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PROLOGUE


None of Nathan Wiley’s Group Two colleagues had ever seen his London house except for a woman from Group Ten who had turned up towards the end of the selection process with a clipboard and a whole lot of questions. It’d been obvious to him that she was taken aback when she saw where he lived. It just doesn’t match, her expression said, as she took in Nathan’s untucked shirt, stubbly chin and nicotine-stained fingers against the backdrop of such sharp, uncluttered and very expensive simplicity. It wasn’t the first time someone had reacted like that. His was the house of a Scandinavian architect or a Japanese engineer. It wasn’t the house of someone who looked like Nathan, let alone someone whose CV said that he’d spent the last ten years working in technical support.

Taking out his phone to check the home-protection system one last time, Nathan pressed the button to let the night bus driver know he was getting off.

He enjoyed these late-night journeys through London too much to consider giving them up. After nearly a decade in Silicon Valley, it felt good to be back in the city where he’d been born, part of its rhythm again. He liked watching the shift workers shuffling home and the packs of twenty-somethings spilling out of Soho bars, loud and giddy with drink. Seeing it up close reminded him why he’d walked away from a seven-figure salary in California. He saw his work now as a kind of national service. A way to help make the country safer.

And he knew he had the skills to do it.

Besides, that seven-figure salary had come at a high personal cost. Nathan still saw his ex-wife, who’d returned to London six months before he did, and he spoke to his son most days. That was his priority now: being a good father, along with keeping everyone close to him safe.

His fingers slid over the screen on his phone, typing in the series of numbers and letters that gave him access to the cameras on the exterior and interior of his house. He could see that no sensors had been triggered but wanted to confirm with his own eyes that the coast was clear. He swiped through the rooms: living room, office, kitchen, bedroom.

All clear.

He pressed his thumb to the reader to unlock the second phase of his system, which ran a small electrical current through his window and door locks that would be interrupted if anyone so much as touched them. Also clear. He’d installed pressure pads beneath the soil in the small front and back gardens, and thermal-imaging cameras concealed throughout the interior would pick up the heat signature of anyone who ought not be there.

Clear.

The bus doors slid open, and Nathan stepped onto the pavement. Despite the late hour, he was planning on putting in a few more hours at his computer. Nights were when he worked best. For the last few months he’d been developing a tool that was capable of monitoring a busy city street and detecting signs of suspicious behaviour. The police had trialled something similar—albeit a lot more primitive—in the UK’s airports to detect signs of unusual behaviour in the passengers who passed through every year, but Nathan’s tool went far beyond that. It noted aberrant human behaviour, looked for possible surveillance crews and people who sat for too long watching a particular house, scanned the licence plate of every vehicle and ran DVLA traces while looking out for repeat visitors. He’d spoken to Control about the prototype and hoped it to test it on the Group Two townhouse once he’d sorted out the few remaining bugs.

His phone vibrated.

The message said there was suspicious pedestrian activity on the street near his house. He shook his head in frustration. It was almost certainly a false positive. He’d identified the line of code that was causing the glitch and would rectify it as soon as he sat down.

He turned off the main road and into the network of streets where he lived in a converted church a stone’s throw from the river. It was late, and even the fast-food joints were closed; the only sign of life on view was the glow of a child’s nightlight in one of his neighbour’s windows.

His phone vibrated again.

Suspicious vehicle. Black BMW 220d Grand Coupe, 2024, two occupants.

He approached his house, fumbling for the key in his pocket.

It wasn’t until his hand touched the front gate—and he heard the soft thump of car doors, quick footsteps, and the metallic snick of a flick knife springing open—that he realised he’d made a mistake.

His prototype tool hadn’t been misfiring.

It had been trying to save his life.
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Cooper didn’t waste any time.

“Is he alright?”

Control nodded. “Go see him after this. We’ve moved him to a private hospital under a new name. Security’s in place. He’s okay. Shaken.”

“I assume steps have been taken to make our displeasure known. I’d like to be part of that.”

“There are two elements. First, the immediate response. Delivered already. The Russians always keep a snatch team on standby at their embassy. A move like this, against Wiley, forced them into the open. We didn’t know who they were—now we do. Two are dead, one’s in hospital, and the rest flew out on an oligarch’s jet this morning.”

“I wish you’d called me.”

“I did call you, Eleven. That’s why you’re here. Sit down.”

Cooper took the chair across from him and exhaled slowly. Nathan had stepped up for him when he was being framed for murder. Cooper didn’t forget things like that.

“Does the name Sienna Jones mean anything to you?”

“The Australian whistleblower.”

He nodded. “Six months ago, Miss Jones logged out of her computer, picked up her handbag, said goodnight to her ASIS colleagues and left the building, precisely as she had done almost every day of her ten years working there. Except this time she didn’t come back. Her colleagues tried to call her; they sent people around to her house; they checked hospitals and prisons—nothing. They assumed that something had happened to her until one day, two months later, someone leaked a top-secret document to the press, accusing Five Eyes countries of developing a wide-ranging AI tool that’d been trained on vast amounts of citizens’ private data.”

Cooper remembered the story, as well as his own incredulity at the time. It was one thing to leak your own country’s secrets, but to leak secrets belonging to the Five Eyes intelligence alliance of the UK, US, Canada, Australia and New Zealand was of a different order entirely. It meant that an awful lot of spies would be hunting you down.

“She must enjoy having a target on her back.”

“At first, no one was sure it was her. Then three more documents appeared. All ones she’d printed in her final weeks at ASIS.” Control stood and adjusted a framed painting of the Discovery, Captain Scott’s 1901 expedition vessel. He stared at it for a moment before turning back. “She didn’t stop there. She put out thirty documents in the first three months. Some raised ethical or legal questions that had been quietly buried. You can imagine how that went down.”

Cooper nodded. In the new AI arms race, training data was everything. A dataset of half a billion Five Eyes citizens gave them a shot against China.

“But the tone’s changed,” Control continued, lowering himself back into his chair. “Depending on your point of view, you could argue that there was a clear ethical argument for releasing the earlier secrets. In some cases, we’d gone too far. In our hurry to keep our heads above water, we used techniques that went outside the agreed legal frameworks, which is why Jones was hailed as a hero in some quarters.”

“Has that changed?”

“What she’s done since then is gratuitous. It’s as if she’s lost whatever moral compass was guiding her earlier actions. She’s leaking material for the hell of it. Putting lives and operations in jeopardy with no regard for the men and women she’s burning.”

“Like Nathan?”

“His name and address were in a file leaked last week. No reason, just enough to put a target on him. The Russians moved fast. No time to plan properly—otherwise he’d be dead. They just sent muscle.”

“He’s got a kid.”

“We’ve relocated the boy and his mother.”

“How did the Australians get Group Two data?”

“They didn’t, not officially. But last year ASIS ran into a wall, and I loaned them Wiley. He cleaned up the mess. The document doesn’t mention us, but the context makes it obvious. It was enough.”

Cooper leaned forward. Control was getting to the point.

“Several days ago, the Australian SIGINT team picked up a signal—just a fragment. Digital noise, but enough to suggest a link to Sienna Jones. First sign of her since she vanished. Traced to it to Sifnos.”

“The Greek island?”

Control nodded. “The signal came from a high-end wellness resort. It was one fragment of data—the equivalent of catching a single glimpse of a person in a very crowded room. But it’s all we’ve got.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Recover the data. We can’t let this carry on. The leaks have to stop.”

“That’s it?”

“For now. She’s ex-ASIS. The Australians aren’t ready to sanction a hit. The Americans are foaming at the mouth, so they’ve passed it to us to keep things quiet.”

“And you’ve passed it to me?”

“I have, Eleven. Get to it.”
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Cooper glanced to one side to check that the nurse had left the room, and slid the plastic bag from beneath his feet.

“Benson and Hedges, three cartons. If you get caught, they’re nothing to do with me.”

Nathan Wiley grinned, wincing from the blue and purple bruising that spread along his jaw. He tried to pull himself upright.

“How are they treating you?”

“Can’t complain.” His skin was pale, his eyes ringed with fatigue. “The doctors say no lasting damage. I got lucky. I heard the Russians when I was at the gate—gave me just enough time to make it to the front door and the panic button I put in there. Hit it and woke up the whole street. Every car alarm went off. Never thought I’d actually use it, but—well, it did what I wanted it to do.”

“I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Why didn’t they just put a bullet in my head?”

“Are you asking me for a practitioner’s point of view? These things always look better if they seem random. A mugging or, better, an accident. Shooting you would’ve been very obvious.”

“We still knew it was them.”

“We did. And we delivered an immediate and forceful response, which they won’t have liked one bit. That’s what they were trying to avoid. But your panic button scuppered their plans.”

Cooper made a note to suggest that Control should arrange for Nathan to see a psychologist. He could still remember his first brush with death, just six months after he’d started in MI6. He’d been taken unawares when a Colombian official high on drugs whom he’d been trying to recruit pulled out a knife and swung for him, just nicking his left carotid artery and releasing a vivid stream of blood. For a moment Cooper had thought that his days were over, but a bundled T-shirt against the wound and stitches from a local doctor saw him back on his feet within hours. He could still remember the shock of coming so close to death, though, and the way the incident resurfaced in his dreams for months afterwards.

“The only reason I’m alive is that they didn’t have enough time to plan this properly. The leaked document gave them my name and address but not a photograph. They saw me coming along the street and must’ve written me off for whatever reason.”

It wasn’t hard to see why they might have done that, thought Cooper, keeping his mouth shut. Nathan’s straggly blond-grey hair reached below his collar, and he was permanently unshaven. Although he was in a hospital gown today, Cooper hadn’t previously seen him without an untucked shirt, food-stained trousers and trailing a shoelace or two. If you were staking out a property waiting for a government operative to turn up, you’d never look at him and conclude that he was your man.

“Has Control put you on this?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Nathan looked reassured by the news. “I know I’ll be laid up here for a little while yet, but come to me for anything you need. Do you understand? Whatever you need to get this done.”

Cooper leaned forward.

“Trust me,” he said. “It’s in safe hands.”
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Cooper gripped the handle of his Burberry holdall and jumped from the bobbing boat onto the long wooden jetty. He pretended to stumble, and the young man waiting extended a hand to steady his landing.

“Thank you,” Cooper said, adjusting his aviators. “Haven’t found my sea legs yet.”

“Happy to help, sir,” said the young man in a Midwest-American accent. “My name’s Tanner. I’ll be your well-being attendant during your stay on the island. Here, let me take your bag.”

The sun beat down without respite as Cooper followed the young man along the jetty towards the beach. The scene in front of them was straight out of a holiday postcard: freshly raked golden sand, crystal-clear water, a straw-roofed juice bar and, higher up the hillside, whitewashed buildings peeking out from behind bushes of purple-blooming bougainvillea, oleander and cypress trees. A couple of yellow-legged gulls swooped down to get a better look at them. Other than a young woman squeezing oranges behind the bar, there wasn’t another person in sight.

“It looks quiet,” said Cooper. “Is it just me arriving today?”

“Yes, sir,” said Tanner. His curly brown hair tumbled over his forehead, and his green eyes crinkled at the corners. “It’s a small resort—we only have space for thirty guests. Things may feel a little sleepier around here than you’re used to.”

“Please—no need for formality. It’s Daniel.”

Since a single night at the resort cost upwards of a thousand dollars, Cooper had been forced to adopt a very specific cover identity for the operation. He was travelling under the name Daniel Sinclair, a fintech investor who’d taken on too much in recent months and needed the specialised ‘healing services’ offered by the resort: massages, counselling, cold-water therapy, acupuncture. As he always did on an operation like this, Cooper had gone to lengths to make sure that his operational alias was properly resourced and backstopped, with a whole raft of real people able to step forward and vouch for him if the need arose.

Tanner led him along a paved path that curled through the fragrant bougainvillea away from the beach.

“The main building is just up there,” he said, pointing with his free hand. “For the most part, you won’t need to go up, since meals are taken in your lodge, and our healing services can be accessed in a variety of different clinics around the resort.”

Cooper didn’t like what he was hearing. The Australians believed Sienna Jones might be somewhere on the island, but if the resort kept guests apart, that complicated things. His best chance of identifying her was to mingle: observe, chat, pick up on the details that gave people away. That became near impossible if everyone was siloed. Even if he did manage to strike up a few conversations, there was no guarantee he’d recognise her. He’d studied plenty of photographs, but she could have altered her appearance: surgery, new hair, a different walk. She’d know exactly how hard the Five Eyes would be coming after her. No way she’d be careless.

They arrived at a small villa painted in a very faint shade of pink, nestled among a cluster of palm trees. Tanner typed in a keycode, and the door slid open to reveal a whitewashed, spartan interior, minimally furnished with a handcrafted chair and desk. Further back was the cool, windowless bedroom, its walls decorated with watercolours of exotic birds.

“I’ll leave you to settle in,” Tanner said. “If you could just slip this on”—he held out a slim wristband—“and hand over any electronic devices you brought with you.”

Cooper paused. He hadn’t expected that. “Sorry?”

“At the core of our vision is the belief that modern stress—mental, emotional, digital—is a major factor in poor health. We want you to unplug while you’re here. Properly unplug. That’s the only way to open yourself up to what we offer. You can’t do that if you’re still tethered to your old life.”

Cooper unzipped his holdall and took out his laptop and mobile, handing both to Tanner. As was standard practice on undercover jobs like this, Group Fifteen support staff had populated both devices with everything that Daniel Sinclair would be expected to have: from music apps and playlists to family photographs and a browsing history consistent with someone of his profile.

“Do you have any other electronic devices with you?”

“An old iPod. I use it for sleep… meditation tracks.”

Tanner gave a nod. “That can stay. Here—take this.” He handed Cooper a slim plastic wristband.

“What’s it for?”

Cooper examined it. He didn’t like being asked to wear anything that might be a tracker, but wristbands of this ilk were common enough in places like this, and there was no intelligence suggesting the resort itself was compromised. Best to play along. Keep things smooth.

“It tracks your heart rate during treatments and monitors your sleep. It helps us understand what’s working for you.”

Cooper smiled, slipping it over his wrist.

“Looking forward to it,” he said.
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Cooper closed the door to his lodge, waited for the click of the lock, and started along the winding path toward the main building.

He’d spent the past twenty minutes studying the hand-drawn map left on the desk. It was brightly coloured and designed for guests, but what struck him most wasn’t what was on it, but what was missing.

Before leaving London, he’d spent an hour in a quiet MoD room, studying satellite imagery of the island from multiple satellites. No notes were allowed, but the images were still clear in his mind.

The resort map was broadly accurate, allowing for errors in scale. It showed the curve of the beach nestling within a bay that protected the resort from the strong winds that were common among the islands that made up the Cyclades. The main building sat squarely above the beach, and lodges—much like Cooper’s—spread out from there up the hill in a fan-like pattern. Although it wasn’t marked on the official map, Cooper knew that the kitchens were in a low grey block near the main gate, with food transported around the resort by staff driving golf buggies. There was also a separate building for the spa and holistic massage centre, a state-of-the-art gym, a saltwater pool, a scuba-diving centre and a meditation suite.

Other buildings had been visible on the military-grade satellite imagery but weren’t marked on the guest map. Cooper remembered the long narrow cabin located just inside the perimeter wall; Cooper had pored over it, unable to discern any clues as to its purpose. There were also signs—nothing more than slabs of concrete-grey rock—that suggested the presence of bunkers or underground rooms of some description.

[image: ]


Cooper climbed the steps to the main building. A young woman greeted him with a glass of guava juice.

“Can I help you with anything?”

“I’d like to book some activities for the next couple of days.”

“Of course. Do you remember the name of your attendant, sir?”

“Tanner.”

“One moment, please.”

She set the tray down and disappeared through a door marked Staff Only.

Cooper sipped the juice and stepped over to a framed display showing photographs of every staff member. He was perfectly open to the idea that Sienna Jones was hiding on the island as a member of staff. The Australians had shared every available piece of information they had, including a financial history that suggested she didn’t have access to significant funds. There was nothing to suggest she’d monetised the information she’d stolen by selling it to the Russians or the Iranians or the Chinese; Cooper was in the dark about how she was funding her life on the run.

He counted the photographs. Twenty-four staff members in total. Fourteen were male, and all could be discounted.

Six of the women were clearly of different ethnic backgrounds to Jones; they could be discounted, too.

That left four possible candidates.

None looked like his target, but that meant little. Plastic surgery, hair dye, weight loss—any one of those could shift the equation. All he knew for sure was that she’d last been listed as forty years old, five seven, one hundred and thirty-five pounds, with a brown bob and even features. It wasn’t much to go on.

A sound from the office drew Cooper’s attention. He stepped away from the display just as Tanner appeared behind him.

“I recognise the view,” Cooper said, pointing. “The banyan tree on the path up here?”

“Good eye. It was painted by our in-house artist. You’ll see more of their work around the grounds. Anyway—what can I do for you? I hear you’re ready to get started.”

Cooper spotted his opening. “Do you have a brochure or something I can look through?”

“Of course.”

Tanner turned back to the office. Cooper followed, chatting lightly about the art and the weather and giving Tanner no space to turn him away at the door. Cooper kept a hand on the office door, holding it open while Tanner grabbed a brochure from a stack.

A few seconds were all Cooper needed. The office had minimal security: the glass windows were only secured with standard latches that Cooper could tell from experience would buckle under the right kind of pressure, and there were no cameras or motion sensors, let alone any alarm system.

Cooper kept the conversation going as he brushed a hand along the lock, checking the make, cylinder depth, the density of the wood. It would be easy enough to breach, if it came to that.

The computer was a basic Dell XPS and most likely running basic commercial-grade security. Cooper could deal with that, too. Physical access was half the battle, and most companies expended their budgets protecting their networks from outsiders rather than guarding against someone walking in the front door.

Tanner gave him a brochure.

“Thanks,” Cooper said. “I’ll take a look this evening. We can chat more tomorrow.”
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The wristband was a problem. Cooper couldn’t be sure what it contained, but assuming there was something that would allow him to be tracked—an RFID chip, perhaps—he knew he couldn’t wear it while breaking into the office. If something went wrong, the management—or worse still, the Greek police—could collect the guests’ location data and quickly determine who was responsible. But he was also aware that leaving the wristband behind in his lodge also came with risks. The device wouldn’t generate heart-rate data during the hours it was removed, and that might also implicate him.

He decided leaving it behind was the lesser of two evils. He could claim that he took it off for a shower and forgot to put it back on, explaining the lack of any reliable data for the night hours.

It was 2 a.m. when Cooper left his chalet and followed a path through the dense foliage that he’d plotted on the map. It climbed steadily in a wide arc that avoided paved pathways, guest lodges and clinic buildings. The resort grounds were well maintained, and the earth was soft underfoot, recently watered by a hose or a sprinkler system. He didn’t hurry and paused often to listen for strange sounds, hearing only the steady whirring sound of the cicadas and the occasional cry of an owl or a nightjar.

It took a careful thirty minutes before he found himself within twenty metres of the main building. He’d already confirmed the absence of security cameras on the building’s exterior but paused now for a moment to look out for the blinking red light that might denote an alarm box. The resort was high-end, but he could understand the approach adopted by management: resources were directed to securing the perimeter—cameras, barbed wire and regular security patrols—adjudging that any threat would come from that direction. They must’ve discounted the possibility that someone spending so much money to stay as a guest might also pose a threat.

Cooper walked to the exterior window he’d identified. One of the items that had caught his attention in his lodge was a towel hook attached with a suction cup to the bathroom wall. He took it from his pocket, applied it gently to the glass and pulled the window towards him hard enough that a gap opened up but not so hard that the glass would break. The gap was an inch or two wide, enough for him to slide through a flattened-out coat hanger, using the hook at the end to raise the latch.

The window was open. He was in.

He slipped the towel hook back into his pocket, pulled himself onto the windowsill, and dropped into the office, landing in a crouch. He reached up and eased the window shut behind him. He stayed still, counting silently to a hundred as his eyes adjusted to the dark and his ears calibrated the ambient sounds: owls, the distant crash of waves, the low hum of the air-conditioning unit. A tinny radio played Greek pop, the sound rising and falling with the breeze. A night watchman, most likely. Might be useful. If anyone else came near the building, there was a chance he’d give it away.

Cooper stayed low and moved across the office towards the computer. He inserted a USB into the port at the back and moved the mouse to wake up the screen. A blinking cursor appeared, demanding a password; Nathan Wiley’s tool powered into life, churning through millions of permutations and possibilities in fractions of a second.

It took forty seconds for the system to unlock.

Cooper removed the first USB and slotted in another; this one designed to hoover up as much of the resort’s data as it could. While it ran in the background, he navigated to the HR portal. The resort used a standard IT management system he’d seen before, which made things easier. He pulled up the staff list and scanned it, noting anyone who’d joined after the date of Sienna Jones’s disappearance from Australia. The heavy lifting would fall to Nathan and his team later, but Cooper’s near-photographic memory stored names, dates, and faces.

He moved to the guest records, confirming that Nathan’s USB was pulling six months of bookings, past and future. From there, he accessed architectural plans for the lodges and main buildings, along with detailed landscaping layouts from the firm hired to sculpt the resort’s grounds. He added a folder of Excel spreadsheets packed with financial data for good measure.

And then he heard a noise.

The night watchman switched off his radio.

He was about to shut down the computer when something caught his eye: a tab marked Disciplinary. He clicked through it quickly, skimming archived cases until he found one marked current and unresolved.

He’d just started reading when footsteps echoed in the lobby outside.

He logged out, put the machine to sleep, and double-checked that both USBs were in his pocket.

He was halfway to the window when the office door creaked open.

Torchlight swept across the wall behind him.

Cooper froze.

The beam drifted over the desk, paused briefly on the computer, then went to the windows.

Five seconds.

Maybe less.

The door slammed shut.

Footsteps moved away.

Cooper crawled across to the window. It was clear outside, and he heard the laboured breathing of the watchman as he climbed the stairs to the upper floor. Cooper opened the same window he’d used to get in and jumped out. He used the same piece of wire to manoeuvre the latch back into place and then eased the window shut.

He slipped into the trees and vanished from view. He stayed alert, senses tuned to the night, but his mind was busy sorting through what he’d just seen.

Nathan could start pulling apart the resort data straight away. He’d look for anomalies, buried links, anything that might lead them to Sienna Jones. But even if he surfaced a few likely candidates, Cooper knew he couldn’t do this alone. He was going to need help to find Jones.

Someone to trace the stolen files.

Someone to deal with the people who’d stand in his way.

And now, he had a name.

Someone who might be exactly what he was looking for.
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Cooper woke shortly after six to the sound of greenfinches and warblers singing loudly outside his bedroom window. He drank an espresso at the window, looking down through the trees to the glittering bay, and then did three circuits of a bodyweight workout.

It was only when he went to play some music on his iPod that he noticed there was a message waiting from Nathan Wiley.

>> Call me. <<

Cooper hadn’t known that both his phone and laptop would be taken away upon arrival, but he always travelled with a backup means of communication. In this case, the iPod that he’d told Tanner contained meditation tracks also contained a SIM card that could be accessed through a fingerprint pad and nine-digit code. He’d sent back the data from the resort computer the previous night, but he wasn’t expecting a response this quickly.

He stepped outside. He’d searched the room thoroughly last night, but it was always possible that there was a bug somewhere that he’d missed. It paid to be cautious.

“Eleven.” Nathan’s voice crackled through the line. The quality was always a little tinny, but that was inevitable given the components inside the old iPod. “How are you?”

“Fine,” Cooper said. “More to the point—how are you?”

“Feeling much better.”

“Good. Resting?”

“Sort of.”

“Tell me you didn’t work through the night.”

“Stop nannying me. I’m fine. I’ve been looking through the material you sent last night. There’s nothing in the data to suggest that the target has been there as a guest. Look at the date when the Australians identified that fragment of SIGINT from the island—all the guests who were there then have left. Just in case I missed something, I went over each guest individually, and they all check out. Real people, real lives, real families and real homes around the world. That goes for everyone who’s there now, too.”

“Not covers for the target?”

“No.”

Cooper stroked his chin. “So, she’s either on the staff or here in some other capacity.”

“Or no longer there at all.”

“Which would be irritating,” Cooper said. “Let’s work through the staff. If we rule them all out, we assume she’s moved on and start the search again.”

Cooper headed down the stone steps toward the beach. The nearest lodge was a good fifty metres off, and the thick foliage would muffle his voice. He sat on the cool stone, iPod in hand.

“I’ve been digging into that. Luckily for us, it’s a popular place to work. Good pay, generous perks, lots of downtime. Turnover’s low. Of the current fifty-two staff, forty were hired before the target left Oz. We can rule them out.”

“A shortlist of twelve?”

“No,” he said. “Five are men; two are more than twenty years younger than her; two are of a different ethnicity. Even with surgery, I think we can rule them out.”

“This is encouraging,” Cooper said. “Three candidates.”

“I think so.”

“Send me their names and whatever data you’ve got. They’ve taken my phone and laptop, so we’re going old-school. Voice and text messages—this thing doesn’t do much else besides that.”

Cooper heard the sound of music playing through a speaker. It came from up at the main building, but it might indicate that staff were on the move.

He stood up.

“Better go,” he said. “Is there anything else you wanted to tell me?”

“Two things. It’s early days, but something’s off in the resort’s financials. Their running costs look too high for the income they’re reporting. Could be recent investment propping them up. I’ll keep digging and let you know.”

Cooper was back at his lodge. “And the other thing?”

“There’s been another leak. This one exposed the location of an Aussie listening post in the South Pacific. And—pure coincidence, I’m sure—it was flattened the next day by what marine geologists are calling a rogue wave.”

“The Chinese?”

“Yep. The stakes are rising. Watch your back.”
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It was mid-morning before Cooper laid eyes on his first candidate for the whistleblower. Nathan had texted through her name—Marina Müller—and her job title, which was head of housekeeping. Nathan agreed that it was an unlikely job for someone like Sienna Jones to hide behind, but he’d flagged that in addition to starting the job recently, Ms Müller had absolutely no social media footprint, which was unusual. What was more, Nathan had been unable to find any record of someone of that name working in similar roles within the hospitality industry.

It didn’t take Cooper long to work his way through the chain of command to her. He didn’t take any pleasure in masquerading as a difficult guest, but he knew that visitors to a resort like this were demanding and quick to complain, and he might as well join their ranks.

He started with a call to the front desk soon after nine.

“Your pillows are making my allergies go haywire. Can you please change them?”

“Of course, Mr Sinclair,” the receptionist said. “I’ll get someone to bring down replacements immediately.”

Within ten minutes, a young woman wearing a housekeeping uniform appeared at his door with four new pillows.

“What are these?” he asked.

“The ones you had are stuffed with Hungarian goose down,” she said. “I’ve brought you these as a replacement, which are stuffed with alpaca wool, so I hope⁠—”

“I can’t have any animal products,” he said with an irritated shake of his head. “That’s exactly what’s triggering my allergic reaction. What else do you have?”

“I’m not sure exactly. I’m so sorry for the inconvenience, Mr Sinclair. Let me go to the supply room and see what I can find. Hopefully⁠—”

“Can’t have another night like last night. Who’s in charge of housekeeping? Just put me in touch with them, and I’ll sort it out directly.”

He followed the nervous young woman back up the steps towards the main building while she called ahead and had a hushed conversation in which she communicated the nature—and the strength—of Mr Sinclair’s complaint. The result of the call was that a woman stood waiting for them outside the back door to the main building. Cooper evaluated her from a distance, measuring her in his mind’s eye against what he knew of Sienna Jones. The two women were around the same age—forty—and the same height. The woman waiting for them had long, curly strawberry-blonde hair, tied back tightly. It looked a world away from Sienna’s severe brown bob, but it’d be a mistake to rely on a superficial detail like a haircut or colour.

“Mr Sinclair,” she called out, “I’m sorry to hear that your first night was a bad one.”

Cooper kept his expression the same but felt a flare of excitement as he heard a subtle Australian twang to her accent, although one that was dominated by a much more formal-sounding Queen’s English.

He put out his hand. “Daniel Sinclair.” There was no need to give his name, but he wanted to hear her confirm hers.

“Marina Müller,” she said. “I’m the head of housekeeping. I’m so sorry that you’ve been dragged all the way up here. I passed on the message that I’d be happy to come down to your lodge, but”—she spread her hands apologetically—“here we are.”

She turned to the maid who had brought Cooper up and dismissed her with a curt nod. Müller was the same build as Jones, Cooper noticed, and when the sunlight caught her face, he saw a similarity in terms of their fine bone structure. Müller had a small tattoo inked onto the inside of her left wrist, which Jones didn’t, but something like that could have been done recently.

“We do have a few hypoallergenic pillows, Mr Sinclair,” she said, turning back to Cooper with a smile while gesturing towards an open doorway.

He followed her down a narrow corridor. They passed several closed doors. She stopped at the final one and opened it to reveal a long narrow storeroom filled with shelves groaning with piles of washed, starched bedding. She took a pair of reading glasses from her pocket and began to peer in to read the labels.

“Cashmere, duck feather, cotton, memory foam…”

Cooper couldn’t tell whether the glasses were real, but he knew for a fact that Sienna Jones had perfect eyesight. Laser eye surgery to make her eyesight worse was theoretically possible, but it seemed an extraordinary length to go to.

“Ah—here we are,” she said, straightening up. “We have these gel-fibre pillows. They’re incredibly comfortable and won’t trigger any of your allergies, Mr Sinclair. If that’s acceptable to you, I’ll have someone bring them down to your lodge immediately. I’ll also make sure that you receive your first treatment on the house, to apologise for the inconvenience.”

“I feel that I should be the one apologising,” said Cooper. “Might’ve been a little brusque before. It’s just that not being able to sleep really puts me on edge.”

“No need to apologise. I’m pleased we’ve fixed the problem for you.”

He stepped back into the corridor and then turned back to her as though a thought had just occurred to him. “You know, I’m trying to pin down your accent.” He knew that Sienna Jones had grown up on the Gold Coast, so went for a city on the other side of the country to avoid looking too obvious. “Western Australia? Perth?”

“Afraid not.” Her manner was suddenly cold and formal. “If there won’t be anything else, I’ll arrange for these pillows to be brought down immediately. Have a good day.”

She stepped into the corridor, closed the storeroom door and stood watching with a curious expression on her face while Cooper made his way out into the sunlight.
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An undercover deployment meant it was essential to invest time and energy in making yourself look the part, which was why by mid-morning Cooper found himself lying face down on a massage table in a bamboo hut twenty feet from the crashing waves. His body was relaxed, but he couldn’t stop thinking about his encounter with Müller earlier that day. He’d seen people totally changed by plastic surgery, to the extent that they were unrecognisable even to family members, but it’d only been six months since Sienna Jones had fled Australia. It took time for scars to heal and bruised flesh to settle. He doubted Müller was Jones; that was his conclusion as he lay with hot stones placed up and down his spine.

He doubted it, but didn’t know for sure.

He had sent a few thoughts on his encounter back to Nathan, with a request for him to dig further into her past. She must have flown into Greece from somewhere; could he find a flight booking? Could he run her image across social media to see if there was a hit?

Beneath the sound of waves and the gentle music playing on hidden speakers, Cooper became aware of footsteps approaching the hut. He could tell that the person was wearing the canvas-soled shoes used by staff, and that they were male.

“Daniel, please don’t get up. I just wanted to pass by and check that everything was to your satisfaction.”

It was Tanner.

He didn’t move, his face still pressed sideways against the massage table. “Everything’s fine, thanks.”

“I’m glad to hear it. I was sorry to hear about the problem with your pillows.” He paused, as though choosing his words with care. “Can I ask that in future, if such things arise, you first come to me? I don’t want to be overly formal about such things, but our vision here at the resort is that the well-being attendants are the first port of call for any issues that arise. We’re best placed to identify a solution and make sure that you have the best possible experience.”

Cooper was puzzled. A guest who had paid thousands of dollars was effectively being reprimanded by the person who was supposed to be attending to his every whim. Something about the comment felt off.

He lifted his head. “What are you talking about? The thing with the pillows?”

“We want to make sure your stay is not interrupted by trivial things like that. Rather than you speaking directly to members of staff, please hand the problem off to me, and I’ll deal with it promptly.”

Cooper let his head drop back to the massage table. Had Müller complained? Did she suspect something about Cooper? Had she requested this intervention to ensure that he kept his distance from her in future?

“Whatever you want.”

There was a pause for a moment or two. Cooper knew Tanner was staring at him.

“You’ve had some injuries over the years.”

Cooper was ready for that. He didn’t look like the average fintech guy suffering from burnout. His physique was lean and powerful, like that of a rock-climber, with muscle that corded and bunched beneath his skin. The one bullet wound he carried was on his hip and so covered by a towel, but there were other scars caused by knives, razors and, in one case, acid.

“I was mugged in my twenties. Mexico City. Three guys jumped me. I was in hospital for ten days.”

“I don’t mean to be nosy.”

Yes, you do. You know exactly what you’re doing.

He heard Tanner stand.

“I’ll leave you to get on with your massage. One other thing. We’re saying this to all the guests, but please don’t be alarmed if you see a few police officers up at the main building today.”

“Why? What’s happened?”

“There was a break-in last night. Someone got into the office. There’s no cash missing, so it may have been nothing, or it may be that they wanted to access the computer.”

Cooper grunted under the force of the masseuse’s hands. He had to make sure that he came across as indifferent. The question he really wanted to ask was how they knew someone had broken in, but it’d show far too much interest in the case. He was sure that he’d left the window exactly as he’d found it, and there’d been no sign of any alarm system or internal CCTV. If there had been either of those, the night watchman would have done a lot more than shine his torch around the office. It was always possible that the computer had registered the intrusion and theft of data and logged it somehow, but Nathan was world-class, and Cooper didn’t believe that the fault could lay with him.

“Competition?”

“Seems unlikely,” said Tanner.

“You have some well-known guests here. Maybe that.”

“That’s what the police think. But it’s nothing to worry about. There’ll be more security around the place once they’ve gone, and I’m sure we’ll find the person responsible very quickly.”

Tanner’s footsteps faded beneath the sound of the sea and the shrieking gulls. Cooper was perplexed. He’d been ready to rule Marina Müller out as a candidate, but now it seemed she’d arranged for him to be told to stay in his lane, and that just made him suspicious all over again. And what was Tanner’s role in this? What was it Cooper had done that caused him to come hurrying down to the massage hut to deliver his warning?

What he needed more than anything right now was inside information, and his mind turned to a person who might be able to provide him with answers.
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It wasn’t hard to spot her, even at a distance, and it was just as easy to see why she’d got into trouble with the resort administration. Jessica Winters was supposed to be raking the sand on the beach, that much was obvious, but once she’d glanced around to confirm that her supervisor was busy elsewhere, she slumped her shoulders, leaned on the rake and sighed heavily.

The disciplinary file Cooper had glanced at during the office break-in had only given him the bare facts. The first incident had occurred just three weeks after her arrival at the resort, when the twenty-two-year-old was caught smoking a cigarette outside the guest lodge she’d been sent to clean. The second incident came hard on the heels of the first, just ten days later, when the beach bartender noticed that she was drinking the remnants of guests’ cocktails while carrying their glasses back to be washed. This had led to her being placed on a probationary footing, and she was told in no uncertain terms that just one more infraction would lead to her immediate dismissal and removal from the island.

It didn’t look to Cooper as though Winters had any intention of sticking around. Glancing around again to check that she wasn’t being watched, she slid a mobile phone from her back pocket and began to scroll through pictures with her thumb. She was so engrossed in what she was doing that she didn’t see Cooper approach her.

“I’m relieved to see that someone who works here is normal.”

She jerked her head up, alarmed to be taken by surprise, and quickly slid the phone back into her pocket while beaming at Cooper.

“Sorry about that, sir. I was just… er… I was just checking on my shift pattern for the rest of the week.”

“You don’t have to apologise. I’m going crazy without my tech. I know that everyone these days thinks it’s much better for you to disconnect, but I can’t shake off the feeling that there’s a whole world of things out there I’m missing out on.”

She looked even younger than her twenty-two years, with a wide, open, freckly face and blonde hair tied back in the same way as all the other female staff members.

“How long have you worked here for?” he asked.

“Three months.”

“I don’t know how you can stand it. Next time I’m looking for a holiday, I’m heading straight to the Caribbean. I’ve realised that this well-being bullshit just isn’t for me.”

She laughed, looked across the beach again to check that her boss wasn’t in sight and then lowered her voice. “To be perfectly honest, I’m not sure it’s for me either.”

“What type of work are you looking for?”

“Dream job? Journalism—lifestyle, probably. Fashion, travel, food, that kind of thing.”

“A good friend of mine is starting up a website devoted to twenty-somethings in London. In fact, I’ve invested quite heavily in it. Do you want me to connect the two of you?”

“My goodness—would you?”

It was an aspect of the job that Cooper didn’t take any pleasure in. He needed to get Winters into a position where she felt indebted to him, and the only way he could do that was to pretend he was the gatekeeper to her dream job.

“This really isn’t my kind of place,” he said, very deliberately leaving her question hanging in the air. He wanted to create the feeling in her that she had to work to earn the introduction to his imaginary friend, and the way she would do that was by answering his questions. “Everyone here is just a bit too pleased with themselves. I just had a run-in with this weird, stiff housekeeping woman who⁠—”

“Oh my goodness, do you mean Marina? She’s a fucking nightmare.”

Cooper chuckled. “What’s her story?”

“Well, for a start,” she said, leaning in as if to share a secret, “that’s not even her real name.”

Cooper felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. “What do you mean?”

“I heard some of the staff talking about it. She used to work at a fancy ski resort in the French Alps, but her marriage broke up, and the husband turned nasty, and she had to change her name and come here.”

“That’s dramatic,” said Cooper.

“It was Meribel. At least I think it was. Her real name’s Glendorf or something like that. Or at least that was her husband’s name.”

Cooper had struck gold on the first swing. The story about the abusive ex might be true, or it might be a cover. Either way, Jessica had handed over enough verifiable detail to keep Nathan busy. She was exactly the kind of person Cooper needed: resentful of the resort, prone to gossip, and more than willing to overshare.

No harm pushing his luck.

“Did you hear about the break-in at the office?”

“They’re going nuts about it.”

“What happened?”

“They’re trying to keep it quiet, but my friend Luca—he runs the gym—said they’re totally confused. No broken windows, no forced locks, no fingerprints. Nothing. But the security system on the office computer shows someone copied data.”

“Couldn’t that have happened remotely?”

“Apparently not. Luca says with this system, you’d have to physically access the machine. No remote hacks.” She glanced around, voice dropping. “There’s some new investor involved, apparently. Been upgrading everything. All very hush-hush.”

The sound of a golf buggy reached them over the crashing of the waves. A few seconds later it glided into sight, and two uniformed members of staff got out, carrying crates of bottles over to the bar.

“I’d better get back to work,” said Jessica with a smile.

“Thanks.”

She paused expectantly.

“Sorry—forgot. My friend, the one setting up the website…”

“That’d be amazing.”

“I’ll get his email for you.”

With a cheerful wave, Cooper set off across the beach and began to climb the stone steps back to the main building.
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Sienna Jones stopped what she was doing and bent down to touch her toes in an effort to relieve the dull ache in her back. The pain had first appeared a week ago, out of the blue, and was getting to the point where it was disrupting her sleep. It was the last thing she needed. She’d been able to put up with the enormous stress and strain of the past six months in part because she’d always been such a good sleeper. The second her head hit the pillow, she’d be out cold, and she’d wake up eight hours later with her energy levels topped up and with fresh enthusiasm for whatever challenges lay ahead.

But this was different.

She rummaged in her purse for the pills she’d been given. There were so many of them now, what with this new pain medication for her back, and it had even crossed her mind that she’d have to ask for sleeping pills if things continued like this. She couldn’t spend hours at night in pain. It wasn’t good for her physically or mentally, and she was acutely aware that she had to remain on an even keel if she was going to get through this.

Most days a kind of brain fog descended mid-morning and stayed where it was until her head hit the pillow. It’d never been on her radar of possibilities that this whole experience would take such a toll on her psychological health. She’d felt huge anxiety on the day she stole the first report, but the anxiety had quickly turned to exhilaration as she realised that she was going to get away with it. She couldn’t believe how easy it was: fold the papers, slip them into a paperback, walking out with the book in her bag.

Rinse and repeat.

She’d felt good about what she was doing. When she’d first realised the scale of the exploitation of private data, she couldn’t believe it. It was so brazen, and on a scale so big that she’d never have believed it possible. Millions upon millions of citizens were going about their daily business without the faintest idea that their governments were using their personal and private data to train a new tool, am artificial intelligence that’d eventually be pointed at them like a huge magnifying glass to detect threats to national security. The world needed to know what was going on; her strong sense of moral clarity meant she slept better that first night than she’d ever done in her life. She was doing the right thing. Even if it felt like her world was collapsing around her ears, she was on the side of the angels.

The first few months on the run were difficult. From one direction—the media and the public—there was praise for exposing government overreach. There was talk of nominating her for awards, and plenty of high-profile public figures came out to praise her courage in taking on the establishment. But it was what came at her from the other direction that had been most difficult: her bank accounts were frozen; her landlord threw her belongings onto the pavement; her oldest childhood friend was hauled in for a gruelling twelve-hour police interview. But hardest of all was the call from her distressed elderly parents as they sat on their sofa, watching a dozen police officers ransack their small bungalow in the search for stolen government material.

She remembered the call. “It’s not here,” her mother had screamed at the officers. “She hasn’t hidden anything here!”

One of the officers grabbed the phone from her father’s hand. “Miss Jones? You need to turn yourself in immediately, or this is going to get a whole lot worse for you.”

But she was already out of the country.

She’d flown from Sydney to Bangkok, from Bangkok to Delhi, from Delhi to Helsinki. She was under no illusion what it’d take to evade capture. Just flying from country to country would do nothing at all; there was no way to outrun them. Her passport was easy to track, and airports were among the most surveilled places on earth. What she was doing was getting to what she thought of as a jumping-off point: a place from which she could make a few changes, adopt a new identity, disappear forever.

She stretched again and caught sight of her reflection in the window. It still took her by surprise, looking like this. Her brown bob was gone, consigned to the floor of a hotel bathroom in Madrid, to be replaced by… well, she didn’t know if this had a name. All she knew was that her parents wouldn’t recognise her if they passed her on a busy street, and that made her happy and sad at the same time.

She stepped closer to the window, looking past her reflection to the view outside. This was a good spot. Far below her the blue waters of the Aegean Sea glinted in the bright sunshine, and the bay curved neatly out to a narrow spit of land where incoming boats docked. She picked up her binoculars and studied the figures on the beach. She recognised the young girl raking the sand, the one who took every opportunity to stop working and check her phone, but not the man talking to her. He looked familiar in some ways, but she quickly shook off the feeling that she’d ever seen him before. It was hard not to be paranoid after everything that had happened. He was just a guest. Someone else with more money than they knew what to do with.

She shook the tension out of her arms and exhaled, letting the stress and tension go.
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“So, Daniel, just take one long, deep breath in… and then a slow breath out. Let the tension go. This is something we do with all our guests on their first day. It’s really just about understanding what you’ve brought with you—and how we can help improve things while you’re here.”

This was Cooper’s first time in a high-end wellness resort, but he was finding it an off-putting, intrusive and overly managed process. He’d arrived back at his lodge to find Tanner waiting for him, worried at the thought that Cooper might miss his appointment with the wellness therapist, an appointment Cooper didn’t even know had been made for him.

He followed the young American along a narrow paved coastal path to what appeared to be a bunker, its entrance blocked by a heavy wooden door. The space inside was dark, cool and filled with the scents of sandalwood and jasmine. Tanner had introduced him to the resort’s resident therapist, Dr Jackson, an American in his late fifties who sported an impressive silver-grey walrus moustache and a bald head that gleamed like polished mahogany.

“It’d help me enormously if you could tell me a little about your childhood, Daniel,” he said. “Where you grew up, what your parents did, how happy you were—things like that.”

Cooper settled back in the chair. He was ready for this. He’d memorised a detailed backstory for Daniel Sinclair, and like any seasoned operative, he knew this wasn’t about listing facts. It was about turning those facts into memories. Into something lived-in. He began with a story: Daniel, aged nine, on holiday with his parents in the south of France. A rented chalet. Endless games of paddleball on the beach. He moved on to university, describing the growing emotional distance from his family.

Jackson listened closely, asking follow-up questions that probed deeper, gently but deliberately.

Cooper used the opportunity to study the room. It still bore the imprint of its original purpose: low ceilings, thick concrete walls, a sense of containment. In the far corner, just above eye level, something caught his attention—a faint glint of light. He recognised the shape.

“Is that a camera?”

“Don’t worry about that,” said Jackson with a warm professional smile. “It’s there so I can review our conversation afterwards and see if there’s anything important that I missed. You were telling me about your schooldays—please continue.”

Cooper settled back into the padded leather armchair and continued recounting an anecdote about being bullied by older boys in his first term. He felt confident in the robustness of his defences. If anyone wished to dig, they could visit the family home of Mr and Mrs Sinclair; they could pull up Daniel’s old school reports; they could even find photographs of a thirteen-year-old Daniel sitting on the front row of his school’s football team photo. It was all there, created in advance and robust enough to rebuff all but the most determined probing.

But as Cooper talked, resting his hands on the armrests, he noticed something odd about the chair. At first it was just the material—it had an odd feel to it—but as he explored further with his hands, he detected a thin wire running down one of the armrests. It led to what seemed like a flat metal slat.

He realised what it reminded him of. He’d received plenty of lie detector tests in his career and knew they relied on taking measurements from the subject throughout the course of an interview. Heart rate and physical movement, but also perspiration levels on the skin. Was that what accounted for the chair’s unusual cladding? Was it taking measurements as Cooper spun his web of lies about a lonely childhood in boarding school?

He wasn’t concerned about getting caught. He’d been trained by specialists to put himself into a state of mind in which he almost believed the lies he was telling.

“What about your job? Tell me about that.”

“I’m always on the lookout for the next big thing. Block-chain finance or a new start-up that’s revolutionising the health sector. Then it’s on to acquisition or investment, scale-ups, portfolio building.”

“And why do you think you’re here?”

“It’s relentless. I’ve been struggling with the feeling that I’m on a hamster wheel going round and round. And it’s dizzying.”

“How do you cope with that? If you think about an average day at…” He consulted his notes. “At Goodman Con—” He stopped dead and corrected himself. “Sorry—Taverstock and Co. Tell me about an average day. What causes you stress?”

Cooper felt his senses sharpen. Jackson had casually referenced Goodman Consulting, a firm deep in the backstory that had been constructed, the place where Daniel Sinclair had supposedly started his career. But that wasn’t the name he used now. He currently worked for Taverstock & Co.

How did Jackson know about Goodman?

It was implausible that a therapist had done that level of digging.

“Some of the sums I work with are pretty large,” he said, ignoring the mistake. “Large enough to keep me awake at night. And large enough to make everyone else involved in the deal nervy, which means tempers can fray very easily.”

He kept talking, but his mind was racing. He’d learned to trust his instincts, and right now they were telling him something wasn’t right about this place.

First Marina Müller.

Then Tanner, who’d been far too attentive.

And now Dr Jackson.

One thing linked them: they were all recent hires. Cooper had scanned the staff list; all three had joined within weeks of each other.

But if none of them was Sienna Jones, then what were they doing here? What was their role?

A discreet timer buzzed, and Dr Jackson brought the session to a close.

He shook Cooper’s hand warmly. “I do hope we can speak again.”

Cooper stepped out into the bright sunlight.

He was on the right track.

But the right track to what?
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It didn’t take long for the wider context around his session with Dr Jackson to become clear. Cooper arrived back at his lodge to find a message on the screen of his iPod informing him to be ready for an incoming call. He’d seen a few gardeners working near his lodge on the way back and so opted to remain indoors for the call, running the shower in the background to frustrate any bugs that might have been installed.

He almost forgot that the modified device inside his iPod wouldn’t ring like a normal phone. When he slipped the earpiece in, he found that the operator was already on the line and waiting for him.

“Stand by.”

Seconds later Cooper heard Control’s voice. “Update?”

“Clear, sir, and free to speak.”

“How are you getting on?”

“Making progress. We’ve ruled out the guests, and only three staff members could plausibly be her. I’m pretty sure one isn’t, and I’ll get to the other two in the next twenty-four hours. There are signs I’m getting close. Some staff seem to be checking out guests—trying to verify identities. I just had a session with the resort therapist that felt more like an interrogation.”

Cooper heard Control exhale. “That lines up with what we’re seeing on our end. We’ve had three separate alerts in the past twenty-four hours—people digging into you. Or rather, into Daniel Sinclair. Someone claiming to work for a political polling firm called the couple posing as your parents. He said his records showed they had a son named Daniel and asked if you were still living at home. They stuck to the script—said you’re based in London but currently on holiday in Greece. We checked out the polling company. It’s real. But they’ve never heard of the person who made the call.”

Cooper had full confidence in the couple posing as Mr and Mrs Sinclair: retired Group Eight ghostwriters with deep operational experience. But it was still a worrying development. Even the best-prepared legend could unravel if someone knew what they were doing.

“You said there were three notifications.”

“One of the triggers was electronic. Group Two embedded a data signature in a doctored school photo of you. It pinged when it was downloaded late last night. Then we got a tip from a contact at a credit reference agency. Someone’s been digging into your financials. Put it together and it’s a serious challenge to your legend. That’s a concern—but also encouraging. It says you’re getting close. Any idea what might’ve triggered it?”

“I don’t think I’ve slipped up. Though one staff member did comment on my scars. Could be nothing. Or it might be the office break-in. I didn’t leave physical evidence, so I still don’t know how they picked up on it.”

Cooper heard a noise outside. He crossed to the window and pushed aside the thin linen curtain to check there was no one in the vicinity of his lodge. A crested lark squawked and lifted off a nearby branch. He felt aware for the first time of just how confined he was on the island. He had viewed this as a positive; it meant there was a limited area in which Sienna Jones might hide. But it was becoming clear to him that it also gave him less room in which to manoeuvre.

“I may be able to shed some more light on that,” Control said. “The financial records you pulled off the office computer have been illuminating. The resort’s holding company was in a difficult financial situation as recently as six months ago, until they took on a large investment.”

“Where from?”

“A firm of venture capitalists registered to Nairobi, of all places. But if you look at the VC’s portfolio of investments, you’ll find projects linked to China—specifically, to Belt and Road.”

That was interesting. The Belt and Road Initiative focussed primarily on developing global infrastructure and economic ties that would benefit China: ports, highways, railways, power stations.

What would they want with a boutique health and wellness resort on a Greek island?

“That might give us a clue about what alerted them to the data theft. Most of the information you lifted would have gone unnoticed, but some of the financial records were stored in a shared cloud—the VC had a shadow copy. Group Two monitored it—the resort wouldn’t see that anything had happened, but the owner would’ve noticed.”

“That’s annoying.”

“Group Two are unhappy.”

“We are where we are. There are risks involved if they see something is going on, but opportunities, too. If they panic, there’s a better chance they make a mistake.”

“Agreed.”

“Are the parameters the same?”

“Recover the data. That may change if more sensitive papers are leaked, so you should be developing plans for something more final if it comes to that. Stay in touch.”

The line went dead.
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It might have been something he’d eaten at breakfast, but Cooper had to pause on his way down to the beach to allow a faint cramping sensation in his stomach to pass. He could see a small group of guests assembled at the far end of the white sand, brightly coloured towels flung over their shoulders. He looked over the group, trying to pick out the one who interested him above the rest.

Selina Summers.

He had a fair idea what she looked like from her photograph in the resort lobby. Sun-streaked fair hair, tan lines around her sunglasses and piercing blue eyes. She hadn’t struck Cooper immediately as a dead ringer for Sienna Jones, but she was the right age, build and gender, and—more importantly—she’d arrived at the resort to start work just a few weeks after Jones had disappeared entirely in Finland. Her job title was physical wellness coordinator, and she was on the beach to lead a group swim out to sea and around the spit of land to a neighbouring bay where dolphins were sometimes sighted.

“Mr Sinclair?” she called out as he stepped onto the white sand.

He waved in response.

There’d been another seven names on the sign-up sheet in the main building, but it looked like only five had turned up.

“You’ve all said you’re strong swimmers, so with a bit of luck we should be able to cover quite a bit of distance today,” she said to the guests in an accent he placed somewhere between Iowa and Indiana. “Given that we’re such a small group, it’ll just be me accompanying you, but please do keep an eye on each other as we go, to ensure that we stay together. The locals have said they sighted several pods of dolphins this morning, so with a bit of luck we’ll make it a swim to remember. We’ll give it a few more minutes in case the others turn up, so please use the time to warm up and get ready.”

Cooper found an empty deckchair and draped his towel over the back. He swung his arms across his body to stretch out any kinks, gazing out across the clear water. A few small fishing boats bobbed in the distance while flocks of gulls hovered above them, waiting for their opportunity to swoop down and steal a piece of fish. The stomach cramps briefly returned, but it was nowhere near bad enough to make him contemplate stopping. He walked around some of the other swimmers to where Summers was checking names off a list.

It was only as he drew close that it struck him how similar to Sienna Jones she looked. Summers was more powerful, with broad shoulders and a V-shaped swimmer’s torso, but she had the same oval-shaped face and ears that rose to a slight point. Her skin tone was different, as well as her eye colour, but those were both things that could be changed.

“Miss Summers—what sort of distance will we be covering?”

Cooper was a strong swimmer and comfortable with distance but wanted to start a conversation.

“I’ll get a sense of the group’s abilities once we get started, and we can decide as we go. Are you a confident swimmer, Mr…” She glanced at her list again.

“Sinclair. Daniel.”

“You’re confident in the water?”

“A bit rusty, but I used to swim competitively. I’m happy to push it and see how far we can get.”

She gestured with her eyes towards the rest of the group. “Not everyone looks as capable.”

“Or as you.”

“Used to compete, too. Butterfly. One hundred and two hundred metres. State champion two years running.”

“You’ve definitely got me beat.”

Cooper made a mental note of the information. It might’ve been that Summers had just ruled herself out. No one trying to lie low would offer up such specific personal information so readily. Group Two would be able to confirm it within seconds.

The cramps came back.

Cooper grimaced.

“Are you okay?”

He felt sweat on his forehead. He wiped it away and took a deep breath. He needed to do this. He needed to stay and find out more. Nathan might report that there were no swimming champions of that name, and if Cooper didn’t take this opportunity, he would’ve missed a chance to gather what might turn out to be vital information.

“I’m fine,” he said, forcing a smile.

He was here to do a job, and he was going to do it.
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Cooper was in the middle of the group as he plunged into the water. He dove downwards with powerful strokes, enjoying the sensation of the water washing away the sweat, then powered back up to the surface to take a position at the side of the group. He adjusted his speed to make sure that he stayed alongside the others, settling into a steady front crawl.

Three of the others were clearly together, a married couple in their fifties along with their adult daughter; he’d overheard them on the beach talking about triathlons they’d raced and making a friendly wager on who would do best today. The other two were a couple in their twenties, vigorous-looking and athletic, but Cooper could tell from their strokes that they weren’t experienced swimmers. Summers was at the front. Cooper watched her execute a masterful front crawl that looked slow and effortless, pulling her forward through the gentle waves at a speed that even he might struggle to match.

It was obvious she’d been swimming for a long time. She had the physique to prove it. He tried to recall any mention in the Sienna Jones file about a passion for swimming but came up blank.

Now a dozen metres ahead, Selina paused and turned, treading water. They were fifty metres from shore.

“Everyone okay with the pace?”

They all said they were.

“Daniel?”

The cramps had returned: sharp, twisting deep in his gut. He felt the blood drain from his face and saw Selina’s expression shift in concern.

“I’m good,” he said. “Thanks.”

They were close enough to the beach that if he said otherwise, she’d send him back, and he wasn’t prepared to miss an opportunity to gather a crucial piece of intelligence.

She led them directly out from the beach to a distance of around a hundred metres and then tacked left, following the coastline to the south. The water was warm and clear, and to the left the forests of the island rose steeply from the shoreline, their vivid green colour flecked with the reds and purples and yellows of flowers in full summer bloom. In the distance, beyond the bay they were heading for, Cooper could see a whitewashed Greek orthodox church perched on the edge of the cliff, the blue of its wooden shutters almost matching the azure colour of the sea.

The cramp hit hard, and he jack-knifed in pain, sucking in a mouthful of seawater. It was like nothing he’d felt before: deep in his gut, twisting violently, shards shooting into his chest. His lungs emptied in a rush, heart hammering, vision blurring. He tried to shift his stroke, to ease his breathing, but even a slow breaststroke was beyond him. His limbs felt leaden. He stopped, treading water, and ripped off his goggles.

Something was wrong. Seriously wrong.

He tried to call the others, but his faint voice was lost over the lapping of the waves. The effort of raising his arm drained all the energy from his body, and he slipped below the waves. He pushed upwards, blinking the water out of his eyes, and tried to stabilise himself. But his legs felt as though lead had been poured into them.

Time was running out.

This isn’t normal.

This isn’t food poisoning.

Someone is trying to kill me.

He looked around desperately for one of his fellow swimmers or for Selina. She was nowhere in sight despite her reassurances that she’d look out for everyone. He tried to manoeuvre onto his back, thinking that he could float there until the worst of the cramps passed, but with every second they became more and more intense. He tried to call out again, but this time his voice was so faint that he could barely hear himself.

This time he slipped beneath the waves for several seconds. As much as he willed his limbs to move, they were seized with lethargy that made any movement impossible.

This is it.

He was so starved of oxygen that his vision filled with pinpricks of light. He barely even registered it when Summers swam towards him, calling his name, and felt nothing when she swept one arm around his chest and began to swim long powerful strokes towards the shore.
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When Cooper came around, he was back in his lodge. The bedsheets had twisted into a sweaty tangle around his waist, and the pillow beneath his head had soaked through. He could tell from the quality of the light streaming through the small window that it was much later in the day. His mouth felt as dry as a stone. He looked around for a glass of water and saw Tanner seated on a chair in the corner of the room.

The moment he saw Cooper’s eyes open, he got to his feet.

“I’ll get the doctor.”

Cooper’s head was pounding, and he felt weak and hollowed out. He was under no illusions that he’d fall if he tried to stand, but at least the worst of the cramps seemed to be gone.

He looked around the room. There was a glass of water on the bedside table, but he knew that he couldn’t drink it. He’d been poisoned, and he could only assume that whoever had done it had wanted him dead. He wasn’t going to give them a second chance. He swung his legs around and felt the cool of the tiles beneath his bare feet. He walked into the bathroom, steadying himself on the door jamb as he went, and bent to splash water on his face and drink greedily from the tap.
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Cooper was back in bed when Tanner returned with the doctor. The man listened to Cooper’s heart and took his blood pressure. Cooper didn’t want to say anything about being poisoned, and when the doctor asked him what he’d eaten that day, he made a comment about his eggs at breakfast tasting a little off.

“Are you experiencing any pain now?”

“No. Just very tired.”

“All your vitals seem fine. Your baseline health is clearly very good, which will have been a factor in you managing to fight this off so quickly. It’s just very bad luck that it happened to you while you were swimming.”

Bad luck? Cooper didn’t believe in bad luck.

“What happened? How did I get here?”

Tanner stepped forward. “The instructor brought you back to the beach,” he said. “I think you threw up from all the saltwater you’d swallowed.”

“That might’ve helped get rid of whatever it was that was causing you so much pain,” the doctor said.

“When did that happen?” asked Cooper, twisting from one side to the other in search of a bedside clock. “How long have I been out?”

“It’s just after nine,” the doctor said. “You’ve been out for nearly eight hours. Whatever it was, I think you’ve slept through the worst of it. Your body’s strong—it’s already started to recover. But you’re going to feel weak for a while yet.” He turned to Tanner. “Perhaps in a few hours Mr Sinclair could try some soup. Make sure it’s plain. Vegetable or potato. And perhaps a piece of bread if he’s feeling up to it.”
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Cooper woke to the sound of someone trying to open the door to his lodge. He rolled over and tried to sit, but the effort left him breathless and drenched in sweat.

“Hello? Mr Sinclair? It’s Jessica. We met on the beach earlier. Tanner asked me to bring you some food.”

Jessica Winters stepped into the room, balancing a tray precariously on one open palm. She eased the door shut behind her.

“How are you feeling?”

“Exhausted.”

She found a small side table and dragged it across the floor towards the bed. The tray held a bowl of what looked like vegetable soup alongside a piece of dry toasted bread.

“Could you refill my water cup from the tap? Just empty out what’s in there now. It tastes a bit stale.”

Jessica washed out his water glass and refilled it. Cooper dragged himself upright in bed and took stock of his physical condition: there was no pain in his stomach, but his limbs felt heavy, and his head was pounding. His mind was clear, though, and he saw an opportunity. It’d take him another twelve hours at least before he was back on his feet, but there was no reason to let that time go to waste.

“I’ve been regretting the fact that there are no TVs,” he said, “and of course we’re not allowed phones. I’ve had nothing to do except stare at that painting.”

He gestured with his chin towards the watercolour hung on the wall opposite: two brightly coloured parrots on a tree branch. He lifted the tray onto his lap and had a first spoonful of the soup.

She nodded. “You know who painted that?”

“Don’t know. I’ve seen their work up at the main building, too.”

“Her name’s Jodie.”

“She’s on the island?”

“Yes. But I’ve only seen her a couple of times.”

Cooper nodded and took another spoonful of soup. It tasted normal enough, and he needed the calories. “Where’s her studio?”

“She’s got a hut out near the perimeter wall. There was talk that she was going to lead painting classes for the guests, but that’s never come to anything. I don’t know why.”

Cooper remembered: the artist in residence was the last staff member hired after Sienna Jones fled Australia.

He needed to find a way to get to her.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I haven’t given you my friend’s email. Write yours down for me, and I’ll connect the two of you once I’m reunited with my laptop.”

She set about finding a piece of paper and scribbling down her details.

“Thank you so much for doing this. If there’s anything I can do for you, please let me know.”

“There is one thing,” he said. “I’d like to commission something from that artist.”

“Okay,” she said.

“It’s my mother’s sixtieth soon. That’ll be right up her street.”

“I’ll go by the office after this and see what they say.”

Cooper took another spoonful of soup and then placed the bowl back on the table. “Would you mind going yourself?”

“Why?”

“They’ll just give it to Tanner.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Between us? I’m finding him a bit difficult to deal with.”

She frowned, thinking. It was obvious that staff on the island were subject to tight regulations, and this would require her to wander away from her duties. It might also cause trouble if the artist mentioned it to someone else.

“I’ll do it later,” she said. “Not a problem.”
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It started with a scratching sound at his window. Cooper was so deeply asleep that he was amazed afterwards that he’d woken at all. He suspected that the illness had dehydrated him so much that he was craving water, and the desert-dry feeling in his mouth had lifted him out of deep sleep into a state in which even a faint scratching noise would wake him.

At first, he thought it was a bird.

He lay tangled in sweat-soaked sheets, his brain foggy. A memory surfaced: his old schoolteacher, the eccentric one who’d played cassette recordings of birdcalls in class instead of making them read from textbooks. He’d quizzed them on songbirds. Thrush. Wren. Blackbird.

Cooper imagined himself back there, hand raised, ready to answer.

He rolled over and reached for the glass beside the bed.

The cold water revived him just enough to jolt him fully awake.

That wasn’t a bird.

It was a person.

A person in a hurry to get in.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed. A wave of weakness crashed through him, dizzying and heavy. He sat still, drawing lungfuls of night air until the worst of it passed. Then he looked up to check the door.

Still secure.

Earlier that evening, after Jessica had left, he’d made do with what he had. A damp towel, jammed into the gap beneath the door to resist a push from outside. A wooden chair, tilted and wedged under the handle to block it from turning.

Not perfect. If someone wanted in, they’d get in. But it would slow them down.

And more importantly, it’d make noise.

Enough to wake him. Enough to prepare.

Cooper looked around for a weapon. His muscles felt weak, and even the act of making a fist seemed to demand more energy than he had. He heard the noise at the window again. Whoever was out there was struggling with the heavy wooden shutter that was secured on the inside by a latch.

Cooper was too weak to fight. He had to keep them out.

The noise stopped.

The silence was complete. No cicadas. No owls. Nothing.

The forest had gone still.

He strained to listen.

A faint crunch: twigs, maybe leaves.

Footsteps?

Then the dizziness hit again. His vision swam, and he dropped to his knees, waiting until the spinning eased.

He crawled forward and found a pen that had rolled under a table. Not much, but better than nothing.

He dragged himself into a sitting position with his back against the bed, gripped the pen tight and waited.

Nothing.

Perhaps they’d given up?

Perhaps they expected to get in easily through the door?

He was halfway to his feet when he heard a noise in the bathroom.

He was sure that he’d closed the window, but Jessica had gone in there earlier to get him a glass of water.

Had she opened it?

Cooper shuffled across the floor when the bathroom door swung open.

It was too dark to see more than a silhouette: male, broad-shouldered, moving with purpose.

The man stepped inside and spotted Cooper to the side.

He didn’t see the pen.

As he reached down, both hands aiming for Cooper’s shoulders, Cooper swung with everything he had and aimed for the throat.

The pen hit. The man gurgled as he stumbled back, clutching at his neck. He lashed out, his boot connecting with Cooper’s hand, the pen spinning away.

He kicked again, striking Cooper square on the temple, snapping his head sideways and sending him reeling into the wall.

The room spun for the second time.

This time, when the man reached down, Cooper barely got his hands up; he went for the man’s face, trying to find the eyes.

But the man batted his fumbles aside with ease.

He locked in a tight grip, strong fingers around his neck.

Cooper hit the floor hard, the breath crushed out of him.

His muscles wouldn’t respond. His limbs were heavy.

He was pinned.

Helpless.

The hands tightened around his throat. Cooper gripped the man’s wrists and tried to pull them one way and then the other, but it was like a child fighting an adult. He reached his arms back in the darkness, feeling for anything that he could use as a weapon. His fingers groped against the tiles, brushing against the bed sheets.

Nothing.

His fingers brushed fabric.

The towel he’d shoved under the door.

He kicked back, shifting his weight, dragging himself closer.

He grabbed the towel and swung it upward.

It landed across the back of the man’s neck.

Cooper seized the other end, crossed it at the throat, and pulled.

The man jerked back with a choked cry, he’d been hurt by the pen, and now he was scrambling at the towel as it bit into his windpipe.

His grip loosened. His hands fumbled.

He panicked.

Cooper dug deep, and with both hands, he twisted the towel tight, locking it around the man’s throat like a vice. He heard a wet, choking sound.

He grabbed the hotel phone from the bedside table and slammed it into the side of the man’s head. The plastic casing shattered.

The man dropped, gasping. Cooper’s strength was fading, adrenaline had carried him this far, but it was already slipping.

He had seconds.

He looped the towel again, jammed his knee between the man’s shoulder blades, and pulled hard.

His grip faltered.

One hand slipped, and the towel tore free.

The man bolted up and scrambled toward the bathroom. Cooper lunged after him but stumbled, crashing into the doorframe as the man dove through the open window and vanished into the undergrowth.

Cooper hauled himself upright long enough to slam the window shut and twist the lock.

His strength gave out.

He slid down the wall and hit the floor hard, unconscious before he could draw another breath.
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“You look awful. What happened? Do you want me to call the doctor?”

Jessica knelt down next to Cooper and laid a cool hand on his forehead. His eyes opened. The first thing he saw was the open door to his lodge and, across the floor, shards of broken plastic from the telephone he’d smashed against the head of the man who had attacked him.

He pushed himself up.

“Don’t tire yourself out,” said Jessica, helping him to his feet. “Get back in bed. What happened? Did you faint?”

He couldn’t blame her for not realising what had really happened. The most obvious explanation for what had happened was simply that a sick man had collapsed, knocking the telephone to the floor in the process.

Most people wouldn’t notice the faint splatter of blood on the wall.

“I must’ve done,” he said, sitting on the edge of the bed.

He took quiet stock of his body. Some strength had returned. He moved his head side to side. Swallowed. His throat was sore—bruised, no doubt—but functional. There’d be marks around his neck. His back ached. But when he rolled his shoulders, there was no sharp pain. Everything still worked.

“When you were here yesterday,” he said, “did you open the bathroom window?”

“Yes,” she said. “It was stuffy in here, and I thought you might appreciate a bit of a breeze.”

“I think I got up in the night to close it, and then I must’ve fainted.”

She put a hand to her mouth. “It’s my fault. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s no one’s fault.”

She filled a water glass for him, and he gulped it down in one go. He felt strong enough to stand and walk to the bathroom sink, where he splashed cold water on his face. There were bruises on his neck, but nothing that a shirt collar wouldn’t hide.

“Do me a favour,” he said. “Don’t mention any of this to anyone. It was just a fall, and I feel fine now. I don’t want them fussing over me.”

“Whatever you want,” she said, clearly still rattled by what had happened.

“Why are you here? Did you speak to the artist?”

She nodded. “Not good news. She said she was flattered to be asked, but she’s too busy to do private commissions. I’m sorry. I did try.”

“Never mind. I appreciate you asking. Where was she?”

“In her studio. It’s not where I thought it was. I knew it was by the perimeter, so I basically walked along the edge of the property until I came across it. To be honest, I think you’d be better off buying one of the existing pictures from the hotel rather than commissioning her to paint a new one.”

“Why do you say that?”

“She seemed a bit…”

“What?”

“High.”

“Drugs?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t want to speculate, but it seemed like it.”

Cooper ran through his options and dismissed most of them.

Send Jessica back to the artist with a bribe? Risky.

Wait for nightfall and break in? Slower than he could afford.

Lie low until he recovered? Not an option.

He didn’t have time to waste.

He unfolded the island map across the desk and waved Jessica over.

“Can you show me exactly where her studio is?”


PART III
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Sienna Jones stood before an empty canvas propped up on the easel. Early morning had always been her most creative time of the day. She liked nothing more than to roll out of bed, pull her cotton dressing gown around her and pick up a paintbrush. It was the closest she ever came to accessing her subconscious directly, with none of life’s everyday chores and daily anxieties to get in the way. In moments like that, it felt almost as though she were pouring herself onto the canvas, and then she’d stand in wonder at what was taking shape before her eyes.

But she hadn’t felt like that in weeks. She’d woken with a head that felt thick and cloudy and a mouth that was desperately dry. She reached for a glass of water and knocked it to the floor. She swore.

The thing that hurt most was the painting. She’d always loved to paint, ever since she was given a palette and box of watercolours for her tenth birthday, and she often found herself wondering whether she was the only Australian spook who’d seriously considered art college instead of spy school. After a complex, exhausting deployment, she loved nothing more than to lock herself in a room with her paint set and let her creative impulses run wild. It was better than therapy, better than a run along the coast, better even than most of the loser boyfriends she’d had the misfortune of meeting over the years. She’d exhibited her paintings a few times, and she knew for a fact that the head of ASIO had bought one of her landscapes. She could only imagine what he’d done with it when he heard that she’d stolen secrets and gone on the run. It’d be on a rubbish tip somewhere, or a pile of ashes at the bottom of a furnace.

A shame. She’d always liked that painting. It was one of her best.

In her darkest moments, Sienna found herself wondering whether she would ever paint again. Her skill had totally deserted her in the hour when she needed it most. How else was she supposed to make sense of what was happening to her? Not just the theft of the documents, but life on the run, life without friends and family, and now this feeling of heaviness that clouded all her thoughts and turned the smallest task into something beyond her. How was she supposed to cope?

She knew this wasn’t just her imagination. Take the girl who’d come to see her that morning, the English girl with the tattoos. She’d seen the way the girl looked at her, her eyes narrowing as she saw how dishevelled she was, her empty stare, her monotone voice. She knew what people thought when they saw her.

Loser.

Addict.

But the truth was she hadn’t touched a drug since she was a teenager. You couldn’t join an intelligence agency if you were a user—not even a recreational user—and she’d had her heart set on ASIO since her teens. She didn’t do drugs. She didn’t even drink. She ate a bit, probably not enough, and supplemented it with the health shakes they brought her every day.

When they first told her about this place, they made it sound perfect.

Perfect and temporary.

It’s the ideal spot to lie low for a few months while things cool off. Keep your head down. Live clean. Relax.

But now, months later, she’d never felt worse.

She took a deep breath and picked up the paintbrush.

There was a knock at the door.
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Cooper decided that a direct approach was best. Given his depleted state, he intended to be off the island by nightfall with Sienna Jones’s cache of stolen intelligence material in his bag. Whoever had tried to kill him knew who he was and what he was doing, and he had little doubt that they would regroup and come back twice as hard. People in his line of work didn’t give up after the first attempt. That wasn’t an option in a world where the choice between kill or be killed was a very real one. Misjudging an opponent or failing to take them out at the first attempt often meant there’d be no second chance.

He knocked again, and this time he heard noises inside the rough-hewn wood cabin. It’d taken him thirty minutes to reach it. He hadn’t observed any cameras or traps along the winding path that led there, and even now, standing outside the door, he couldn’t see anything that suggested the cabin housed a fugitive of Jones’s vintage.

He stepped back and took another look at the structure. It occupied a plot barely larger than fifty square metres. There were windows on all sides, but the blackout blinds had been pulled low, cutting off any view of the interior. There were no signs to indicate who lived there or, in fact, that anyone lived there at all. Anyone on a hike around the island might well have stumbled across the cabin and dismissed it as storage.

His eyes swept the exterior, trained to spot the signs others missed, the subtle shifts that hinted a security professional had been here. Normally, deterrence was the goal: alarms, cameras, razor wire. Visible warnings meant to make intruders think twice.

But not here.

Here, they’d want the place to look modest. Quiet. Abandoned. Nothing worth a second glance.

So Cooper didn’t look in the usual spots. He checked the trees. Watched for disturbed earth. Searched for pressure pads buried just beneath the dusty path.

The door opened.

The woman who stood there staring at him had short red hair cropped into a pixie cut, with the backs and sides shaved and longer strands on top falling forward over her green eyes. She wore a paint-splattered robe, loosely tied at her waist, and in one hand she gripped a paintbrush. It was dry, Cooper noted. She hadn’t actually painted anything this morning.

“Can I help you?” she said, frowning and blinking repeatedly as though having difficulty focussing.

“Sorry to bother you so early. The truth is that I’m a huge admirer of your paintings, and I didn’t want to leave the island without meeting you and seeing whether you’ll sell me one.”

She glanced off to one side as though trying to process a jumble of thoughts.

“There was a young woman…” she said, her voice trailing off as she struggled to follow the thought through to its conclusion. “She said something about…”

Cooper gave her the space to complete the sentence, but nothing came.

“Yes, that was me. I asked her to ask on my behalf. There’s more to this than idle interest. I’ve got a good friend who runs a gallery in New York, and I think he might be interested in putting on an exhibition of your work. He’s very much into your style, and he’s had a lot of success in recent months.”

Cooper smiled to reassure her that he posed no threat. He had no doubt whatsoever that he was looking at Sienna Jones. Her hair was totally different, and the multiple piercings in her ears went some way to altering the silhouette of her face, but her eyes were immediately familiar, and her accent was pure, undisguised Australian. It took him by surprise; he’d assumed she would’ve had plastic surgery and changed the way she spoke as a minimum. He wondered whether his visit had taken her by surprise, robbing her of the opportunity to put in a pair of coloured contact lenses and get her defences ready.

“I’m so sorry.” Her voice was so quiet that he had to strain to hear her words. “I’m tied up at the moment. Too busy. Thank you for coming though.”

She started to close the door.

Cooper had the element of surprise. If he let her shut the door, she’d have time to regroup and maybe call for help. He had to assume the man who’d attacked him was connected to her, some kind of protection detail.

Give her a minute, and Cooper could be right back under pressure.

But act now—while she was caught off guard—and he might be able to take control.

The other factor he was weighing was her state—she clearly wasn’t in her right mind. And that threw him. He’d seen enough drug users over the years to recognise the signs, and he couldn’t shake the same conclusion Jessica had come to: she was on something.

But at this hour? That was the part that didn’t track.

He placed his open hand against the closing door. “Can I please just say one thing?”

“What is it?” she asked.

“I know who you are. We need to talk, Miss Jones. We need to talk now.”

Her eyes widened in shock.
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“Iknew it was just a matter of time,” she said once they were seated inside. “I knew that someone would turn up one day. How did you find me?”

Cooper shook his head. “I’m not here to answer questions. And I’m not here to threaten you, either. But you need to understand that I’ve been authorised to take whatever steps prove necessary to recover the documents you stole. Where are they?”

She narrowed her eyes in confusion.

“The documents I took?” She shrugged. “I’ll give them to you. Don’t worry about that.”

It wasn’t the response he’d expected. He’d anticipated some opposition at least. Was she toying with him, or stalling until someone else arrived?

“I’m not in the mood to play games. Don’t lie to me.”

“Why would I lie to you? I’ve done what I set out to do. The programme was illegal and unethical. It exploited the private data of millions of people. It needed to be closed down.”

“If that’s all you set out to do,” he said, “then why keep leaking?”

She frowned. “What?”

“You could’ve published the documents that exposed the scope of the programme and left it at that. But you didn’t. You kept going. You’ve released material that has nothing to do with oversight or accountability—and you’ve put lives at risk.”

He didn’t say it out loud, but Nathan Wiley’s bruised, bloodied face flashed through his mind. It was easy for whistleblowers like Sienna Jones to cling to their ideals. But real-world fallout was often brutal.

“Did I?” she said, turning toward the window. She looked genuinely puzzled, distressed, even. “It’s hard to keep track of everything these days. The last thing I ever wanted was to hurt anyone.”

Her words hung in the air, so at odds with the consequences of her actions that Cooper felt compelled to respond. “Are you alright?”

She pressed a hand to her forehead, massaging her brow. Cooper glanced around the room. The cabin was small: just a living area and a dim bedroom visible through an open door. The bed was unmade.

“I’m not sure. I haven’t been feeling well. I’ve been on a mix of medications to help with the pressure, the stress… but I’m starting to think there are side effects I didn’t anticipate.”

“What kind of side effects?”

“Headaches. Memory problems.” She tried a smile, attempting to brush it off. “Some days I forget the basics—my old address in Sydney, the name of my parents’ dog. If I’ve released the wrong files… I’m sorry. I must’ve just been confused.”

“Where are you getting the medication?”

“From a doctor they know.”

“‘They’?”

She stood up, drew the dressing gown across her and crossed the room. She switched on a small travel kettle and stood staring out of the window while it boiled.

“To be honest,” she said, still gazing out the window, “part of me is relieved you’re here. I don’t want to live like this—always running, looking over my shoulder, changing my hair every few months. If the cost of all this is being so stressed I can’t even paint… then it’s not a life I want. And I miss my parents.”

She dropped a single teabag into a mug and poured in the hot water.

Cooper watched her. “Why are you still here, then? You could’ve called your parents any time. Asked them to pass a message—to say you wanted to come in. There’d be consequences. But juries sympathise with whistleblowers, and public opinion’s mostly on your side.”

She shrugged, saying nothing.

The silence stretched.

“Miss Jones?”

“Yes?”

“You hate being a fugitive?”

“Yes.”

“So why keep going?” Cooper asked. “Why keep doing this?”

She drummed her fingers lightly against her mug.

Cooper leaned forward. Something in her words—something tentative—had cracked the narrative he’d expected. There was another layer here. One no one had seen coming.

“Is there someone else involved, Sienna? Someone encouraging you to stay on the run? Telling you to keep releasing documents?”

An idea was forming. He’d assumed this was the familiar arc: the well-worn story intelligence services knew by heart.

The conscience-stricken insider.

The rogue agent.

The stolen files and the public reckoning.

The whistleblower who just wants to set things right.

Snowden.

Manning.

The template was familiar.

And in a system as vast as Five Eyes, it happened with clockwork regularity. Every six months, someone snapped and spilled.

Everyone thought this was just Australia’s turn.

But this wasn’t that.

Or at least—it wasn’t anymore.

The story might’ve started that way. But somewhere along the line, it had twisted into something else.

“Of course there’s someone else,” she said softly. “And I thank my lucky stars they found me. This life is lonely. You second-guess everything—your decisions, your motives. But being surrounded by people who share your values… it’s everything. When I’ve wavered, they’ve kept me going. Reminded me why I started. Helped me stay the course.”

“Who are they, Sienna?”

“Activists,” she said. “Campaigners. People who care about transparency, ethical data use, reining in the security state.”

“Have you given them access to the documents?”

She shook her head. “No. Only I know the password. And I made a promise to myself that I’d never share it. And I’ve kept that promise, through everything.” Her voice faltered. “But…”

“Yes?”

“It’s getting harder to remember the password. My memory… It’s okay, though. They said they’d help. They said they’d keep a backup. Just in case.”

Cooper exhaled slowly and sat back.

Now it made sense.

The drugs were meant to soften her up. To make her compliant. But in the process, they’d made her transparent. She wasn’t capable of lying. She wasn’t even capable of managing reality, let alone shaping it.

And that was the point.

Whoever was behind what was happening wasn’t trying to coerce her. They were playing the long game. Pretending to be allies, earning her trust, offering refuge on a quiet Greek island while they slowly medicated her into submission, until she handed over the stolen intelligence without even realising she’d done it.

No encryption.

No kill switch.

No resistance.

Just access.

And now, they were close.

Very close.

He’d arrived just in time. Any later, and they would’ve had it all: every last classified document, every piece of Five Eyes data. A catastrophic breach in an alliance that had held for generations.

But the question remained.

Who were they?
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Cooper got to his feet. He crossed the room and took the mug of tea from Sienna Jones’s hand.

“We’ve got to act now. Right now. Where is the data?”

Until the events of the past twenty-four hours—being poisoned, then attacked—Cooper had assumed he was dealing with one person: Sienna Jones. Maybe she had an ally. Maybe she’d paid a local thug to scare him off once it became clear he was onto her.

But not now. Not after this.

This was no lone operator. There was a group behind her, and it was organised, capable, and ruthless. Which meant the time for questions was over.

She gestured toward the open bedroom door. “In there. Third drawer down. The one with my socks.”

“You keep stolen Five Eyes intelligence in your sock drawer?” Cooper said. He didn’t bother to hide the disbelief in his voice.

She shrugged. “It’s worthless without the password.”

“I’m taking it,” he said. “And I want you to come with me.”

She backed off, shaking her head. “I’m not ready for that.”

“You said you were sick of running. Right? This is your chance to stop. I’ll get you safely back—your choice where we go. I’ll stay by your side and make sure you’re protected while you make your case. You have my word.”

She said nothing.

“If you’re worried they’ll silence you—go public. Do a press conference. Lay it all out in front of the media. Once you’re in the spotlight, no one’s going to risk coming after you. You’ve got a way out. But you have to take it.”

She put her hands out as though to keep Cooper’s arguments at bay. “I told you—I’m not ready for that. Tell them I want to come back, and when I do, I’m prepared to defend what I did. But I have friends here, and I can’t just turn my back on them and disappear.”

Cooper stepped toward her and kept his voice calm and measured. “This won’t be easy to hear—but it’s the truth. You don’t have any friends here. Quite the opposite. The people around you are drugging you, Sienna. You said yourself you’ve been feeling unwell. If you tested that morning drink they give you, you’d find a cocktail of psychoactive compounds—designed to alter your mind, maybe permanently. I’m certain of it. They’re not here to support you. They’re here to break you down—mentally and emotionally—until they control both you and the stolen intelligence.”

She stepped backwards, shaking her head vehemently. “No, you’ve got it all wrong.”

“You also told me that your intention was to release a handful of documents that exposed an illegal programme and stop there. But I can show you dozens upon dozens of documents you’ve released that have no connection to that programme. Real people are being hurt—they’re dying—because of what you’re doing. People with children, people with elderly parents like yours. Someone is making you do that, and the only reason they’re able to exert such control over you is because they are drugging you.”

She’d stopped backing away and dropped her hands. Her eyes blinked again and again as something in her addled brain glimpsed the kernel of truth in what Cooper was saying.

“Let’s say you’re right. I’m going to speak to them—ask to see the doctor. Maybe I do need to take more control over my life. I know they’re doing all this because they want to protect me… but that doesn’t mean I have to give up control. They’ll understand that. They’ll respect my decision.”

“They won’t—they really won’t.”

Cooper was already working through his options. He didn’t want to leave her behind. Part of it was duty; he could see she was sincere, someone who genuinely believed in justice; and she wasn’t malicious. She was just lost. And once he had the hard drive, she’d be of no further use to the people pulling the strings.

He didn’t want her dead.

But dragging her off the island by force? In his condition? That wasn’t a realistic option.

He decided to try one last time.

“They’re going to kill you,” he said. “Come with me. Once you’re safe, you can reach out to them. If they’re the friends you think they are, they’ll understand. You can keep those connections. Just from a place of safety.”

Her eyes filled. Her shoulders shook.

He let the silence hold. Let her come to it herself.

A moment passed.

“Okay,” she said, managing a trembling smile.

Cooper nodded.

Something changed.

The woods had gone quiet. No birdsong. No rustling leaves.

Nothing.

Cooper realised, but it was too late.

The bullet struck Sienna Jones clean in the centre of her forehead.
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Cooper dropped to the floor and dragged Sienna Jones’s body out of sight. She was dead. The shot had been clean.

Another projectile came: a smoke canister.

It bounced once, then hissed, flooding the cabin with thick smoke. Cooper’s eyes stung, and he doubled over in a coughing fit.

Whoever was outside was trained. They were armed, and they knew what they were doing. They’d likely bugged the cabin and monitored the conversation. Now they were moving fast: kill Jones, kill him, get the hard drive, bug out.

Cooper took off his T-shirt and tied it over his face to filter the worst of the smoke. His vision was blurred, and his lungs burned, but he managed to get down low and began to crawl toward the bedroom.

Third drawer down. That was what she’d said.

If he could get the drive, then the mission was still salvageable. That was the only thing that mattered now.

Control wouldn’t lose sleep over Sienna’s death. If anything, he’d see it as a tidy outcome: clean and efficient. A liability removed. Cooper knew him well enough to know that he’d never had the patience to deal with people who let conscience override loyalty.

Glass shattered somewhere behind him.

He heard the sound of movement: quick and close.

Cooper felt the floorboards shift under someone’s weight.

They were inside.

He braced. The adrenaline hit, but it wouldn’t be enough. He’d had almost no food in twenty-four hours. His strength was shot. He wasn’t in pain; he was just lost in a deep well of fatigue—bone-deep exhaustion.

He’d still fight, but he wouldn’t be fast.

Not fast enough.

He swore at himself: don’t give up.

He couldn’t afford that line of thinking.

Experience had taught him there were never perfect conditions in a fight. Something always went wrong—the weapon might jam, a gust of wind might throw a shot off course, a punch might land but break a finger with the impact—what mattered was pushing through the chaos. Winning despite it.

That was how life worked. That was how you stayed alive.

He sensed rather than saw the boot swing past, low, fast, missing his ribs by inches.

He dropped flat and rolled.

His hand found the edge of the tasselled rug he’d seen earlier.

He grabbed it and yanked, hard.

The man went down with a heavy thud, his weapon clattering across the floor.

Cooper followed the clatter of the dropped weapon, sweeping his hands across the floorboards, blinded by the thick smoke. His fingers found it: a revolver. The weight of it was familiar in his hand.

He rolled into position, extending the gun into the grey haze. He couldn’t even make out the shape of the brown sofa he knew was just a few feet away.

A floorboard creaked behind him.

Then—impact.

Something smashed into the side of his head.

He hit the floor hard, and a boot drove down into his ribs.

He rolled fast, blindly, bullets thudding into the wood beside him.

A splinter ripped across his cheek. The smoke helped—whoever was firing was just as blind as him.

Cooper kept moving, changing direction mid-roll, throwing off the attacker’s aim. He reached the corner of the room and felt for the coffee table he remembered. Glass and steel. He grabbed it by the legs and hurled it into the fog.

A crash. Shattered glass. A grunt of pain.

Not enough.

More gunfire cracked through the cabin.

The smoke was starting to thin. If he didn’t end this now, he’d be dead in seconds.

He sprang up and tore a roller blind from the wall, swinging the metal pole wide through the smoke, trying to find the shooter.

He swung it again and then again.

Nothing.

Had they fled?

The smoke parted just enough for him to see the bedroom door.

A dark figure bent over a drawer.

The hard drive.

Cooper rushed ahead, and the figure looked up.

Tanner.

The American raised the gun.

Cooper dove sideways, crashing into the kitchenette. He grabbed the kettle and ripped off the lid. It was still hot. Cooper tensed, ready to throw the boiling water straight into Tanner’s face.

But the hallway stayed quiet.

He crept into the bedroom.

The window was wide open.

The drawer was empty.

Tanner—and the hard drive—were gone.
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Cooper found a mobile phone on the floor next to Sienna’s bed. He dialled a number from memory as he left the cabin.

“Hello?”

“Please tell me that you’re in front of a computer.”

“I’m always in front of a computer,” Nathan said. “What do you need?”

Cooper pushed along the narrow forest path, his body near breaking. Fatigue pressed down on him like wet concrete; it was the worst he’d ever felt. His muscles were rubbery, his lungs raw from the effort of the past twenty minutes.

What he wanted, more than anything, was to crawl somewhere dark and sleep.

But that wasn’t an option. Not yet.

“Sienna Jones is dead. The man who killed her works at the resort. He’s got the hard drive, and I think he’s about to disappear for good. What satellites can we access?”

He heard typing on the other end. “Normally, that’d be a stretch. But with everyone having skin in the game, we’ve got wider access. There’s an American KH-11 passing overhead right now. What do you need?”

“Live imagery helps, but older shots from the last few days might be just as useful,” Cooper said. “If he’s planning to run, he’ll have his own way off the island. He won’t wait for a ferry. It’s about one hundred and thirty clicks to the Greek mainland and almost double that to Turkey—he’d need a serious boat for either. More likely, he’ll go short-range.”

“Kimolos is twelve clicks,” Nathan said. “Milos is eighteen.”

“Both doable on a jet ski.”

“Jet skis are tough to track. Even if I spot one, it’ll be hard to tell whether it’s a guest or your man.”

Silence. Cooper waited. He didn’t need to push; Nathan would already be moving fast. Cooper guessed he wouldn’t have slept more than a few hours since this started.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ve got the island up. If he’s heading for another island—and I agree, your logic is sound—he’ll launch from the west. You’d be crazy to try from the north or east, not with the currents and headwinds. Too risky. If it were me, I’d go southwest.”

The long curving path stretched ahead of Cooper, but he knew that if he was heading to the southwest corner, as Nathan had suggested, the last thing he ought to do was to track the perimeter. Even if he was able to sustain his current pace—which he doubted—it’d take him close to an hour to reach the stretch Nathan had identified. It’d be much quicker to turn left and go in a direct line, even if that direct line took him through the forest.

He plunged off the path and into the trees, holding up one arm to shield his eyes from the pine branches that lashed at his face.

“The southwest corner is also far enough away from the beaches used by the resort guests,” said Nathan. “There’s a dirt track that leads down to the tip of the island, and at the end of the track is some kind of structure. I’m just cross-referencing against other satellites from the past week to see if I can find out any more about it.”

Although he hadn’t thought it possible, Cooper felt his fatigue rachet up another notch. He was moving fast now, but the steep downhill gradient took its toll on his legs, and his lungs burned from the effort. He started to think he might fall.

“There’s a Canadian Gray Jay bird that’s taken some good images over the past week,” said Nathan. “I can see what looks like a golf buggy parked up next to the structure. Is that what hotel staff drive?”

“Yes. Branded with the resort colours.”

“Purple and gold?”

“Yes.”

“So that’s definitely one of the resort ones. The building looks like a large wooden hut, and I can’t be certain, but the shading and light on one side suggest it opens directly onto the water.”

“A boathouse?”

“Looks like it.”

Cooper broke through a line of trees and emerged onto a path that turned in the direction he wanted. He dug deep and started to jog.

“There was a buggy at that building three times over the past month.”

Cooper rounded a corner, wondering how long he could keep this pace up. He glimpsed something ahead and stepped quickly and silently into the line of trees at his side.

“Best I can do,” Nathan said. “Fifty-fifty that’s where your man’s headed.”

“A little higher than that.”

“Go on.”

“I can see him. He’s just ahead of me.”
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Tanner was on foot. He was still in his resort uniform—blue shorts, cream polo—and he had a khaki rucksack slung over his shoulders. Cooper spotted a pistol tucked into the back of his waistband. But that wasn’t the weapon that’d killed Sienna Jones. That shot had been too precise. There was something long in the rucksack, likely a rifle, broken down for transport.

Cooper cursed himself for not coming to the island with a weapon of his own. Everyone had assumed Sienna Jones was alone and that this wouldn’t get violent. If force was needed, Cooper would improvise. That had been the plan.

Now he was running on fumes, unarmed, up against a man carrying at least two guns.

“Thanks,” he said into the phone. “Stand by.”

He ended the call and stood among the trees, letting his breathing settle.

He couldn’t afford a fight.

On a normal day, he’d take his chances against anyone. But not now. Not feeling like he felt now: sluggish and hollowed out from whatever he’d been dosed with.

If it came to violence, he’d lose.

He stayed within the tree line and began to track through the forest in the same direction as Tanner. He could see he was dropping back, but at least he knew that he only had to follow the path, and it’d take him to the boathouse that was presumably Tanner’s destination.

Cooper continued for another twenty minutes before he glimpsed the boathouse through the trees. He slowed his pace as he approached, taking extra care with the placement of his feet, acutely aware that the forest-floor covering underfoot might give him away.

The structure was small, no more than twenty feet across, and secured at the front by a pair of wide double doors. Tanner had already unlocked a padlock securing the heavy chain that was normally tied between two rusted hoops. Cooper could look right through the gloom of the boathouse to the startling azure colour of the ocean beyond, but it was hard to see what was inside.

He didn’t have long.

Tanner was trained and prepared; whatever vessel he intended to use to flee the island would be primed and ready.

Cooper crept forward, stopping just short of the boathouse. Any closer and he’d be exposed.

He waited, listening past the roar in his ears.

From inside came the sound of a heavy rustle—like a tarpaulin being dragged—and then the faint metallic clink of one object knocking against another.

He was barely three feet from the edge of the open door when he saw it: the rucksack Tanner had been carrying, leaning against the inside wall of the boathouse.

He’d taken it off while he got the jet ski ready.

Cooper inched forward.

The interior was so gloomy that it was difficult to pick out the dark shapes moving around inside, but he could make out Tanner’s back turned towards him while he poured fuel from a can into the tank of a jet ski.

He stepped forward and lifted the rucksack, surprised by its weight. Careful not to let it swing into the doorframe, he gripped it with both hands and backed away from the boathouse, disappearing into the trees.

He clutched the bag tight to his chest. With every step, he widened the gap between himself and Tanner. If he could just get far enough, Tanner wouldn’t know which direction to search when he finally realised that he’d been robbed of his prize.

A few more metres… that was all he needed.

He’d vanish into the woods, circle back toward the resort, steal a vehicle, and disappear for good.

He heard a shout, raw with fury, echoing from the boathouse.

Tanner had discovered what he’d done.

Footsteps pounded against the dirt path as he gave chase.

Cooper wasn’t as far away as he’d hoped, and the weight of the rucksack slowed him. Tanner would find him. He had no doubt about it.

He scanned his surroundings and spotted what he needed: a branch just above head height, thick with leaves. He hooked the rucksack by its strap and stepped back. The camouflage would do the rest.

Tanner crashed through the undergrowth, his chest heaving. “Where is it?” he demanded.

Cooper stayed calm. His only chance—small though it was—was to draw Tanner in close enough to strike. Right now, talking was his best weapon. “You’ll never find it.”

“Yes, I will. You’ve had, what—forty seconds? There’s only so far you could’ve gone. I’ll find it.”

“Good luck. But remember—the clock’s ticking.”

“What does that mean?”

“There’s a CIA team flying in now. Half a dozen men you didn’t get a chance to poison who’ll be very interested to get to know you. So your odds aren’t great. You know what I’d do if I were you? I’d bug out now. Every second you waste trying to find something you won’t find is another second you’ll be exposed on the jet ski. Even if you get off this island—which I’d say is dubious—they’ll pick you up before you make landfall.”

Cooper’s legs felt weak and rubbery.

“Look at you—you’re fucked.” He advanced. “Tell me where it is.”

“What do I get in return?”

“I might not put a bullet in your head.”

Cooper laughed.

He took another step. “I don’t need you. And I’m not interested in revenge. I’ll have what I need.”

“Don’t you need to run that past the Chinese?”

Tanner smirked. “They just want the data.”

“Even though it’s encrypted and password protected?”

He took another step. “They’ll work that out. Give them time. They’ll get it open.”

“But you’ve failed—haven’t you? Your job was to get access to that data now, not in a year. They’re going to be very annoyed that you shot her. I’ve had dealings with them over the years. Patience isn’t a strength.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Another step. “They play the long game.” He placed the muzzle of the gun against Cooper’s forehead. “Last chance.”

Cooper felt the familiar buzz. He had one chance, and this was it. “Too late. They’re here.”

Tanner smiled—he saw the bluff for what it was—but still took his eye off Cooper for half a second.

Cooper lunged, sweeping Tanner’s ankle. They both fell to the ground. Tanner fired a shot, but it went wide and cracked through the trees overhead.

Cooper ducked and clamped a hand around Tanner’s wrist, forcing it away.

A surge of adrenaline hit—brief and electric—and he used it all.

He slammed into Tanner with all his weight, sending them both crashing backwards.

Tanner was strong. Cooper felt it in the core of him, in the tight muscle, in the brutal strikes aimed at his face and throat. Defending would drag this into a contest of strength and stamina, and that was one Cooper couldn’t win.

So he didn’t defend.

He took the punishment—he felt his nose break and a tooth coming loose—and channelled everything into one precise move.

He stiffened the fingers of his right hand and drove them down—fast and hard—straight into Tanner’s throat.

The effect was immediate.

Cooper saw it in Tanner’s eyes: the flicker of realisation, then panic.

The rasping, airless sound of a crushed windpipe followed.

Tanner clawed at his neck, but it was already too late.

It was over in seconds.

Cooper would’ve finished it—out of respect, if nothing else—but his body had nothing left to give.

He collapsed onto the forest floor, chest heaving, the world slipping sideways.


EPILOGUE


The nurse pushed through the doors and froze.

“It’s not often I can’t tell who’s the patient and who’s the visitor,” she said, eyes flicking from Nathan Wiley in bed to Charlie Cooper in the chair beside him.

Cooper gave her a bruised smile. His left eye was nearly swollen shut, a strip of tape ran across the bridge of his nose, and a patch of hair had been shaved away to make room for stitches. Next to him, Nathan looked annoyingly healthy.

“I already told him there’s a free bed over there,” Nathan said with a grin.

“And I told him I’ll live,” Cooper said.

“Just not as pretty as you were.”

She cleared away Nathan’s lunch tray and left them in peace.

Nathan nodded at him. “You sure it’s all superficial?”

“No bullets, no blades. Just cosmetic.”

“He gave you a proper beating.”

“Poisoned me first. Would’ve been a different story otherwise.”

“If you say so, Cooper.”

“I do say so. Give it a week and I’ll stop scaring children. What about you? When are they letting you out?”

“Tomorrow.”

“And then? Your cover’s blown. You need a new place?”

Nathan hesitated, then smiled. “One good thing came out of all this. My ex-wife and I started talking again. She says I can move into the spare room.”

Cooper nodded. “There we go. Not all bad, then.”

“Did you hear about Jones?”

He nodded. “Flown home in a coffin yesterday. Her parents are burying her.”

He paused, staring at the blank hospital wall for a long moment. He kept going back to it, running the sequence in his head. The way she’d looked at him when she said she was ready to come in. If he’d moved quicker. Or if he’d noticed the silence outside just a second sooner.

Maybe he could’ve saved her.

But good intentions never counted for much. Only outcomes did.

“You got her some justice, Charlie,” Nathan said. “And I’ve been digging into Tanner. He was recruited by the Chinese after he left the military. Disciplinary charges, bad attitude—he was ripe for turning. Now we understand their approach, we’ve traced a dozen others just like him.”

“I know,” Cooper said. “Control told me. There’s a list. We’ve got three.”

Cooper looked out the window at the flat, grey London skyline. Marina Müller and Dr. Jackson—the resort’s housekeeper and psychologist—had been added to the Group’s list, too. They were support assets, and they would be part of the message that was sent back to Beijing. Tanner was the first, but there’d be a steady stream after him.

“What’s next?” Nathan asked. “Time off?”

“Chance would be a fine thing,” he said, taking his passport from his pocket and holding it up. “Control wants to see me.”

It struck him again how the life he lived offered no finality. There was no victory lap. There would always be another name, another assignment.

He’d never run out of people to kill.
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Milton travels to Bali in search of a new identity. He meets a young woman who has been forced to work for the Yakuza in Japan, and finds himself drawn into danger in an attempt to keep her safe.

Buy Ronin

Never Let Me Down Again

A human rights activist has vanished without a trace and his dying mother is desperate to know the truth. When the mysterious disappearance leads Milton all the way to the Western Isles of Scotland, he sees an opportunity to find an old friend and finally make amends for a mistake that cost him dearly. Milton is determined to track both men down, wherever his search may lead.

Buy Never Let Me Down Again

Bulletproof

Captured and imprisoned by the organisation he once worked for, Milton must do one last job in exchange for his freedom. Bullheaded billionaire fixer Tristan Huxley is brokering a weapons deal between Russia and India. He needs protection and he wants Milton by his side. Huxley has trusted Milton with his life before but these days his world is more decadent and his enemies more dangerous, in ways that nobody could ever have suspected.

Buy Bulletproof

Uppercut

John Milton is on the run again. Chasing clues to help him understand the new risks he faces, he finds himself in Dublin. Before he knows it, he is involved with a woman who has fallen foul of a dangerous local family.

Buy Uppercut

Bloodlands

John Milton is on a mission that will bring him face-to-face with enemies old and new. When his friend, Alex Hicks, finds himself pursued by mysterious adversaries, the two men are thrust back into the web of international espionage.

Buy Bloodlands

Vultures

A global cryptocurrency scam has victims everywhere. Milton never wanted to get involved, but when he sees the damage that the scheme has caused and the lives that have been ruined, he finds himself pulled into a deadly game.

Buy Vultures


IN THE BEATRIX ROSE SERIES


In Cold Blood

Beatrix Rose was the most dangerous assassin in an off-the-books government kill squad until her former boss betrayed her. A decade later, she emerges from the Hong Kong underworld with payback on her mind. They gunned down her husband and kidnapped her daughter, and now the debt needs to be repaid. It’s a blood feud she didn’t start but she is going to finish.

Buy In Cold Blood

Blood Moon Rising

There were six names on Beatrix’s Death List and now there are four. She’s going to account for the others, one by one, even if it kills her. She has returned from Somalia with another target in her sights. Bryan Duffy is in Iraq, surrounded by mercenaries, with no easy way to get to him and no easy way to get out. And Beatrix has other issues that need to be addressed. Will Duffy prove to be one kill too far?

Buy Blood Moon Rising

Blood and Roses

Beatrix Rose has worked her way through her Kill List. Four are dead, just two are left. But now her foes know she has them in her sights and the hunter has become the hunted.

Buy Blood and Roses

The Dragon and the Ghost

Beatrix Rose flees to Hong Kong after the murder of her husband and the kidnapping of her child. She needs money. The local triads have it. What could possibly go wrong?

Buy The Dragon and the Ghost

Tempest

Two people adrift in a foreign land, Beatrix Rose and Danny Nakamura need all the help they can get. A storm is coming. Can they help each other survive it and find their children before time runs out for both of them?

Buy Tempest

Phoenix

She does Britain’s dirty work, but this time she needs help. Beatrix Rose, meet John Milton…

Buy Phoenix


IN THE ISABELLA ROSE SERIES


The Angel

Isabella Rose is recruited by British intelligence after a terrorist attack on Westminster.

Buy The Angel

The Asset

Isabella Rose, the Angel, is used to surprises, but being abducted is an unwelcome novelty. She’s relying on Michael Pope, the head of the top-secret Group Fifteen, to get her back.

Buy The Asset

The Agent

Isabella Rose is on the run, hunted by the very people she had been hired to work for. Trained killer Isabella and former handler Michael Pope are forced into hiding in India and, when a mysterious informer passes them clues on the whereabouts of Pope’s family, the prey see an opportunity to become the predators.

Buy The Agent

The Assassin

Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, is the most dangerous city in the world. And when a mission to break the local cartel’s grip goes wrong, Isabella Rose, the Angel, finds herself on the wrong side of prison bars. Fearing the worst, Isabella plays her only remaining card…

Buy The Assassin

The Avenger

Living under new identities in rural France, Isabella Rose and Michael Pope are trying to lay low. Tired of hiding, all Isabella wants is the chance to live an ordinary life. But Isabella is an extraordinary young woman and the people pursuing her will never, ever, give up. Her unique abilities have attracted the attention of the Academy of Military Science in Beijing. And it’s not only Isabella who needs to stay in the shadows. Pope has his fair share of enemies and a family that he's desperate to protect.

Buy The Avenger

Pretty Face

Isabella is building a new life in Marrakesh, supporting herself with contract work and finally looking to put down roots. But when one of her contracts isn’t quite what it seems, things quickly descend into chaos.

Buy Pretty Face


IN THE CHARLIE COOPER SERIES


Sandstorm

Group Fifteen operative and ex-MI6 officer Charlie Cooper is working undercover as a political negotiator. Attending a conference surrounded by diplomats, businessmen and lobbyists, nobody would suspect what he really does for a living. Also in their midst is Aisha, a Saudi activist whose protests against human rights abuses have made her an enemy of her country’s regime.

Buy Sandstorm

The Chameleon

Masquerading as an analyst, Cooper manipulates his way into the company and soon finds himself en route to Istanbul. The stage is set for a high-octane showdown on Sidorov's private island. With geopolitical tensions on a knife's edge, Cooper must navigate a labyrinth of deception and danger to complete his mission.

Buy The Chameleon

Blood Brothers

Cooper travels to Israel to find his estranged half-brother, Freddy, who has mysteriously disappeared. Freddy's ties to NetGuardian, a cybersecurity firm implicated in dubious activities, propel Cooper into a dangerous web of corporate espionage, state-of-the-art surveillance technology, and the ruthless world of intelligence.

Buy Blood Brothers

Dead of Winter

Charlie Cooper is sent to Prague to investigate - and eliminate - the leader of a group of far right hooligans guilty of the murder of an Interpol agent. Cooper is on his final warning and is expected to get in and out with minimal fuss, leaving just the body of his target in his wake.

Buy Dead of Winter

Code Blue

Cooper is thrust into a high-stakes mission when a fellow operative, codenamed NORTH STAR, vanishes in Macao. The trail leads to a shadowy team of Russian mercenaries with a chilling agenda: to expose Group Fifteen, the clandestine organisation that operates beyond the reach of conventional intelligence agencies.

Buy Code Blue

North Star

After barely escaping an assassination attempt in Iceland, NORTH STAR, a former Group Fifteen operative turned Russian asset, vanishes. Driven by guilt and a thirst for revenge, Control tasks Charlie Cooper with tracking him down.

Buy North Star

Collateral

In the glittering shadows of Dubai, Charlie Cooper is thrust into a deadly mission to protect a volatile CIA asset on the brink of exposure. As secrets unravel and loyalties blur, Cooper must outmanoeuvre spies, lies, and betrayal before everything explodes.

Buy Collateral

Leverage

He was sent to investigate an arms dealer—now he’s on the run for his murder. Framed, cut off, and marked for death, Charlie Cooper must uncover the truth before he becomes the next target.

Buy Leverage

Burnout

When a whistleblower leaks top-secret intelligence, Charlie Cooper is sent to a remote Greek island to uncover the truth. But as the bodies start to fall and the lies pile up, Cooper must navigate a deadly maze of deception to find the source—and make it out alive.

Buy Burnout


IN THE ATTICUS PRIEST SERIES


The House in the Woods

Disgraced detective Atticus Priest investigates the murder of a family on Christmas Eve. He’s been employed to demolish the police case against his client, but things get complicated when the officer responsible for the case is his former girlfriend.

Buy The House in the Woods

A Place to Bury Strangers

A dog walker finds a human bone on lonely Salisbury Plain. DCI Mackenzie Jones investigates the grisly discovery but cannot explain how it ended up there. She contacts Atticus Priest and the two of them trace the bone to a graveyard in the nearby village of Imber. But the village was abandoned after it was purchased by the Ministry of Defence to train the army, so why have bodies been buried in the graveyard since the church was closed?

Buy A Place to Bury Strangers

The Red Room

When a man's fatal fall from Salisbury Cathedral spirals into a scandalous case involving the victims of a sex ring, Atticus Priest and Mackenzie Jones uncover more bodies and incriminating videos. Racing against the clock, they confront personal demons and tangled emotions as they try to catch the murderer before he can strike again.

Buy The Red Room

All the Devils Are Here

Atticus Priest is employed by an estranged husband to dig up dirt on his wife. But when she goes missing after swimming in the River Avon, Atticus uncovers a conspiracy between five lifelong friends that goes back years.

Buy All The Devils Are Here
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