP-NATSEC

INCIDENT REFERENCE: KEY SERIES

He looked at the paper and flexed his hands in his lap. His jaw tightened.

“I have seen enough of those forms.”

“This one sits on my desk,” she said. “I am supposed to close it.”

She tapped the page once with a fingernail.

“Official summary. You know most of this already.”

She began to read.

“The Key Series Red Team exercise involved controlled use of simulated access paths and test data to assess the strength of critical national infrastructure. During the exercise, one training artefact left the target environment. Subsequent investigation confirmed no substantial deterioration in national capability.”

She moved the page aside and watched his face.

“Training artefact,” he said. “The USB.”

“Yes,” she said.

“And no considerable degradation.”

“That line made it through three drafts,” she said. “The drive went missing. We worked hard to keep that sentence honest.”

Light from the window fell across her face, showing the lines at the corners of her eyes.

“Your line,” he said.

“My line,” she said.

He leaned back.

“From where I stood, that USB took us closer to a mess than most in that building ever saw.”

She did not argue.

“The thing is,” she said, “we did not throw the data away.”

She reached into the folder and pulled out another set of pages. The cover sheet had a different title.

PROJECT GREY WIND: SUMMARY

She kept it in her hands.

“Grey Wind runs out of Cheltenham,” she said. “Joint initiative. It watches power, telecom and logistics in real time. It takes live data, compares it with past events and test runs, and flags pressure patterns before anyone else notices.”

He watched her, not the paper.

“A forecast,” he said.

“A forecast where nobody fires a shot, but lights dip and screens freeze in the wrong place.”

“And you fed it our mistakes,” he said.

“We fed it what we learned, including Key Series,” she said. “Red Team paths, attack chains, the lot. If we find a soft path into a system, the model keeps it so we do not forget.”

He thought about the line in the OPREP. Simulated access paths. Test data.

“You are here,” he said, “because that simple idea went wrong.”

She opened the Grey Wind summary and pointed to a block of text in the middle.

He leaned forward to read.

“Grey Wind scenario library draws from historic incidents and controlled Red Team exercises. Key Series data provides synthetic patterns for non-kinetic, multi-node pressure against power and logistics infrastructure. Scenario outputs remain advisory and are not connected to direct control surfaces.”

He looked up.

“Advisory,” he said.

“On paper,” she said. “It does not press any buttons. It watches and predicts.”

“That is what the status file says,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Do you believe it?”

“Most days,” she said. “Today, less.”

She closed the summary and took out the anomaly report Kerr had written. She set it where he could see the heading.

GREY WIND ANOMALY REPORT

SCENARIO: 614B

MATCH INDEX: 92.3%

LOCATION: BALTIC SEA REGION PORT / APPROACHES

SOURCE DATA: KEY SERIES TEST DATASET

He read each line in turn.

“Walk me through this as if I am slow,” he said. “Start to finish.”

She nodded.

“You saw the Baltic harbour on the news,” she said.

“I walked past the headlines shelf in town yesterday,” he said. “Small piece at the bottom. ‘Minor grid issue, port disruption.’ No deaths. No fire.”

“Correct,” she said. “Locally, it logged as one of those nights. Lights dip, radar burps, port control works hard and earns a quiet beer. Nothing on the front page.”

She tapped the report.

“At the same time, Grey Wind sat in Cheltenham and watched the same feeds,” she said. “It compares live telemetry against its scenario library. Last night, one scenario lit up. Label six-one-four-B. Description, ‘minor coordinated power quality disturbance, maritime approach.’”

He noted the word coordinated.

“Match index above ninety per cent,” she said. “That level is rare. Most scenarios land in the low seventies on a good day. This one lined up almost exactly. Same feeder pattern, same timings, same effect inland and on the water.”

“And the source data,” he said.

“Key Series,” she said. “The scenario started life as one of our test cases. Written in-house, meant for a fully controlled environment. No real ships. No real harbour. No real tanker full of fuel.”

He glanced at the page again.

“Explain match index in plain terms,” he said. “No slides.”

“Grey Wind holds a template for how a bad night in a harbour looks,” she said. “Last night, real telemetry hit that template in the same places at the same time. The overlap went past the line where the system shouts.”

“And the system only has that template because of Key Series,” he said.

“Yes.”

He leaned back and let the information settle.

“Who else has seen this report?” he said.

“Duty officer at Cheltenham,” she said. “Me. The GCHQ lead for Grey Wind. That is the official list. I drove north before anyone in the Cabinet Office saw the word Key on this page.”

He believed her.

“Talk me through the Key Series link,” he said. “We ran one exercise and nearly lost control of a training drive. A year later, your model sees a live event that looks like a Key Series variant. What sits in between?”

She took a breath.

“After the Lost Key job,” she said, “GCHQ took our Red Team data and fed it into their modelling. Key Series scenarios went into a wider library. Synthetic environments. No live reach. Pilot phase.”

“And you signed off on that,” he said.

“I argued for it,” she said. “We knew hostile actors would lean on systems quietly. I wanted something to watch those edges. Now I am seeing our own work played back at us.”

He ran his thumb along the edge of the table.

“Leave intent to one side,” he said. “From where I sit, we have one live harbour that behaved in line with one Grey Wind scenario based on Key Series data. That is a single event. You know my rule.”

“One is nothing,” she said. “Two is interesting. Three is a rule.”

He nodded.

“So what else have you got?” he said.

She opened a second anomaly report and set it beside the first. The heading followed the same format, with a different number.

SCENARIO: 409A

MATCH INDEX: 78.9%

LOCATION: REGIONAL POWER DISTRIBUTION, WESTERN EUROPE

“Grey Wind flagged this last month,” she said. “Local voltage dips hit a data cluster and a hospital at the same time. Internal teams handled it and logged it as a rough night. At the time, analysts treated the match score as background noise.”

“And now?” he said.

“Now I read the notes and I see the same fingerprints,” she said. “Staggered feeders. Short loss of service at the worst moment for a few key systems. Nothing that trips national alarms. Enough to suggest someone is probing the edges.”

She put down a third report.

SCENARIO: 553C

MATCH INDEX: 74.1%

LOCATION: FINANCIAL NETWORK SERVICES, LONDON

“This one hit three weeks ago,” she said. “Trading node in London froze for sixteen seconds at peak activity. Grey Wind logged it as a near miss for a financial stress scenario. Analysts noted it, filed it and moved on.”

He studied the three sheets. Baltic port. Power cluster. Financial network.

“The first sits above ninety,” he said. “The other two sit in the seventies. You can stand in a meeting and call those two coincidence with good labels.”

He tapped the 614B report.

“This one does not look like coincidence,” he said. “It looks like someone took the same weather map and tried it on for size.”

He looked at her.

“Have you warned the port?” he said.

“Not yet,” she said. “We have a liaison channel into their national grid. That call happens today. I wanted this conversation first.”

He let that pass.

“How many people have access to these scenario outputs?” he said. “Inside Cheltenham and outside.”

“Inside,” she said, “a small analyst team, the Grey Wind leads and a few of us in London. Outside, the infrastructure partners host and maintain parts of the system. That includes a private firm called Aegis Horizon.”

“Location?” he said.

“Registered in London,” she said. “Data centres and nodes in several places, including Scandinavia.”

He filed the name away.

“So we have a model in Cheltenham,” he said. “Test patterns built from Key Series. Real events that shadow those patterns. Access to the outputs sits with a short list of people and a contractor.”

“Yes,” she said.

“And nobody knows whether the model is a spectator or a guide.”

She did not answer.

He stood and walked to the window. The SUV sat in the yard, dark glass facing the lane. Frost had melted in the centre and clung in the shade.

“This Baltic harbour,” he said. “I want the raw feeds. Power, radar, AIS, local logs. I also want the same from the two earlier events. No Grey Wind polish, no colours. If I am going to see a pattern, I want my own eyes on it.”

“You will get them,” she said. “Cheltenham is ready. They like toys, they like visitors with field time, and they like the fact you do not appear on any chart.”

He turned back to her.

“I am not signing up for anything open-ended,” he said. “I will look. If I think this is noise, I walk. If I think someone is playing with your model and my old work, we do it my way and my pace.”

“That matches what I hoped for,” she said.

He raised an eyebrow.

“You came a long way on hope.”

“I came a long way because if this goes wrong, it will not stay a small line on a log,” she said. “I wanted at least one person in the room who has stood in front of real damage.”

They held each other’s eyes for a second.

“Fine,” he said. “You get me for a look. First Cheltenham. Then we see where the weather takes us.”

She closed the folder.

“I have a car waiting to take us to Inverness,” she said. “We can make a midday flight.”

He glanced at the clock on the wall. The hands sat between nine and ten.

“I need ten minutes,” he said. “There is a bag in the bedroom. The kindling can wait.”

She stood.

“I will call ahead,” she said. “Tell them the model has a new critic.”

He gave a small, brief smile.

“That is one word for it,” he said.

He left her in the front room and walked down the short hall. The cottage felt different now. The walls and floor were the same, but the air felt heavier.

In the bedroom he pulled a holdall from under the bed and set it on the quilt. He packed by habit. Clothes first. Then a smaller bag with a passport, two phones and a set of encrypted storage sticks that had never left this room before.

He paused, then took the small notebook from the kitchen and slipped it into a side pocket.

Patterns were patterns, whether in lanes or power grids. Someone had started shifting the weather without warning. He wanted to find out how.
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CHAPTER FOUR – ON THE ROAD
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Highlands to Cheltenham

The hire car waited where Sarah said it would. A dark estate, engine ticking in the cold at the end of the lane. No markings, no cluster of antennas on the roof. A private plate that did not mean anything. The driver stood by the open boot, hands in a neutral place, watching the track instead of the cottage.

James carried the holdall and a small notebook. Sarah had the Grey Wind folder in one hand and a lighter coat over her arm. She had left the heavier one on the hook by his back door without comment.

“Inverness first,” she said. “Then south.”

The driver took the bag without a word and stowed it. James watched the way he moved. Fit, mid thirties, short hair, no obvious bulk at the waist where a weapon would sit. Small scars on his hands. Someone who did more than one kind of work.

“Morning,” the driver said.

James nodded. “How long?”

“Airport in ninety,” the driver said. “If the deer stay off the road.”

They got in. Sarah sat behind the driver. James took the far side so he could see the mirror and the road ahead. The heaters hummed as the car pulled away from the cottage and took the bend onto the lane.

He watched the cottage in the mirror until the roof dropped out of sight. One stone box, one yard, one line of smoke. Then only rough grass and the single track.

“In case you care,” Sarah said, “the paperwork says we are travelling for a security review and resilience workshop.”

“Who are we reassuring?” he said. “The port or the Cabinet Office?”

“Both, if they read it,” she said.

The driver settled into a steady speed.

The Highlands slid past. Low light on the hills, old snow in the shaded folds. Sheep near telegraph poles. A scatter of farm buildings. James watched the small details. A gate left open where it was usually closed. A lay by with tyre marks that looked fresh for this hour.

He logged it all without effort. None of it felt loud enough to act on.

Sarah took a secure phone from her bag. Black case, no markings. She pressed a sequence on the keypad. The screen lit and the encrypted icon appeared.

“Sterling,” she said.

James listened to the half of the call that belonged to the car. A deputy at Thames House, from the pieces he could hear. The tone brisk, with a slice of concern.

“Yes,” she said. “I have seen the anomaly. Subject expert with me.”

Her choice of words was precise and clipped.

She glanced at him while she spoke.

“No, he is not on the books,” she said. “That is why he is useful. How far has the report travelled?”

A pause.

“All right,” she said. “Keep distribution at that level. If Cabinet Office want a copy, they can ask me in person. Do not forward anything with Key Series on the top line without my say.”

She ended the call and set the phone face down on her lap.

“They are nervous,” James said.

“They are alert,” she said. “The difference will depend on what we find at Cheltenham.”

He let that sit.

“Tell me about the people,” he said. “You mentioned Aegis Horizon and a Llewellyn.”

“One at a time,” she said.

She watched the road for a moment before she answered, as if she was sorting names into order.

“Aegis Horizon first,” she said. “Private security and technology firm. They started as a small consultancy in cyber defence and infrastructure hardening. Now they have contracts with half the departments that matter. Hosting, monitoring, incident response. They built a lot of the plumbing Grey Wind uses, and they host some of the compute.”

“British?” he said.

“On paper,” she said. “Directors live in London and Oxfordshire. Investors live in more than one place. They sell themselves as patriotic and agile. I believe the second part.”

She did not lean on the first word.

“And Llewellyn?” he said.

“Sir Marcus Llewellyn,” she said. “Cabinet Office. National Security Secretariat. Hybrid threats lead. He owns the policy file that sits on top of both Grey Wind and the Key Series clean up. Good in a room. Calm. He likes phrases like strategic advantage and public confidence.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
JAMES
O'NEILL
THE
GREY WIND

s
ke
& s

LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





