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PROLOGUE


Dr Wei Zhang had never really grown accustomed to having an audience while he worked. In the early years of his career, there’d been the occasional handful of students from Beijing Technical University’s faculty of biomedical engineering, and as his reputation grew, students had come from further afield, from Shanghai, Kuala Lumpur and Hong Kong. Zhang didn’t mind students so much. They were young and ignorant, but they were also idealistic, humble and hard-working. They knew their place and would lower their heads in respect as he walked by. Glancing their way, he even caught the occasional glimpse of himself as a young man, fresh off the train from Yunnan province with a head full of ideas and a fierce determination to learn the inner workings of the universe.

Then came the pharmaceutical companies with their endless questions about efficiencies of scale or the way that a particular project might one day yield a cure for this condition or that disease. Zhang smiled and patiently answered their questions, knowing that their funding was vital to his work, but inwardly he cursed their greed. All they could see was the market. All they cared about was beating the competition, and as a result, they fell over themselves to throw funding his way. They had no eye for the beauty of science, for the way that a simple chemical equation might unlock endless untapped potential. He barely had time to remove his positive pressure suit and peel the layers of gloves from his hands before they crowded round, waiting to hear news of his latest discovery.

At least these latest observers weren’t like that. He glanced over his shoulder and saw them sitting in a row on the other side of the glass. Three men, all aged somewhere in their late twenties. All strong-looking, all sharp-eyed, all unsmiling, all largely silent. None of them pretended for one single second that they were interested in science. They would be there when he emerged from the containment laboratory, but they would also be there when he took the lift down to the garage. Word had come down through the laboratory director that Zhang was no longer permitted to drive himself to and from work each day, so the three men would be waiting outside his front door each morning, handguns obvious in the holsters strapped across their chests. He didn’t know where they went at night, but more than once he’d gone outside onto his terrace to smoke a cigarette and spotted one of them lurking in the shadows at the bottom of his narrow garden.

He knew the reason for their constant presence. The laboratory director who told him about the new security arrangements was too nervous to go into any detail, but the moment Zhang had first notified his peers of his breakthrough, he knew that everything would change. Even those wide-eyed and naïve students from Beijing Technical University would have been able to spot the significance of something so awe-inspiring and terrifying in its potential.

Every state had access to chemical weapons, and as a result, every state had the usual array of defences against such weapons. But what Zhang had stumbled across was something that no country would be able to treat or even identify as a state-sponsored weapon. While seeking out new pathways towards the development of a treatment for a muscular degenerative disease, he had developed—totally by accident—a new mRNA molecule sequence that triggered in humans the emergence of a rare and deadly haemorrhagic virus.

At least in theory. In layman’s terms, Zhang had completed nine-tenths of the puzzle. Creating the mRNA sequence was one thing, but without a perfectly crafted delivery mechanism, the collection of molecules would remain in a petri dish underneath the microscope, condemned to die the second it left the controlled conditions of a laboratory.

That was what he needed: the perfect delivery system.

What Zhang’s new observers didn’t know was that he was doing everything in his power to delay the discovery of the missing piece.

Zhang understood why the Chinese government had taken such a close interest in his work, but that didn’t stop him feeling like a prisoner. He was no longer allowed to visit his friends, and if one of them wanted to visit him at home, they had to submit their name in advance so that it could be cleared with his minders. Even though he was divorced, he enjoyed the precious hours he was allowed to spend with his three children, but more than once he had received a distressed call from one of them complaining that they had been turned away at his front door by an armed man. It was bad enough that his life’s work was being subsumed by the race to discover and develop organisms that would kill rather than cure, but now it seemed that all the other things that made his life what it was—his children, the occasional holiday abroad, even a simple visit to the theatre—were now subject to the most stringent state control.

It hadn’t taken him long to arrive at the only possible solution. He had to go. He had to find a way to get out from under their control and make a new home outside China. He had to defect. His children could follow later, but he couldn’t afford to wait.

But how?

The answer had come at the end of a long month in which he turned all his creative ingenuity to finding an answer. If the Chinese government only cared about the potential of the weapon he had created, he would use that as the pretext for his escape. More than anything, they wanted him to find the missing piece and enable the mass manufacture of a new weapon, so what if he told them that he needed to draw on the expertise of international scientists? What if he told them he could skip several years’ worth of research just by talking to scientists from Europe, from the US, from Asia? What if he told them he could disguise the real reason for his interest and protect the fact that he was on the verge of winning the chemical and biological arms race for China? What if he told them that the quickest way to get their hands on everything they wanted to was to let him off the leash for a few days?

He glanced across at his computer, clicking once again on the email that had arrived only that morning. It was already burned into his memory, but he had trouble believing that it was real.

Following your written submission to the Minister of Technology, we have decided to grant you permission to attend the conference in Singapore. We accept that your current project, which is of great significance to the People’s Republic, will be enhanced and accelerated by your attendance at the conference. Your visit will be subject to strict security constraints that will by now be familiar to you, and we request that you follow the instructions of your security advisors at all times.

This was it. His chance at a new life.

He had stumbled across the answer late one night, nursing his third whisky and feeling increasingly desperate. A Swiss firm had claimed to have developed almost precisely what he was looking for, a next-gen lipid nanoparticle delivery system. What was more, they were due to present their preliminary findings to a select audience of fellow scientists at a conference in Singapore.

Zhang glanced over his shoulder at the three men sitting in a row, every one of them watching him intently. He smiled nervously, but they didn’t smile back.

Now all he had to do was find a way to get away from them.
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It was a cold, wintery day, and Control stood behind his desk in a dark grey worsted-wool suit. Rain lashed against the window.

He gestured to a steel-haired woman in her late fifties wearing a navy-blue suit.

“Eleven, I’d like you to meet Dr Susan Montgomery from Porton Down.”

“A pleasure to meet you,” she said, smiling tightly.

Control waved at the empty chair, and Cooper sat down. Although he had never visited the highly secretive site, Cooper was familiar with the work carried out at Porton Down, deep in the rolling hills of the Wiltshire countryside. More formally known as the Defence Science and Technology Laboratory, or DSTL, it was the UK’s premier chemical and biological research institute, charged with identifying and mitigating unorthodox threats to the UK.

“The closest I’ve come to Porton Down is a glimpse from a car window,” Cooper said. “It’s certainly a beautiful part of the world.”

“There is a contrast between the things we look at through our microscopes and the lovely view out of the windows,” she conceded with a stiff nod. “My team in particular looks at the next generation of biological weapons, both those developed in laboratories and those that occur spontaneously under natural conditions.”

Control pushed a colour photograph across the gleaming expanse of his mahogany desk.

“Dr Wei Zhang,” he said. “He’s currently serving as the head of Research at a privately owned laboratory outside Beijing, insofar as such things can ever be privately owned in China. They’ve typically focussed on the development of new medicines, particularly in the field of orthopaedics, some of which have made their way over to the UK and USA. In the process, they’ve generated considerable revenue for Zhang and his colleagues.”

Cooper felt Dr Montgomery studying him closely while he listened to Control.

“Everything changed six weeks ago. NSA has coverage of a private, members-only chat group used by some members of the Chinese scientific community. They share ideas, swap suggestions for funding and grants, report back on foreign conferences they’ve attended. Some of them do early-stage peer review on each other’s work. Zhang posted initial results on one of his projects, and it didn’t take long for a few of the others to spot the potential of what he was working on. By the end of the day the Ministry of Science and Technology and the Ministry of State Security had sent a team to Zhang’s lab. They informed the director that they were there to monitor progress and provide extra resource as needed. What this has meant in practice is that the Chinese state has taken over the project, with complete ownership of whatever it produces. Every member of the chat group was visited over the next twenty-four hours by Ministry of State Security muscle and informed in no uncertain terms that they were to forget they had ever seen Zhang’s post. One scientist challenged their authority to issue such an order and has since… ‘disappeared’, shall we say. The group chat itself has been closed down and all related data deleted.”

Cooper glanced across at Dr Montgomery.

“Have you had the opportunity to see what Zhang posted?” he asked.

“I have,” she said. “In pure terms, it’s brilliant. Simple yet brilliant. Do you have a scientific background?”

“Not remotely close to the level we’re talking about today,” he said.

Control continued, “Soon after, NSA intercepted an email to the Ministry,” he said, “in which Zhang requested permission to attend a conference due to take place next week in Singapore. Normal practice in such circumstances—with the good doctor working on such a sensitive project—would be to wrap him in cotton wool and keep him on Chinese territory. However, his minders have given him permission to attend.”

Cooper frowned.

“That’s… a highly unusual thing for them to agree to,” he said.

“Why do you say that?” asked Montgomery.

“I will defer to your expertise on all things scientific, Doctor,” Cooper said, “but I have extensive experience of the Chinese Ministry of State Security. They are capable, ruthless, efficient—all the things you might expect. But they are also highly cautious, even risk-averse. They would not allow an asset like Zhang to set foot outside China unless it was absolutely necessary.”

“And what if it is?” she asked. “Scientific breakthroughs often come about because of multi-disciplinary teams collaborating on a project. Outsiders bring new perspectives. In the case of Zhang, it’s entirely possible that he needs input from other scientists to make his idea come to life. He’s a biomedical engineer, but he’s not a specialist in chemical weaponry of any sort. He’s hit a brick wall, and if the Chinese keep him under lock and key, they won’t get the weapon they’re desperate for. It’s as simple as that.”

Cooper nodded, turning over her words in his mind. It’s as simple as that. People who said such things often came to regret them. He could see that from a scientific point of view what she was describing made perfect sense. But still something about it bothered him.

“Has Zhang attended conferences like this before?” he asked.

Control glanced across at Dr Montgomery.

“No, not that we’re aware of,” she said. “But Zhang hasn’t been in this particular position before.”

“What are you getting at, Eleven?” Control said.

“Sir, I’d never heard of Zhang until ten minutes ago, so I’ll accept your collective judgement on this. I’m simply suggesting that it might be wise to keep an open mind on his motives in travelling. I’ve handled dozens of defectors before. They⁠—”

“Defectors?” said Montgomery, the incredulity in her voice tipping over into irritation. “Who said anything about defectors?”

“You told us that Zhang doesn’t normally work in this field,” said Cooper. “You also said that he originally shared his discovery in a chat group, which underscores just how naïve and innocent he is when it comes to matters of state security. Is it possible he’s uncomfortable with what’s being asked of him? You need to remember that defectors have to go to considerable lengths to look like the most loyal state employees imaginable right up until the moment they cross the line and defect. Is it possible⁠—”

Control had heard enough. “Thank you, Eleven. Your thoughts on this subject are welcome, but ultimately our client on this operation is Porton Down, and Dr Montgomery here speaks on their behalf.”

She turned to Cooper with a glint in her eye. “And we want you to kill the good doctor,” she said.
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Cooper sank back into the booth in the dimly lit corner of the small Oxfordshire pub. To one side, a wood-burning stove creaked and strained as the fire inside blazed. There were almost as many dogs in the pub as people, and with the windows all closed to keep out the driving rain, the air was thick with the smell of damp fur and the sound of snoring Labradors.

“I’m sure you think that your world is the most ruthless one there is,” said the tall, angular man sitting opposite Cooper. “But you haven’t seen anything like the cut-throat world of pharmaceutical companies. This is a business with an annual turnover of more than $1.5 trillion, Charlie. Trillion. If your company is first in the race to develop and patent a new drug, you can secure exclusive rights to market it for up to twenty years. And if you can get away with what we call ‘patent evergreening’, you can make tiny tweaks to your formula and then reapply for the patent, giving you another twenty years after that. The profit margins are astronomical.”

The man reached down to pet the snoring dog by his feet. Cooper had first come across Alex Winston-Cox during his days in MI6, and he’d been one of those who tried to persuade Winston-Cox against leaving to join the private sector. But Alex had been adamant: he’d been around longer than any of them, he explained, and with one eye on his looming fiftieth birthday and the other on rising private school fees for his five children, he knew that he’d no more than ten years in which to make serious money. Cooper had felt his departure keenly. In his heady, early days in the job, he’d looked to Alex as a kind of mentor, as someone who had been everywhere, done everything and carried the scars to prove it.

“It sounds like your second career hasn’t been the easy ride you thought it would be,” Cooper said, taking a long drink from his pint. They’d already been there for an hour, and Cooper was getting the feeling he should settle in for a long afternoon.

“Nothing compares to government work,” said Alex wistfully, gazing out the window as memories crowded in. “But there is a unique ruthlessness at play when millions of dollars are on the line. My security team has caught employees turned by the other side as they tried to walk out the door with secrets that would have wiped three hundred million off our share value.” He turned from the window to Cooper. “This isn’t just a catch-up for old times’ sake, is it, Charlie? Come on—spit it out. What are you up to?”

“I need your help. Do you know the AxisGene conference?”

“Of course. I’ve attended more times than I care to remember. It’s starting next week, in Singapore—we’ve got a team going from my company.”

“Who goes?” asked Cooper.

“Who doesn’t go?” said Winston-Cox. “Industry, academia, government, regulators… you name it, they’ll have a presence. The focus is on the future, on identifying and exploiting emerging trends. There’ll be plenty of extremely dense presentations by scientists in which they lay out their recent work, as well as breakout sessions to discuss the implications. The whole thing is incredibly dynamic and productive. From a business point of view, the networking opportunities are incredible, but the knowledge-transfer side of things is also world class.”

Cooper nodded, mentally recording every word. What he’d heard sounded ideal for his purposes. A large, busy, teeming professional environment would offer plenty of opportunities for Cooper to move around virtually unnoticed.

“I assume you’re going to next week’s conference?”

“Think so,” Cooper said.

“There’ll be plenty of people there with questionable motives—people planning to bribe, blackmail, twist arms and steal data. It might look like a respectable gathering on the surface, but there are piranhas swimming around under the surface.”

“Sounds like my kind of place,” said Cooper with a grin. “I’ll need cover. Something that sounds legitimate and that allows me to move around, engage with people but not draw any attention to myself.”

“Easy. Sales rep. They’re all over the place, so no one will find it strange that there’s one more this year. Plus no one really wants to talk to them, so you’ll get left alone. Next question?”

Cooper laughed. “I knew you were the right person to speak to. Do you know of a company I could claim to work for?”

“My brother-in-law runs a medical storage facility twenty minutes down the road. They’ve only got thirty or so employees, so they’re not big enough to attend conferences like AxisGene, but no one in Singapore would know that. Do you want me to speak to him for you? I can give him a call right now.”

Cooper picked up the empties and stood.

“Will he mind if we’re half drunk when we turn up at his office?”

“I’ll tell you what,” said Winston-Cox. “I’ll get him to come down here and join us. It would be a shame to give up our spot by the fire, don’t you think?”
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As keen as he was to get going, Cooper felt some regret at the prospect of leaving his seat on the Singapore Airlines flight. He couldn’t remember having slept so soundly on a journey of that length, and as he stood to retrieve his bag from the overhead locker, he found that he didn’t have any of the usual muscle aches or stiffness he associated with a long-haul flight.

He was grateful for that. Last minute preparations in the UK had delayed his departure, and he would be going from the airport directly to the conference, which was getting underway that morning. Part of the delay had been down to Winston-Cox’s brother-in-law, a scowling Dubliner called Magnus who turned out to need a considerable amount of persuasion before he would agree to backstop Cooper on his mission. And not just persuasion; Cooper had been forced to promise to broker an introduction to the government’s chief scientific officer and his procurement team, in the hope that Magnus would be able to secure a lucrative contract.

Even then he’d been reluctant.

“If you do anything out there to cause me or my company problems, Charlie, there’ll be a lawsuit coming your way,” he’d growled at the pub door shortly after closing time.

Cooper had given Magnus all the usual assurances while watching a half-drunk Alex roll his eyes in the background. They both knew the reality of operational work, which was that everything and everyone was at risk. There were no guarantees despite what people were told to get them over the line. But the result in this case was that Cooper was carrying a briefcase filled with notepads, business cards, brochures and sales forms all bearing the name of Magnus’s company, as well as a cast-iron promise that anyone making enquiries would be told that Cooper—or Samuel Winston, as he was calling himself—had worked as an international sales rep for the past two years. He’d also had the opportunity to sit down for a couple of hours with Magnus’s sales director to talk through the details of the product they sold, while hoovering up invaluable gossip about the typical behaviour of sales reps at conferences like AxisGene.

The airport terminal doors slid open, and a wave of warm, humid air hit Cooper. He quickly found the line for taxis and joined the queue, making a mental note of the people around him. It wasn’t so much that he expected any hostile surveillance at this stage, although that was always a possibility. It was more that his senses automatically kicked into a higher level when he was deployed on operations. This required him to take a baseline reading of his surroundings at all times. It’d been drilled into him as a young recruit that he should be able to close his eyes at any point and be able to describe anyone in his vicinity who might pose a threat, whether male or female, young or old, as well as vehicle registrations, possible escape routes and objects that could be used as weapons.

As he always did in these situations, he feigned a phone call upon reaching the front of the line, allowing the people behind him to go first. The easiest way for a domestic agency to get tabs on a target flying in was to have one of your people pose as a taxi driver and pick them up.

Cooper waved at the next driver and settled into the back seat of a Mercedes Vito van. The other reason for his delay before departing London had been the need to make arrangements for collecting a weapon upon his arrival. He knew that Zhang would be well protected by his Chinese minders, which would severely limit Cooper’s options. He’d be able to locate or fashion a blade of some description, but it was highly unlikely he’d get close enough to use it. What was far more likely was that he would be forced to take a shot from a distance or rig a small explosive charge to the door handle of Zhang’s room.

The easiest way to bring weapons in would be to send them via diplomatic pouch to the British embassy, but a recent incident in Bogota meant that the Foreign Office was refusing facilitation requests from Group Fifteen. Cooper was being forced to rely on a courier travelling down from Kuala Lumpur, who was due to arrive later that day.

The taxi sped along wide roads that curled alongside lush palm-tree plantations that stretched as far as the eye could see. Cooper noticed a variety of gadgets on the dashboard and recalled that vehicles in Singapore were fitted with speed detectors that automatically paid fines when they broke a limit. The tiny city-state was one of the most successful countries in the world when measured according to per capita GDP. Over the course of fifty years, it had gone from being an impoverished backwater to a major business, financial and commercial hub with one of the highest life expectancies in the world. One of the ways Singapore achieved such rapid growth was that power was highly centralised, and dissent was not permitted. Cooper recalled a well-known story about an eighteen-year-old American resident who was caned as punishment for vandalism of public property in a case that scandalised Western public opinion, and it remained the case that Singapore demanded of its citizens and visitors unusually high standards of behaviour.

Cooper’s taxi pulled up outside the Shangri-La. He paid by credit card and was walking through the sliding doors of the hotel when he stopped in his tracks. He’d thought it would take hours if not days for this to happen.

Dr Wei Zhang stood alone in the middle of the lobby, looking from left to right in a confused state.

No time like the present, thought Cooper, and walked straight towards him.
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Cooper had no idea what to do when he reached Zhang, but he knew that this was too good an opportunity to pass up. It had been a realistic possibility in his mind that he might struggle to locate Zhang at all, that his target might remain locked away behind closed doors for the entirety of the conference, or at the very least only appear in public surrounded by so many minders that he was totally inaccessible.

He quickly formulated a range of options. He knew that Zhang spoke good English, having studied in the US in his early twenties, so he could simply ask the scientist for directions and try to develop the conversation from there. He saw that Zhang was wearing one of the conference’s official name tags, so he could claim to recognise Zhang’s name or say that they had a friend in common. He could even play the melodramatic card and whisper that he had something secret to pass on. Anything would be acceptable as long as it provided him with the opportunity to steer Zhang away from the busy lobby to somewhere quiet.

Then what?

Cooper knew that he looked unthreatening. If he could get Zhang into a quiet stairwell or an unpopulated staff area, he’d be able to kill him in a matter of seconds. It wouldn’t be clean—he hadn’t yet had the opportunity to establish exfiltration routes—but he’d be back out of the hotel in a matter of minutes, and by the time they identified Cooper from CCTV, he would be across the border in Malaysia and untraceable.

Zhang seemed to reach a decision. He turned and began to walk briskly away from Cooper in the direction of an escalator. Cooper slowed—he didn’t want it to look as though he was following—and walked in the same direction, his eyes scanning the vast lobby for any sign of Zhang’s Chinese state minders. It didn’t make sense to him that Zhang had been allowed to roam the hotel alone.

Leaving a distance of around twenty feet, Cooper followed Zhang down the escalator and watched him step through the doors into the hotel’s vast, lush gardens. Throwing an anxious glance over his shoulder, Zhang hurried along a path that hugged the edge of the gardens, ducking to avoid the spray from the sprinkler system. Cooper couldn’t believe his luck. There were a few gardeners working on the flower beds nearby, and a father and son kicked a football to each other on the lawn, but other than that, there was no one around. What’s more, if Zhang continued walking in the same direction and at the same pace, they’d be totally out of sight in a matter of seconds.

Cooper carried a holdall on one shoulder. The leather strap would unclip easily, and it was long enough to wrap around an adult male’s neck twice. With enough pressure, Zhang would black out within seconds and die soon after that. The dense foliage at the edge of the gardens would provide cover for his body. There was a reasonable chance that Cooper would be back in London by the time he was discovered.

He increased his pace, and as he did so, he heard the first sound behind him: a shout, followed by the sound of footsteps.

Cooper stepped into a doorway and pressed himself against the wall.

He wanted to be out of sight of whoever it was who was coming after them. Watching Zhang, he noticed an immediate change in behaviour. The scientist slowed, stuck his hands in his pockets and changed direction so that he was heading back towards the hotel. He even changed the angle of his head so that he looked like he had been absent-mindedly lost in daydreams.

Cooper pressed himself back even further as he watched two men pass by in a blur. Both suited, they spotted Zhang ahead and called out to him. He looked up as if their arrival was an unexpected—and pleasant—surprise, waving to them and smiling broadly. Cooper could tell from their body language that they were remonstrating with him. One of them gestured angrily in the direction of the hotel, and Zhang’s repeated bows suggested that he was apologising to them for something.

Cooper recognised the build and brisk demeanour of security professionals. It wasn’t just their physiques, which were athletic and powerful. It was also the way that whichever one wasn’t talking to Zhang swept the façade of the hotel with their eyes, registering the presence of other guests and forming a barrier so that they couldn’t easily be observed. Cooper knew he’d done the right thing in ducking into the doorway. There was nothing in his appearance to give away that he was a trained killer, but he knew his simple presence in the gardens would make him a suspect in their eyes. What possible reason would there be for a guest like Cooper—who hadn’t even checked into his room yet—to be walking outside in this heat?

Taking up position on either side of Zhang, the men began to walk back in the direction of the nearest entrance to the hotel. Cooper considered following them to establish the location of their rooms but judged that he’d taken enough risks for that morning. The two operatives would be on high alert, and he couldn’t be sure that they hadn’t seen him take the escalator from the lobby behind Zhang. A second sighting in the course of twenty minutes and Cooper’s cover would be blown.

He leaned back against the wall and thought through what he’d just seen.

Would another opportunity come his way?

And why the hell was Zhang trying to get away from his minders?
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Eight hours later and Cooper was cursing his decision to let Dr Zhang and his minders get away. He’d sat through three long presentations on subjects he didn’t understand and spent at least an hour networking in one of the large conference halls in the hope he’d stumble across his target. He was satisfied that he’d been able to maintain his cover during all of his interactions, and it had been useful to have the opportunity to talk through his product lines and swap stories from the road with other sales reps, but what he wanted more than anything was to start formulating a plan to complete his mission.

He decided to give it another thirty minutes before changing direction and adopting a new strategy. It was always possible that Zhang wasn’t even inside the vast hall, even though the networking event was the only official one being run at that time. A vast crowd of many hundreds of delegates shifted around him. Cooper could hear introductions being made, business cards being exchanged, deals being struck. In his mind, he’d divided the vast hall into sectors; there was no way to search for Zhang other than to keep moving forward patiently from sector to sector. As he went, he smiled and nodded at people, having short conversations that allowed him to cover the most ground possible while avoiding in-depth exchanges that might slow him down.

A bald middle-aged man wearing horn-rimmed glasses stepped in front of him.

“I don’t think we’ve met yet,” he said, holding out his card. “Tony Delton. I’m chief Asia sales rep for Tucson Pharma, operating out of Bangkok.”

“Sam Winston,” said Cooper. “I work for Oxford Solutions.”

Settling in for another conversation about jet lag and the drawbacks of international travel, Cooper examined the sea of faces and bodies before him, looking for anything—a facial feature, a body type, a piece of clothing—that matched with the man he’d seen hurrying across the hotel garden that morning. He would give Tony Delton five minutes at most to finish the anecdote he was telling about the time his wife went punting in Oxford before moving on to someone new. Cooper spotted a small huddle of Chinese delegates and examined them closely in case Zhang or one of his minders was among them, but none were familiar.

“You’ll never guess what happened next,” said Tony Delton, leaning in to make sure that Cooper heard the punchline to his long story. “She fell right into the water and almost broke her leg!”

Cooper smiled. He’d had more than enough of conference bores for one day and prepared to bring the conversation to a close. In that moment, though, he heard something unexpected, a brief snatch of nearby laughter that sounded like someone he used to know. It came from several feet behind him. Still smiling at the garrulous American, he turned to one side to get a glimpse out of the corner of his eye at the person who had laughed.

He couldn’t believe his eyes.

Vanessa Clay.

This wouldn’t be the first time he’d accidentally stumbled across someone who knew him as Charlie Cooper while on a deployment. It was rarely as fatal as it felt in those first few heart-stopping moments. If he spotted the other person first, the simplest thing to do was get away as quickly as possible before they recognised him. Even if they did come over to say hello, there were practised techniques he could deploy to discreetly remove his name tag, draw that person to one side and give them some plausible explanation for how he came to be there on that day.

But this was different.

Vanessa Clay was different.

They had first met in their second week as brand-new MI6 officers. If she was any bit as good as Cooper remembered, she would already have registered his presence in the hall, and if he tried to use any old spy tricks to palm her off, she would laugh in his face.

“The next thing we did after the river was visit Jeremy Clarkson’s farm,” said Tony Delton, his voice rising in volume as he sensed Cooper’s focus slipping away. “Do you know it? The one that’s on the TV show?”

Cooper sensed rather than saw movement directly behind him as a nearby group broke up and the members moved away to seek new people to speak with. He didn’t have long to wait before he felt a familiar presence at his elbow.

“I’m so sorry to interrupt,” said Vanessa, looking directly at the bald American while ignoring Cooper entirely. “I swear I’ve seen you somewhere before, and it’s driving me crazy.”

He was more than happy to switch his attention from Cooper to the striking brunette who had appeared out of nowhere.

“Tony Delton,” he said. “Chief Asia sales rep for Tucson Pharma, operating out of Bangkok.”

“Maybe that’s where I saw you,” said Vanessa.

“I’m sorry. I don’t remember your name.”

“Mary Wetherington. I’m a reporter for Chronoscience Review. As it happens, I was in Bangkok last month to interview the number two in their Ministry of Technology about developments in public health. Do you ever drink in the bar at the Ritz-Carlton?”

Cooper knew exactly what she was doing. She was establishing her own cover story for being at the conference while making sure that Cooper caught every single word. It was a way of waving the white flag, of signalling to Cooper that she wanted him to play along with her own fiction. In return, Cooper assumed, she would play along with his.

“Why don’t we meet up later, Miss Wetherington?” said Tony Delton, leaning in towards Vanessa. He was doing his best to edge Cooper out of the conversation entirely. “The bar here is definitely worth visiting.”

“Let’s see how the day unfolds,” she said curtly, bringing the conversation to a close. She turned to Cooper. “I’m so sorry to have interrupted you two gentlemen,” she said, quickly flashing a smile that took him back years to the last time he’d seen her, before turning sharply on her heel and walking away.
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The last time Cooper had seen Vanessa Clay was at the MI6 training establishment at Fort Monkton on the south coast of England. The two of them had spent the preceding week being put through their paces on the standard tradecraft refresher course that all officers with less than five years’ field experience were required to pass. Cooper had recently completed a tough, emotionally draining posting in Saudi Arabia that had ended with the death of one of the agents he was running, while Vanessa had developed into a South America specialist with near-native-level Spanish and a proven track record of cartel infiltration.

Given the intensity and pace of their recent operational work, both Cooper and Clay found the course easy and sailed through the daily assessment exercises. Day one had been dominated by surveillance and close-combat modules, and as the week progressed, they were required to spend hours conducting mock interrogations, agent debriefs and firearms drills. Since they had joined MI6 around the same time, Cooper and Clay knew each other from previous training courses but had never deployed together in the field. He was keen to hear about South America, and they would sit together in the bar until the small hours, swapping war stories.

She saved her big announcement until the last night.

“I’m leaving the Service.”

He couldn’t believe his ears.

“You can’t be serious. You’re a lifer. What on earth has made you want to leave?”

“I don’t know—a mixture of things, I suppose. It’s been the hardest decision I’ve ever had to make.”

Although it felt irrational to him, there was a part of Cooper that felt betrayed by Vanessa’s news. Neither of them was there for the money or the rewards. They were there to serve their country. Until that moment, Cooper hadn’t even considered the possibility that there could be a life outside government service.

“What are you going to do?”

“I’ve been offered a job in the security team at Shell.”

“You’re leaving MI6 to work for an oil company?” he said, barely attempting to keep the surprise—and the disdain—from his voice.

Even as he said the words, he knew that he sounded naïve and idealistic. It wasn’t as though either of them worked in the charity sector. Their job was to coerce, manipulate and exploit human sources in order to gain intelligence that served British interests. They’d both sacrificed assets along the way, and Cooper was aware that if he’d made different choices in Saudi Arabia, then his source might still be alive. But he’d always felt as though he was making tough ethical choices in the service of something he believed in: the security and prosperity of his country. What would Vanessa be serving? The balance sheet of a multi-national company?

“Don’t judge me, Charlie,” she said, hanging her head. “This is complicated, and I’ve agonised over it for weeks. When they first approached me with the offer, I laughed out loud and told them in no uncertain terms that I wasn’t interested.”

“Until they offered you more money.”

He regretted the words the second they came out of his mouth. If there was one thing he’d learned in his first few years as an intelligence operative, it was that the world wasn’t black and white. Everything existed in a grey zone of moral complexity. It was stupid of him to assume that Vanessa’s decision wasn’t equally nuanced. He should support her. He knew that she hated her boss on the South American desk with a passion. Maybe that had been a contributing factor in her decision.

“It’s not about the money,” she said. “Well, maybe it’s a little bit about the money. I’m not going to pretend that it won’t come in useful. My parents have never had much, and it would be nice to treat them to a holiday or help my sister out with her medical bills.”

“Just them? I imagine you’re going to upgrade your own life too.”

“Don’t be a dick. I’ve dreaded this moment. I knew you’d react like this. The truth is that I just don’t think I’m cut out for a lifetime working for the government. Yes, we get to do things that no one else does, but there are too many compromises along the way. One government leaves, and the next one comes in with a whole new agenda, and suddenly no one’s interested in the source you’ve spent the last three years cultivating. You wouldn’t believe the lack of interest there is in Whitehall when it comes to South America at the moment. I could sweat blood over there for the next five years and some suit in Whitehall would barely glance at the report.”

Cooper recognised the world she described, and he couldn’t pretend that he didn’t feel some of the same frustrations. Intelligence work might be fast-paced, dangerous and adrenaline-filled, but there was no denying the fact that at the end of the day a government of cynical, ambitious politicians made the calls that really mattered.

He had to admit that there was another aspect to his emotional confusion. There had always been something in the air between him and Vanessa—an energy, a sense of possibility that their friendship might one day turn into something romantic. Postings on different continents and hectic workloads had kept them apart, but when Cooper had spotted Vanessa’s name on the list of attendees, his heart had skipped a beat. But now she was leaving him too, or at least that was how it felt.

“Can you understand why I’ve done this?” she asked, her voice softening as she looked him in the eye.

He nodded.

He really did understand.

Fast-forward five years and he was handing in his own notice, for some of the same reasons as Vanessa.

The two of them kept in touch for the year after that, but as the months added up, they drifted apart. He heard on the grapevine that Vanessa was racing up the ladder at Shell, making regional security head after just two years, and then he heard she’d jumped ship for even more money at a corporate intelligence firm in Mayfair. He tried to look her up one rainy October day, when he was feeling particularly nostalgic for old friendships and old times, but when he finally located the firm and rang their doorbell, a voice came over the intercom to tell him that she’d left six months earlier, and they didn’t have a forwarding address.

“Do you know anything about what she’s doing now?” he’d asked urgently, suddenly seized by a desire to see her again. “Is she even still in London?”

But the person at the other end had gone, so Cooper pulled his coat around him and walked off into the early winter sunshine.
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Cooper got his lucky break at breakfast the next morning. He’d made a calculation. Dr Zhang’s minders were young, athletic men. From the look of them, they exercised frequently and lived a healthy lifestyle. You couldn’t get physiques like that without consistency and discipline. Zhang might sleep odd hours and skip meals, but Cooper was certain that at least one of the scientist’s three minders would appear at some point at breakfast.

He was right. A little after 6.45am, he spotted one of the two men who had pursued Zhang into the hotel gardens standing in line at the omelette station. The man sat down alone and consumed his entire plate—omelette, hash browns, bacon strips, grilled chicken and a pile of noodles—in under three minutes before standing up, gazing around the room and making his way across the lobby.

The hotel was vast, consisting of over seven hundred rooms in the main building and three additional wings: the Tower Wing, the Garden Wing and the Valley Wing. Although the bodyguard showed signs of situational awareness, the hotel was crowded, and Cooper looked like every other delegate. As a result, he was able to determine very quickly that they were headed in the direction of the Garden Wing.

It would have been easier for Cooper if the bodyguard had used the lift, as he could have simply watched the numbers to see which floor they were on. Instead, he took off up the stairs at a fast pace, grabbing the opportunity for some exercise. Cooper followed at a safe distance. By glancing occasionally up the stairwell, he was able to determine which floor the bodyguard—and by extension Zhang—was staying on. By the time Cooper got there, there was no sign of the bodyguard, as he’d expected, but a quick walk through the corridors allowed him to confirm which set of lifts would be used by anyone going down to the conference rooms.

After that, it was a simple matter of finding a corner of the lobby that would provide him with cover as he watched the lift doors. Sure enough, around an hour later he watched as Zhang emerged, looking crumpled and bleary-eyed and clutching a file of papers to his chest. Cooper watched as the doctor—along with two of the three minders—passed briefly by the breakfast buffet to fill a napkin with pastries before making his way to a presentation. It was due to be given by a scientist from a Swiss firm, and Cooper could immediately see that there was a buzz around the entrance to the lecture room. Two conference staff members were standing there with clipboards, checking off names, as there were clearly more people who wanted to attend than capacity in the room itself.

“My name is Dr Wei Zhang,” Cooper heard him say in fluent but accented English. “My name should be on the list.”

One of the organising staff asked him a question.

“Room 592,” he said.

Having secured entry, Zhang disappeared inside with one of his minders. Cooper watched the other two bodyguards engage in a huddle across the corridor before deciding that one of them should stay there while the other should wait in the main lobby.

Cooper considered his chances at bluffing his way into the presentation. His cover story—medical storage facilities—didn’t appear relevant to the presentation, and he couldn’t conceal the fact that he hadn’t put his name down for it. What was more, the bodyguard who had elected to wait outside would see a Westerner attempt—and possibly fail—to gain entry, which would put him on their radar as a possible threat. This wasn’t the sort of environment where people tried to bluff their way into sessions they hadn’t signed up for.

The situation provided Cooper with another option. He walked through the hotel to the Garden Wing and took the lift to Zhang’s floor. It didn’t take him long to locate room 592, a red light on the wall outside indicating that the occupant did not wish the cleaners to freshen up his room.

He reached into his pocket for the piece of equipment Nathan Wiley had provided: a small, slender piece of plastic the size of a credit card. Modern hotels had improved their security in recent years and as a result were no longer using simple magnetic strips to grant access to rooms. Instead, modern cards contained a small chip and antenna that wirelessly emitted a unique identifier. The corresponding piece of equipment—the reader—was installed in the door itself and would only unlock the door when the correct identifier came within range.

This didn’t mean that the doors were harder to gain access to for someone with Wiley’s skills. Hotel cleaning and security staff still needed to carry all-access keys that emitted identifiers that unlocked every door, so it was merely a question of hacking into the hotel parent company’s security department and downloading the codes they used.

The result was that Cooper was able to press what looked like an ordinary American Express card to the door to Zhang’s room and gain entry.

He stood in silence for thirty seconds to confirm that no one had seen him, allowing his eyes to adjust to the gloom. Zhang had left his curtains drawn. His bedsheets were messy, and the remains of a room-service meal had been left on a plate on the floor. Cooper started with the wardrobe, checking the trouser and jacket pockets. The hotel safe was unused, and it took a matter of seconds to sweep every inch of the drawer and cupboard space. Zhang had brought the amount of clothing one would expect for a conference of this length. There were a few handwritten notes on hotel stationery, and Cooper took a photo of them for later translation.

A map of the hotel was laid out on the table next to the bed. It was the sort of map given to every guest—Cooper had received one too—but he noticed immediately that there was something different about Zhang’s. It was the quality of the sunlight slanting in through the window that gave it away. Cooper could see smudges and fingerprints all over its glossy surface, and a possible route had been traced with a pencil. It didn’t give away much beyond that. If there was a particular way in or out of the hotel that particularly interested Zhang, Cooper couldn’t see it.

There was a noise outside. Zhang had pressed the do-not-disturb button, but Cooper didn’t know whether his entry card had in some way reset the system. He heard a knock on the door.

“Service?” a female voice called out.

He couldn’t afford to open the door or allow them to open it. The cleaning staff might already know Zhang by sight. They might know his voice too.

“Service?” she asked again. Cooper knew she was about to enter.

Shit. What should he do?

He opened the bathroom door wide and turned the shower on full blast. He stood out of sight behind the open door and waited. As he expected, the cleaner stepped into the room, immediately concluded that the occupant was in the shower and beat a hasty retreat. Cooper gave it a few minutes and then switched off the water. As he did so, he noticed something glinting at him from underneath the sink that had escaped his attention the first time around. He bent to look more closely and found an ordinary letter opener engraved with the name of the hotel that had been roughly sharpened to a lethal point. Any letter opener would serve as a crude weapon, thought Cooper. But the object he was holding was designed to kill.

Was it Zhang’s?

Why would he need such a thing?

Cooper returned the letter opener to its hiding place and glanced around to make sure everything was as he’d found it. It was far from ideal. Cooper might have seen off the cleaning staff, but the bathroom air was now damp and steamy. Depending on when Zhang or one of his bodyguards next came up here, they might notice a small difference like that.

Cooper had to get out. He waited for another minute until the cleaner had moved along to the next room, opened the door and slipped out into the corridor.
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Cooper found a quiet corner of the gardens and dialled the familiar number, glancing around to confirm he was alone as he listened to the clicks that informed him that the call was being bounced from continent to continent. On the other side of a wall of hibiscus, children splashed around in the swimming pool, and in the distance a small army of cleaning staff washed windows in the hotel’s Tower Wing. Cooper had checked before coming outside, and to the best of his knowledge, Zhang was inside the same session room. The schedule suggested that he’d remain in there and behind locked doors for the next two hours at least.

“Global Logistics, how may I direct your call?”

“The director’s office, please.”

“Who shall I say is calling?”

“Samuel Winston.”

A peacock strolled past, its plume of feathers fully extended. A handful of glossy starlings rose from a nearby bush.

“Status?”

“Green, sir,” said Cooper. “I’ve arrived and am in position.”

“Glad to hear it, Eleven,” said Control. “Have you located your target?”

“Yes, sir. He’s accompanied by three security personnel who appear to be standard Ministry of State Security personnel, which is to say that they look well-prepared and pretty tough. Zhang himself looks a little more chaotic.”

“Where is he now?”

“Attending a closed-doors session on a new drug-delivery system being given by a Swiss firm.”

“Damn,” said Control. “We’d hoped you’d find an opportunity to eliminate him before that particular session.”

“Why?”

“Zhang emailed his superiors to say it was at that presentation that he hoped to find the missing piece of the puzzle and complete his work. I have no doubt you will complete your task, Eleven, but there’s always a risk that Zhang will communicate his findings back to colleagues in Beijing who are able to carry on his work after his death.”

“Understood, sir. If there’s an opportunity to seize Zhang’s devices, I will. That may give us some indication as to what he’s sent back to Beijing.”

“Do you have a plan yet?”

“Not yet.”

Cooper hesitated. It was bad protocol to raise objections to a mission once you had deployed into the field. The time for that was in the planning stages. Cooper had aired his doubts then, but they had only firmed up since his brief search of Zhang’s room.

“Sir,” he said, “I want to make sure you’re aware of two developments. The first is that yesterday I saw Zhang break away from his minders and set off across the gardens in the direction of the hotel perimeter. It was odd behaviour for someone who must know that he is at risk here in Singapore, and it was clear that his security team were unhappy.”

Cooper paused to allow his boss to speak, but Control was silent. Cooper was all too well aware of the complex history that existed between them. He found it easy to follow orders when he agreed with them, but increasingly he’d begun to glimpse a different way of making decisions, a way that allowed him to remain effective and deadly but that also allowed him to be responsive to changing circumstances. He had no issue with killing Zhang. If the man was on the verge of developing a biological weapon that would be hard to stop, Cooper would stand first in line for an opportunity to eliminate him. But he reserved the right to argue for new mission parameters if circumstances on the ground changed.

Cooper continued, “The second development is that I’ve just searched Zhang’s room. There’s a map of the hotel grounds that had clearly been examined very closely, with a route marked, and concealed in the bathroom was a letter opener that had been whittled to a very sharp point.”

“And your assessment?”

“Zhang is clearly not being one hundred per cent compliant with his minders. The map along with his behaviour indicate that he is interested in exploring his physical boundaries. And if I had three tough guys like that following me around all day and I was going to make a run for it, I’d make sure that I had a weapon nearby.”

“A run for it?”

“I’ll carry out any order that you give. I just don’t want us—and Porton Down—to look a gift horse in the mouth. If Zhang does want to defect, we could gain access to a huge amount of valuable data, as well as getting one over a long-term adversary.”

“Zhang is not a weapons scientist, Eleven. He’s only been brought into the Chinese chemical weapon programme because he stumbled upon something by accident. He does not possess valuable data. He holds the key to one weapon that we do not want the Chinese to acquire, and that is it. He—and the key—must be eliminated. Dr Montgomery and Porton Down have been unambiguous on that point.”

“Can I be crystal clear about the order, sir? Even if Zhang wishes to defect, I should kill him?”

“Correct,” said Control.

Cooper hesitated. He had intended to hold nothing back—he’d intended to brief Control about his interaction with Vanessa Clay. There was a strong chance that she might become a relevant factor in his deployment. She was evidently at the conference under an alias, and her professional background almost certainly meant that she was there in some sort of industrial-espionage capacity, or so Cooper speculated.

Just as he had the power to mess up her plans, she had the power to mess up his. Control needed to know that.

But instead, Cooper found himself holding his tongue.

“Thank you, sir,” he said.

The line went dead.
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Dr Wei Zhang turned over a fresh page on his pad of headed hotel paper and continued to scribble notes. The presentation was into its second hour, and although it intersected directly with the work he had been engaged in for the past three years, he found it difficult to concentrate. It wasn’t the quality of the speakers, who were lucid, well prepared and clearly experts in their field, and it wasn’t the proximity of his minder, who sat as still as a rock and without any fidgeting as though, like everyone else in the room, he was a specialist in the field of lipid nanoparticle delivery systems.

The thing that was making it difficult for Zhang to concentrate was a growing sense of anxiety that he wasn’t up to the task he had set himself. He’d travelled to Singapore with a head full of high hopes. That he would use his formidable brainpower to come up with a ruse to slip away from his minders without them even noticing. That he’d persuade a foreign government, ideally the Americans or the British, to grant him asylum and place him in protective custody. That he’d do all this without hurting anyone—or himself—and even without bringing any shame upon his three minders when they returned to Beijing. He had visions of a small farmhouse on the edge of a Midwestern plain, and possibly a horse, and maybe even a pickup truck. His children would eventually be allowed to visit him, and they would settle near him and raise perfect American families of their own.

But he had come face-to-face with the hard, cold reality that such things were most likely far beyond his abilities. Take his three minders: they exhibited the most painstaking attention to detail, and he was never without at least two of them within twenty feet of him. He had thought he could hit one of them over the head with a heavy object and make a dash for it, but he didn’t even know where to hit or with how much force. He didn’t want to kill anyone. The hotel letter opener he’d sharpened to a point and hidden in his bathroom looked lethal enough to kill someone, but he had no idea how to grip it in a fight, and as a result, he was aware that the person who ended up injured might well be him.

The Swiss scientist at the front of the lecture hall brought up his next slide, a page filled with sets of equations and calculations from the trial of their discovery. Zhang had no doubt that the reams of data he was seeing would provide him with the missing piece of the puzzle if he had any interest in completing it. With the advent of AI, the rate of innovation in his particular field had gone through the roof. He knew that if he returned to China, he’d be compelled to remain in the field of chemical and biological weapons, given the talent for innovation he had displayed in recent months. He couldn’t imagine anything worse.

He shifted in his seat and glanced across at his minder. In a way, he thought, it was good that he felt so desperate. It would force him to act. It would force him to innovate. And he did have a plan, or at least half a plan.

Night would present him with the opportunity he craved. Night was when his minders would be least alert, and when Zhang would be alone in his room. They had originally said that one of them would sleep on the floor inside the door, but he had put his foot down at that point. I refuse to share a room with any of you, he said. I am not a student! I am not a prisoner!

He didn’t think there was any way that one of them could take up position directly outside his door, either. There was too high a chance that another guest would report it to hotel security, and there would be an issue of some kind. Much more likely that they would stand outside his door while he locked and double-locked it before drawing the chain into position.

Then—as far as he could tell—he was alone. His minders would retreat to their rooms along the corridor. If Zhang picked his moment, what was to stop him simply walking out of the hotel, through the gardens, over the low wall and hailing a taxi via the app he’d downloaded to his phone that afternoon?

It was a plan, or at least it was half a plan.

And he had the next twelve hours to come up with the other half.
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The problem with reaching out to old colleagues from the world of intelligence, thought Cooper, was that many of them proved so damn hard to find. They tended not to maintain social media profiles, and their LinkedIn pages—if they even had such things—were so thinly populated with half-truths that they were of no use to Cooper. There was no point even trying the old numbers he had for them, as they would have switched them several times a year in an effort not to leave unnecessary traces behind. He couldn’t go through the Group, because he didn’t want Control to know what he was doing, and he couldn’t call a UK government switchboard because it would blow his cover in Singapore.

In the end, he was only able to track down Meg Winters because she was such a fanatical rock climber. Cooper knew that wherever she was in the world, she would spend every free weekend climbing the hardest peaks she could reach, whether they were in Snowdonia, Yosemite or the Andes. Her current day job as a money-laundering expert for the National Crime Agency mean that she kept a low profile, but she was firmly embedded within the worldwide community of climbers, so it didn’t take Cooper more than an hour of scouring social media posts before he caught a glimpse of her in the corner of one shot. Once he’d done that, it only took a few well-crafted messages to end up with Meg’s latest number, and once he had that, Cooper called her up.

“I’m not even going to ask how you found me, Coop,” she said. “But I’m guessing that it wasn’t easy, so this must be urgent.”

“Vanessa Clay,” he said.

Meg chuckled down the line.

“The one that got away?” she said.

Cooper laughed. Meg had joined MI6 in the same month as Cooper and Vanessa, albeit as a forensic accountant rather than an operational officer. She’d quickly displayed a talent for tracking terrorist finances around the globe and was fast-tracked to her first posting in Dubai so that she could monitor the web of illicit transfers flowing from the Emirates to Islamist groups across the region. In those early days she’d been particularly tight with Vanessa, who would spend her R&R weekends relaxing poolside with Meg in Dubai before plunging back into the dangerous world of drug cartels in South America.

But Meg—even more than Cooper—had been surprised and upset at Vanessa’s decision to leave government for an oil company. Meg’s parents were ardent environmentalists, and she had spent many a long evening trying to talk Vanessa out of her decision. They had remained friends though, and if there was one person Cooper could think of who might know what Vanessa was up to these days, it was Meg.

“This definitely isn’t about chasing after a romantic spark that died out long ago,” said Cooper. “I can’t go into details, but I’ve run into her again while in the middle of a particularly sensitive project, and I was wondering if you can tell me anything about what she’s doing these days.”

Like a handful of other former colleagues, Meg had an inkling of the world Cooper moved in these days. She knew he was out of MI6, and although Group 15 and its operations were considered beyond top secret, Meg had spent long enough in the clandestine world to know what went on in its darkest corners.

“You know she went to Shell, right?”

“Yes.”

“She lasted four years and did well,” said Meg. “Towards the end of her time there, they put her in the emerging markets team, which required her to go into territories and regions where there was oil but no extraction industry, identify the key players and negotiate on behalf of her employers. She would have stayed there for a long time if she hadn’t been headhunted by Mayfair 360. You’ve heard of them, right?”

Mayfair 360 was the company where Cooper had gone to look for Vanessa all those years ago.

“I’ve heard of them,” he said. “I’ve never had much time for ex-spooks peddling their wares to Russian oligarchs and Saudi firms looking for business intelligence.”

“I couldn’t agree with you more,” said Meg. “I think even Vanessa found it grubby, but…”

“Yes?”

“I think it spun her moral compass. Oil companies like the one she worked for are big bureaucracies, with endless rules and regulations. But firms like Mayfair operate in a real wild west. Business intelligence is just a euphemism for getting one over on your rival, so Vanessa was out there twenty-four seven, bugging, burgling, bribing. The last time I saw her, she told me about a time when she’d had to spike a target CEO’s drink in order to steal the contents of his briefcase, but apparently he had an adverse reaction to the drug and had a heart attack. She was laughing as she told me the story, Coop. I was horrified.”

“I’m guessing from that that you’re not in touch anymore.”

“No. The last I heard, she’d left that firm to join big pharma.”

“Really?” said Cooper. It explained why she’d turned up at the conference. “In a security capacity?”

“The term ‘a security capacity’ implies defence,” said Meg. “I think it’d be more accurate to think of her as the tip of the spear. Big pharma is ruthless, Coop. Given the skills she’s built up over the years, I wouldn’t be surprised if Vanessa wasn’t protecting the company she works for so much as stealing the crown jewels from their rivals. That’s really the sum total of what I know. If you want, I can think of a few other people I could reach out to on your behalf to see if they know any more. But of course, there’s always the risk that this gets back to her.”

“Thanks, Meg. I think it’d be better to hold off asking around for now.”

There was a noise in the background.

“I’ve got to go,” said Meg. “Promise me you’ll be careful, Coop. Vanessa’s disappeared into a moral universe neither of us would recognise.”
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Cooper checked his watch. The closed-doors session that Dr Zhang was attending was due to finish in twenty minutes, so he decided to go down to the lobby and wait. He’d called Meg Winters from a terrace on the very top of the hotel, and before heading for the stairs, he paused to look at the Singapore skyline faintly shimmering in the midday heat. To the south, hundreds of freight ships cluttered the horizon, their decks stacked with bright cargo containers like Lego blocks.

He decided to walk rather than take the lift. A steep metal stairway took him down to a lower terrace, and from there he pushed through a set of fire doors wedged open with a brick and found himself at one end of the twelfth-floor corridor. As he walked, he thought about the phone call with Meg. He couldn’t shake off her warning about Vanessa. Cooper was acutely aware of the moral and ethical complexities in his own work and was struck by the idea that Vanessa’s career path could have taken her into even darker places. The corridor curved gently ahead of him, and as he followed it around to the right, he heard a noise in the distance.

Before he knew it, it was too late to turn back. At the far end of the corridor, two indistinct figures stood next to one of the hotel room doors. Although there were a million and one innocent reasons for what they were doing, Cooper immediately noticed a stiffening in their posture as they glanced up and noted his presence. Cooper didn’t look like a remotely threatening character; that was one of his strengths as a Group Fifteen headhunter. To protect him from the fierce sun on the rooftop terrace, he’d put on a blue bucket hat that he’d picked up in the lobby—a branded gift from one of the big US companies—and it gave him the harmless appearance of an academic out for a walk.

One of the figures disappeared inside the room. As Cooper approached, he kept his eyes fixed on a random point on the wall at the end. Despite their suspicious behaviour, he judged there was a reasonable chance that nothing would happen if he simply walked past them. As a rule, people didn’t go out of their way to look for confrontation. Flicking his eyes towards the figure ahead of him, Cooper quickly took in all the salient details: navy-blue Lacoste polo shirt, pressed chinos, a pair of tasselled deck shoes. The man was well dressed, which meant that he probably wasn’t a casual thief, and had the look of someone who spent a few hours every day in the gym. He was staring intently at Cooper, but his confusion about what to do was written clearly across his face.

He waited until Cooper was a few steps past him before he spoke.

“Excuse me,” the man called out. “Sir, excuse me.”

Shit.

The last thing Cooper wanted to do was engage with them. He was fairly certain that they were in the process of stealing something from the room, but it was nothing to do with him, and the last thing he wanted was to get embroiled in someone else’s business. But if he ignored them, it would confirm that he knew what was going on. It might be that they wanted to offer some weak excuse for what he’d seen.

“Yes?” he said, turning around.

“Have I seen you before?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Are you a conference delegate?” he asked, his eyes flicking to Cooper’s hat.

“Yes.”

The man considered Cooper’s answer.

“We’re just fetching something from a colleague’s room,” he said, gesturing with his head towards the open door.

Cooper nodded and turned to go.

The man stepped forwards quickly and threw a straight left that caught Cooper on the top of his head and rocked him backwards.

The man grunted with pain and shook his hand.

The second man emerged from the room, holding a briefcase. “What the hell?”

Cooper’s mind raced. He could take a beating. It wouldn’t be the first time that he’d decided that sticking with his cover story—in this case, that he was a harmless medical salesman—was more important than getting hit a few times. A black eye wouldn’t be the end of the world. But the man reached into his back pocket and pulled out a knife. Cooper realised what was happening. The thing these two men were in the process of stealing was of significant value, and as a result, they couldn’t afford to let him walk away.

No witnesses.

Cooper didn’t intend to get stabbed just to protect his cover story.

The man stepped forward to grab Cooper by his collar, expecting that he would be terrified by the sight of a knife. Cooper acted quickly. He stepped forwards and drove his elbow hard against the man’s left eye socket. The bone cracked loudly, and the man sank to his knees.

“Shit,” said the second man loudly.

Cooper turned towards the stairwell door. If he could just make it through and onto the landing, he could run down one level and disappear into the maze of corridors. But the second man was drawing a handgun from the back of his waistband and lifting it toward Cooper.

Wonderful.

Cooper grabbed the man’s wrist and twisted it downwards, locking his elbow. He then drove hard with the heel of his other hand right at the point where it was weakest and most sensitive, breaking the bone. The man screamed and dropped the gun, his arm dangling uselessly from his side.

Cooper turned, yanked open the stairwell door and ran.
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Cooper ran down five flights of stairs, confirming as he went that the stairwell was not covered by CCTV. He removed his jacket and the blue bucket hat and pushed through a door that took him into one of the hotel corridors. He was acutely aware that a really good hotel security team would be able to link him to what had just happened several floors up. His face had mostly been hidden underneath the bucket hat, and his clothes were the standard conference uniform of navy blazer, white shirt and grey chinos, but the footage of the fight would tell them enough about his age, race, height and build for them to track him down.

The only thing acting in his favour was that the hotel management wouldn’t want to unnecessarily upset any of the delegates, given how much money the conference was bringing in. There was a very strong chance that Cooper’s two assailants wouldn’t report the incident, and there had been no eyewitnesses. Furthermore, however confident management might be that security had identified Cooper, could they be totally sure? Would the hotel manager want them to run the risk of falsely accusing the wrong delegate of a violent attack?

And what about the fact that the two men were clearly the instigators, and the unknown third man was merely trying to get away with his life?

All in all, Cooper thought he stood a fifty-fifty chance of making a clean getaway from the episode. Walking at a normal pace, he made his way down the corridor to the bank of lifts and returned to his room, where he changed his clothes. He wasn’t too worried about coming across the two men again. One of them had a broken arm, and the other would need medical treatment to fix his eye. They might well have other colleagues on site, but they’d run into the same problem of trying to describe a man of average build, average height, and wearing nondescript clothing.

Cooper was back downstairs in the lobby by the time Zhang’s closed-doors session finished. The general melee outside the room allowed Cooper to watch discreetly from a distance as the doctor mingled with other scientists, exchanging thoughts about the session and industry gossip. As the crowd began to thin, Cooper returned to the lobby.

Zhang appeared, flanked by two of his minders. The third followed ten paces behind. Cooper watched as they crossed the lobby, entered the lift and returned to Zhang’s room on the fifth floor.

Cooper gritted his teeth with frustration. More than anything, the fight upstairs with the two men made him want to complete his task quickly and leave. He could handle himself, but every new danger threatened to make it even harder to eliminate Zhang, a task that was proving difficult enough on its own without any external help. Apart from the opportunity on his very first day, when he had walked into the lobby and seen an unaccompanied Zhang standing twenty feet away, he hadn’t identified a single possible way of eliminating his target. Everything he had seen suggested that the three minders were much more capable than the two goons he’d just schooled upstairs, and they were doing everything in their power to close down the options available to someone in Cooper’s position.

Time was running out.

When he heard the voice behind him, it was so soft that it sounded like a whisper.

“Charlie,” she said, “it’s been too long. Will you let me buy you a drink?”

Cooper turned and looked into the startling blue eyes of Vanessa Clay.
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“So, you know who I am,” she said, a faint smile playing across her lips.

They were seated in a booth at the back of the Shangri-La’s cocktail bar. The light was low and discreet, and across the room a pianist ran through her list of easy-listening favourites.

“You’re a reporter for Chronoscience Review, Mary,” he said. “It’s a good cover story. Go wherever you want and ask whatever questions you want.”

“And you?”

“Samuel Winston. Medical storage sales rep.”

“What are you doing here? Really?”

“I can’t tell you that. What about you? Really?”

“The same.” She smiled. “Let’s switch to an easier topic. How are you? How have you been?”

“Good,” he said. “A lot of water under the bridge since we last saw each other. How long has it been?”

“Six years,” she said. “I lost track of the number of times I thought of looking you up. You’re a hard man to find. I even got a friend to go to HR in MI6 and make a discreet enquiry, but even they didn’t have a forwarding address. There were times when I wondered if you might even be dead. Then someone saw you in an airport somewhere.”

“David Montague. Helsinki.”

Vanessa laughed. “He told me there was no way that you’d seen him. Even at the time I suspected he was wrong. He was never in your league.”

“He died in a car crash last year. We shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.”

“Sorry to hear that. Not my favourite person, but his heart was in the right place.”

Sitting so close to Vanessa allowed Cooper to see the ways she had changed over the years. Physically she looked stronger, with a shade more breadth to her shoulders and a sense of contained energy that hinted at someone in peak fitness. She’d always been determined, but there was a set to her jaw that warned people off thinking she was an easy mark. Her collar-length brown hair was expensively cut, and the stylish but understated jewellery she wore was beyond the price range she would have been able to afford in government service. Beyond all of that, though, Cooper could still see flickers of the old Vanessa he had once known. Her blue eyes crinkled at their corners when she smiled, and her laugh was natural and spontaneous.

“Why did you drop out of contact with everyone?” he asked her.

She sighed and dropped her head. “It just got too hard. And then you add in how it’s like one big club, and when someone says they want to leave, everyone else gets upset. Even you. You’d think I’d violated some kind of blood oath, especially because my motives were at least partly financial. Some of the people we worked with had family money, lots of it, and they couldn’t see that a working-class girl from Kent might want to earn more than a normal Crown servant. People want you to stay in that small world for your entire life, but I was getting so claustrophobic that I couldn’t breathe.”

“Ever have regrets about leaving?”

“Lots. But I’ve got a stubborn streak a mile wide. Once people started criticising me, I just dug my heels in. And there was a lot that I really enjoyed about it. I got to travel to some interesting places, and we worked with some colourful sorts.”

Across the bar, the pianist came to an end of ‘New York, New York’ and launched into a rendition of Billy Joel’s ‘Piano Man’. The waitress passed by their table to refill the bowl of olives.

Cooper waited until she had left before speaking. “I came to look for you at Mayfair 360 once.”

She seemed surprised and genuinely pleased. “Did you? When?”

“Must’ve been a few months after you’d left. They didn’t know where you’d gone.”

“Maybe that was our sliding doors moment. You might even have been able to save me from this job.”

“Do you need saving?”

“Yes, please,” she said, laughing. “I hate it. In hindsight, Mayfair was bad enough, but this is something else. Big pharma is crazy competitive, and no one trusts anyone else. Do you know that I take a lie detector test every three months to make sure I haven’t jumped ship and gone to work for a rival? They search my phones, my bags, every time I leave the office. It’s like I’ve given my life away.”

“I’ve heard some of the horror stories. They certainly know how to squeeze every last bit of value out of their employees.”

“I’ve come full circle,” she said. “Head-first into the murky private sector, then went one step further with this job. I’ve done some terrible things. And not in the interests of keeping my country safe. In the interests of some fat cat in Delaware getting even fatter.” The waitress came with fresh drinks, and Vanessa took a long sip of her martini. “I’ve got three months left on my contract. Assuming I don’t mess up in that time, the payout will mean I can buy my parents a retirement home, and then that’s it, I’m out. I can’t wait to get free.”

“What are you going to do?”

“You won’t believe me.”

“Tell me.”

“Landscape gardener.”

“What?”

“I said you wouldn’t believe me!”

“Really?”

She nodded, struggling to keep the smile from her face. “I’m going to go into business with my sister. She’s handling the admin and finances, and I’ll do the physical work. I can’t wait. I’ve never been so excited about anything in my whole life. I’ve got enough savings to keep us afloat for the first six months, and after that we’ll live off whatever we earn.”

“And your employers will let you go?”

“As long as I bring the goods home after this.”

“Which brings us back to the start. What are you doing here?”

She pushed her glass away, lowered her voice and leaned in. “I’m here to steal something. And if you’ll allow me to make an educated guess, I’d say you’re here to kill someone. You don’t have to tell me if I’m right or not. All you have to do is listen to my proposal.”

“Ominous.”

“Doesn’t have to be. We work together. You help me steal the thing that I want. I help you kill your target.”

She saw the look of surprise on Cooper’s face and laughed.

“Come on. We never got to work together before. This is our chance.”
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Cooper left the Shangri-La hotel and began to walk. He had to do something to help him sift through his thoughts. He’d always found physical activity to be an answer of sorts; there was something about the repetition of certain fixed movements that lulled him into a near-meditative state that allowed him to see a predicament more clearly. As a teenager, he’d spent hours and hours on his racing bike at weekends, and when on holiday he liked nothing better than to disappear into the hills of southern Italy with a backpack and a pair of hiking boots.

He walked down the long wide boulevard. On either side, neat gardens were being watered by expensive sprinkler systems, and palm trees clustered on every corner. Apart from a maid walking three dogs, he was alone. He took out his phone and dialled a number from memory.

Cooper listened to the familiar clicks and whirrs as his call was routed and rerouted across continents to ensure that it was secure. He was aware that he couldn’t afford to be entirely straightforward with Control. The truth was that Cooper hadn’t mentioned Vanessa at all in his last call, even though he suspected at the time that she would find a way to intrude upon his operation.

“Status, Eleven?”

“Clear, sir.”

“Progress?”

“Not exactly. Zhang is always in the company of at least two of his minders. It looks like the incident on day one when he managed to get away from them and make it halfway across the garden has spooked them. They’re sticking close. I’d thought that there’d be an opportunity in the gym or the pool, or that Zhang would attend sessions on his own, but the reality is that they’ve evidently risk-assessed his visit to the nth degree. There’s very little I can do.”

Control was silent. Cooper could hear the frustration and anger building down the line, but when he spoke, it was with emotions held firmly in check.

“You said ‘not exactly’. But what you’re telling me sounds like ‘not at all’.”

“An option has presented itself, but it’s highly unorthodox. I met an old colleague from MI6. Vanessa Clay. She’s working in the security department of a large US pharmaceutical firm. She⁠—”

“Stop. Are you telling me your mission has been compromised?”

“It has not been compromised.”

“But she knows who you are.”

“She does.”

“And she knows you’re at the conference under an alias.”

“Same as her.”

“You’d better explain yourself.”

“She’s here to steal a hard drive belonging to one of the conference delegates—a Spanish doctor named Daniel Garcia. The hard drive contains the sum total of his company’s research over the past three years, and he intends to sell it to a German company. The US company Vanessa works for wishes to acquire it before that can happen.”

Although Vanessa had chosen to answer his question with an enigmatic raise of her eyebrows, Cooper suspected the two men he’d fought with on the twelfth floor were working for her. It made sense that they had been sent to locate the hard drive. Cooper recalled that when the second man came to the door, his hands were empty. Had they failed to find what they were looking for? Was that why she was coming to Cooper, because she knew that he’d stand a better chance than the two lackeys she’d dispatched?

“What’s this Spanish doctor got to do with us?”

“Miss Clay knows nothing about why I’m here, but she’s made it clear that she’s willing to strike a deal. If I help her get the drive, she’ll help me with Zhang. I’d normally reject such an offer out of hand, but there are three relevant considerations. The first is that she’s good—very good. I can vouch for that. She has a long and established track record of covert action across the globe for both governments and private companies. The second is that she’s using a legend for her mission that might be useful. She’s claiming to be a science reporter—a very flexible cover that throws up lots of opportunities.”

“The third?”

“The third is that I don’t have any other options at present. If you want me to turn down her offer, I will. But that’ll leave me without a viable plan and only twenty-four hours left before Zhang returns to China.”

Control was quiet. Cooper knew better than to hurry him. The situation was complex; Cooper’s description of it as ‘unorthodox’ didn’t begin to capture the myriad ways that it might go wrong. Collaborating with Vanessa would require Cooper to tell her the identity of a Group target, and there was no knowing how she might use that information. Furthermore, even if the operation proceeded smoothly and Zhang was eliminated, she would forever be in possession of information that could be used to embarrass the Group or even blackmail them.

“This comes down to a question of trust,” said Control. “You’d be placing the ultimate success or failure of this mission in the hands of someone I’ve never met. Do you vouch for her?”

Cooper knew that the question would come, but that didn’t make it any easier to answer. The truth was that he still felt conflicted. Nothing Vanessa had said stuck out as an obvious lie, and the arc she had described—leaving a job she loved for financial reasons, coming to realise she’d made a mistake—was one that he recognised from other friends and former colleagues. In other words, everything she had said struck him as emotionally true.

But, but, but…

He couldn’t shake off the warning he’d received from Meg Winters.

I suspect Vanessa has disappeared into a moral universe neither of us would recognise.

Was that true? Was it plausible that Vanessa planned to waltz out of her job and into a new career as a landscape gardener, of all things?

He came to a decision.

“The short answer is yes,” he said. “I can’t pretend to be one hundred per cent certain that I’m right. I haven’t had any contact with her over the past six years, and I’m aware that she’s a trained liar. It may be that she’s playing me. So, I propose that I accept her offer but proceed with extreme caution.”

“All right,” said Control. “You have my approval for the change in plan. But you must know better than anyone that this will make things more challenging. Zhang and his minders already present a formidable opponent. If you introduce a new and uncertain element into the equation, you may end up with something even more combustible. Tread carefully.”
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“Let’s run through the plan one more time,” said Vanessa. “There’s still a few parts we haven’t yet nailed down.”

They were seated at a table on the terrace in the hotel gardens. The air was hot and heavy with the scent of nearby jasmine and a huge blossoming jacaranda tree. Four peacocks strolled across the lawn. Although it was late, the night sky was a pale shade of purple.

“I’ve sent an email to Dr Garcia enquiring about the possibility of interviewing him for my publication,” she said. “He’s agreed to see if he can find the time. I’m pretty confident he will—I laid on the flattery pretty thick, and there’s every indication that he appreciates attention, especially from younger women. The challenge will be making sure that he brings the hard drive with him to the interview.”

Cooper sipped at his glass of ice water. “Where does he normally keep it?”

“I’m fairly certain it’s in his hotel room.”

“Why haven’t you taken it from there?”

“I couldn’t find it. I suspect he’s hidden it⁠—”

Cooper couldn’t help but laugh.

“You couldn’t find it? Or the muscle you sent to do the job for you couldn’t find it?”

She sat back and shook her head, a smile spreading across her face. “I knew that was you. You know how I know? It was incredibly precise. You hit them just enough to incapacitate them and left it there. Most people who are good at violence are not so disciplined.”

“So that’s why you need me. You came here as part of a three-person team, but now you’re down to one.”

“Partly. But I’m glad that it turned out this way. This is much more fun.”

Without making a show of it, Cooper took in the guests sitting at the surrounding tables. He had promised Control that he would proceed with Vanessa with an abundance of caution, and that meant not taking her words at face value. She might claim that her only two colleagues had been taken out by Cooper, but if this hard drive was really so important to her employers, Vanessa might well have come with a larger team.

“Back to the question,” she said. “How do we make sure he brings the drive from his room to the meeting with me?”

“That’s easy. A note under his door from the hotel management telling him workmen require access to his room between the hours of 9am and 12pm to fix a plumbing issue. ‘The workmen will be supervised by our staff, but you may wish to keep valuables with you during that time.’ No one in their right mind would get a note like that and then leave something as valuable as that hard drive behind.”

Vanessa nodded. “That could work. What then?”

“The easiest thing is if we make it look like a simple theft. The issue is that he may suspect you. If he came to see you and then this happened, he’ll think he was set up.”

“Unless I get robbed too. If I get robbed and hurt, he’ll never suspect me.”

“Have you got a blood capsule?”

“Why the hell would I have brought a blood capsule with me?”

He laughed. “Fair point. It’s easy enough to produce a homemade version. Some red food colouring, then add a drop or two of blue to reduce the brightness and finally corn syrup for thickness.”

“Not your first rodeo?”

“It won’t be perfect, but it’ll fool an amateur.”

“Fine. I’ll tell the kitchen that I need all that to decorate a cake for my boyfriend. The next question is where it’s done. Somewhere public so he doesn’t get spooked, but somewhere with as few witnesses as possible.”

“The location where you’re meeting him can be public as long as on the way he passes through somewhere there are no guests or staff and no cameras.”

He looked around at the gardens. “There are some spots out here that might work. I think there’s a glass pavilion over in that direction.” He gestured discreetly towards the south-facing wall at the perimeter of the garden. “If you were to meet the doctor in the lobby, you could then lead him along that pathway to the pavilion. Halfway along, there’s some dense cover from the plants. I’ll rush you both, grab the hard drive and your bag, pretend to hit you in the process and then run. You fall to the ground. By the time Garcia realises what’s happened, I’ll be long gone. He may want to report it to the hotel, so be prepared to go along with that.”

“I’m enjoying this,” she said, holding his eye a moment too long.
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Dr Daniel Garcia stood in front of his bathroom mirror and made last-minute adjustments to his clothes. He ran a comb through his hair and smoothed his bristling silver moustache with his fingers. Taking a step backwards, he gave himself a final once-over, nodding admiringly at what he saw. The last thing he had expected when he woke up this morning was to be approached by a reporter and asked if he would agree to be profiled for a cover piece. And not just any reporter; this one looked like she’d stepped out of a model shoot.

Locking her liquid blue eyes on his, she’d leaned in and placed a hand on his upper arm.

“You’re one of the giants of the profession,” she’d said. “The current generation of scientists stands on the shoulders of men like you, and what I want more than anything is the opportunity to introduce you to our thousands of readers.”

It had been hard coming to the end of a career like his. Over the years he’d been feted and celebrated countless times, but there came a point when the invitations just seemed to dry up. Other scientists—younger scientists—started getting the attention that’d once been lavished on him. The pharmaceutical laboratory in Madrid that bore his name remained at the forefront of its field, but he had to accept the reality that he just wasn’t news anymore.

That was why he’d come here, to his last ever AxisGene conference. He’d been forced to sell his stake in the laboratory to his business partner after an acrimonious divorce had emptied his bank balance. His business partner knew of his personal troubles, but instead of offering support through a difficult period, she’d used the information to drive the price down to almost half of what Garcia had hoped he might make. He’d have the last laugh, though. On his last day in the lab, he’d made a copy of every test and trial they’d run over the past three years, including those related to the product lines that were nearing completion and would soon be ready to proceed to patent application. He couldn’t resist a chuckle at the prospect of his former partner learning that it was all worthless. The information on the hard drive would allow a rival firm to get there first and secure patents worth millions upon millions of dollars.

Checking his reflection one last time, he allowed himself a wry chuckle. This was going to be quite the weekend. He’d sell the hard drive, become a millionaire, and possibly—with a little luck and the help of the thumbnail-sized tablet of Rohypnol he intended to drop into the attractive reporter’s drink—he might even have a little fun of another kind.

Entering the bathroom, he stood on the edge of the tub to push aside a ceiling tile and retrieve the hard drive from the ceiling cavity. He would have preferred to leave it in place, but the note from hotel management informing him of workmen accessing his room put pay to that. There was no way he could leave it in place while they were here. It was small enough that he could slip it into his jacket pocket. His only regret was that it spoiled the line of his jacket.

He took the lift down to the lobby and immediately spotted her waiting for him. He mentally fumbled for her name. Margaret? Melissa? No—Mary. Mary. He waved at her and walked with a spring in his step through the crowds to join her.

“I thought we could sit outside in the garden,” she said. “It’s such a beautiful night.”

“As long as we will be able to order a glass of something to drink. My throat is so dry. Will you allow me to buy you a glass of something, Mary?”

“A glass?” she said, lightly touching his arm. “Why don’t we order a bottle? And this is on me. Shall we?”

They walked across the lobby towards the gardens. Garcia caught a few envious glances from colleagues and acquaintances, and he looked across at the reporter who’d taken such an interest in him. Her skin was lightly tanned and her brown hair held back by a tortoiseshell clasp, but it was her eyes that really captivated him with their sparkle and energy. She was in the middle of a story about her previous visit to Singapore, but he could barely concentrate on her words.

The doors slid open, and they stepped into the gardens.

“Have you been to the pavilion?”

“I haven’t.”

“It’s beautiful.”

They were halfway there when it happened.

Afterwards, when he tried to put the pieces together, Garcia thought that the man must have chosen to act at that exact moment because of the way that the wall of palm trees hid them from the view of other hotel guests. He came out of nowhere. Garcia thought the man was probably tall, but he couldn’t be sure, and he had some idea that he might have light or dark brown hair. Other than that, the only thing he knew for sure was that the man was powerful. He barrelled first into Garcia, knocking him to the ground, and then delivered a blow to his gut that winded him. He heard rather than saw what happened next: the man grabbed for the reporter’s handbag and tried to yank it off her shoulder.

Garcia heard her shout, followed by the loud crack as she was slapped.

Then all he could hear was the sound of footsteps as their attacker ran off.

He turned to look for the reporter. She’d had it worse than him, with a vivid red smear of blood across her mouth from where he’d hit her.

It was only when she asked him if he was okay that he bothered to check his own pockets. It took him a moment or two to realise that the worst imaginable thing had happened, and the hard drive was gone.
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“Have you had a look at it?”

“Course not,” Cooper said. “Scientific data isn’t really my thing.”

They were in Vanessa’s hotel room. It was definitely a step up from Cooper’s, with a small living room area, a balcony large enough to throw a party and panoramic views of Singapore. Even the artwork on the walls looked expensive.

“So, this is what a private-sector expenses budget gets you,” he said, looking around with an appreciative whistle. “Maybe it’s time to jump ship.”

He handed her the hard drive and watched as she folded it inside a hoodie and tucked it into the bottom of a small black rucksack beside her bed. There was a perfectly good safe in every room, but no one with any experience of the security sector would trust a hotel safe. One of the most common complaints from guests was that they’d locked themselves out of the room safe, so hotel staff had to have the means to reopen them quickly and without fuss.

“Do you think Garcia suspected anything about what happened downstairs?” he asked.

“He didn’t give any sign of it. He’s convinced the thief’s main objective was to steal my handbag, and his hard drive was just collateral damage. We spent a long time looking for it because he thought it might just have been knocked loose.”

“Think he’ll make a complaint to the hotel about what happened?”

“He said he’d leave that to me as the principal victim. I think he understands he’s never getting that hard drive back.”

Cooper leaned back on the sofa. All his senses were on high alert. He was acutely aware of how significant the next few moments would be. If Vanessa was untrustworthy, if their mutual friend Meg Winters was right and she’d really junked her morals, this was the moment that it would become clear. Vanessa might not refuse to help him outright, but he’d be able to tell from her body language whether she was fully committed to the plan. She might suggest a plan that could never work or propose that they defer serious discussion of the matter until later, allowing her to slip away to the airport and leave. After all, Vanessa had exactly what she wanted: the drive. Cooper had taken a step into the unknown and helped her get what she wanted. This was the moment he would learn whether she was willing to help him get what he wanted.

As though she could read his mind, she sat down opposite Cooper and leaned forward.

“I know what you’re thinking. You’re not sure if I’ll stick around to help you or just run.” She fixed him with her blue eyes. “I’m not going anywhere. You put your neck on the line to help me, and now I’m going to do the same for you. Who are we going after?”

Cooper nodded. “A Chinese scientist called Dr Zhang. He’s here at the conference with three minders. They’re restricting his movements, making sure he only attends certain events and at other times stays in his room. It’s proved very difficult to work out a plan. He doesn’t engage in industry small talk with other delegates, and he doesn’t eat with everyone else in the restaurant. I’ve come to the conclusion that we need to create some sort of ruse to draw him—and his minders—out of their usual orbit.”

“I’ve seen him. I didn’t know who he was, but his bodyguards aren’t even trying to blend in.”

“They want it known that he’s being protected in order to put off anyone thinking of trying,” he said. “As far as I have been able to identify, the one window of opportunity is when he walks from the conference suite back to his room. I’m sure we can come up with something, but it’s incredibly tight, and of course, there’ll be dozens if not hundreds of potential witnesses.”

“Do you think we can run the same play as we did with Garcia? Invite him to come for an interview, flatter him, flutter my eyelashes, that kind of thing?”

“Not a chance. His minders will want him to keep a low profile and not do any media. He couldn’t even answer questions about why he’s attending this year’s conference since it’s connected to his work for the Chinese government.”

“So what do we know? What do we know about him that we can use as bait?”

“We know that he came here to attend a series of lectures by a scientist who’s developed a new viral delivery system. Zhang is looking for the missing piece of the puzzle—the thing that will allow him to complete the design of a biological weapon.”

Vanessa stood up and walked across to the window. “I had something similar in Columbia once,” she said. “We were desperate to lure the chief scientist working for a cartel away from his ranch so we could put him on a plane and send him to Florida for questioning by the FBI. We tried everything. We even sent someone in to poison his water supply in the hope he’d get sick and have to travel to a hospital. In the end we got a lab in Ecuador to invite him to a meeting with one of their scientists to discuss a potential breakthrough in filtration techniques.”

“I’m not following,” said Cooper.

“Scientists like to speak with scientists. They feel comfortable together; they trust each other. They speak the same language.”

“So, we pretend to be a scientist.”

“We pretend to be the very scientist he’s come here to see. I approach him and say that I interviewed the guy he’s interested in that morning for my paper, and he asked me to pass on a discreet invitation to Zhang to come for a one-to-one chat.”

Cooper sat back and considered the idea. It had the virtue of being simple, and he had found over the years that simple plans stood a much greater chance of success. He hadn’t confided in Vanessa about his suspicion that there might be more to Zhang’s travel to Singapore than first met the eye. If he was right and Zhang was considering defecting, he would leap at any opportunity to get away from his minders. He would have no idea that he was in fact putting his head through a noose.

“So you give Zhang a time and a place,” he said.

“Somewhere that allows you to take a shot. His minders will be with him. They’ll want to check out the location and make sure there are no hidden risks.”

“That’s fine. If we know the general location and the time, I can make sure that I’m somewhere that covers all contingencies. As soon as Zhang enters the location, I take the shot. Won’t matter about the bodyguards.”

“Plus, the distance means we both get away clean. We wait a day or two for things to calm down and then meet in London for celebratory cocktails. What do you say?”
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Within minutes of receiving the electronic notification from London that the courier had left the package at the designated spot, Cooper was out of the hotel and on his way to collect it. Dead drops in foreign countries were risky, and it was an iron-clad rule of the game that they should be collected—or emptied, as the jargon had it—at the earliest possible opportunity. It was hard enough at home to be confident that a dead drop in a park or a museum wouldn’t be disturbed by a tourist or dog walker, but at least you didn’t have the police to worry about. If things went wrong, someone appropriately senior could approach their counterpart in New Scotland Yard and smooth things over.

That wasn’t a luxury Cooper would have in Singapore.

His taxi pulled up outside the world-famous zoo. The hot and humid weather had temporarily broken, and sheets of rain drove the other visitors underneath umbrellas and awnings. Cooper popped into the gift shop and bought a waterproof cape for a few dollars that’d make him even more anonymous as he went about his work.

In former times, he would’ve had to agree in advance with the courier the exact location where the package would be left. As he neared the site, he would’ve found at least one additional marking—a chalk stripe on a bench, say, or a strand of thread tied around a lamppost—that would’ve indicated that the courier had got away from the site cleanly and without observing any hostile surveillance. Modern technology made the whole thing easier. The package Cooper was there to collect was embedded with a locator chip that would guide him to its precise location.

As concerned as he was about looking natural and fitting in, Cooper had to be mindful of time. Singapore Zoo was one of the territory’s principal tourist attractions, covering many square kilometres and hundreds of animal enclosures. Visitors routinely spent a whole day there, yet Cooper had to be back at the Shangri-La hotel within the hour.

He hopped on the small bus that carried visitors on a fixed route. The heavy rain meant that it was crowded, and Cooper shared the bench seat with a woman from Italy and her two small children. The backpack he carried had been carefully selected to match the exact measurements of the package he was there to collect. The bus took them through a section called the Great Rift Valley of Ethiopia, around the Elephants of Asia to something called Orangutan Island. The zoo had a small army of khaki-clad staff engaged in feeding, cleaning and keeping the lush tropical environment under control.

Cooper could see why it had been chosen for the drop. As long as you avoided the congested areas near to animals such as elephants, lions and tigers, there were plenty of places that would provide a safe and secure hiding place for a number of hours. The zoo was covered by a network of CCTV cameras, but the total area was too vast for every inch to be covered, and Cooper quickly spotted the pattern the installers had followed.

He checked his phone. A few hundred feet ahead was a tortoise shelter, and the dot on his phone was telling him that the package was concealed opposite that. He hopped off the bus and continued on foot. As he expected, the tortoise shelter had been selected because it was two-thirds of the way around the set route. By that stage in their visit, the majority of visitors were rushing to get to the end, and tortoises weren’t glamorous or exciting enough to draw crowds.

By the time Cooper got there, there were fewer than a dozen people. Opposite the enclosure was a large children’s climbing frame that was still under construction and closed for use. Barriers warned visitors to stay away.

It didn’t take long to spot what he was looking for: a faint orange sticker applied to the bark of a tree. Checking that no one was looking, Cooper walked up to it and allowed his backpack to fall to the floor. While pretending to examine the tree, he kicked loose the top covering of dirt that concealed a long package buried in shallow soil. In one smooth movement, he knelt to pick up his bag and scooped the package in, drawing the top string and swinging the straps over his shoulders.

It took less than a minute.

He walked for the next ten minutes to confirm there was no surveillance behind him and then caught the next bus to the exit.

Collecting the package was the easy part. It was important to get it right, but he was under no illusions that the difficult part would start the minute he arrived back at the hotel.
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Zhang emerged from the small lecture hall and paused to stretch. He was used to spending the majority of his days on his feet, and his hips and lower back ached after five straight hours in a narrow conference chair. He glanced around to see where his minders were. He knew that one of them had sat at the back of the hall, but he hadn’t been there when all the attendees filed out and was currently nowhere to be seen. Zhang checked his watch. The session had finished half an hour early. Was it possible they had left him on his own?

Only one way to find out.

He stepped among the steady stream of delegates heading into the hotel lobby. He nodded at the person walking next to him in the hope they might strike up a conversation, as he thought this might make him blend in. While they exchanged pleasantries, Zhang tried to drop his head and shoulders a few inches so he would be harder to spot, all the while counting the paces.

Ten.

Twenty.

He allowed himself a faint glimmer of hope.

All the sessions until this one had been run according to a very strict schedule, so perhaps it was possible that his minders had felt able to relax. They knew where he was, after all.

Twenty-five paces.

Another ten would take him to the dining room, where all the other delegates were headed. He knew from studying the hotel map that there were any number of service corridors leading away from the dining room. These weren’t protected by locks or alarms, as they needed to be accessed by staff twenty-four hours a day. Once he was in that labyrinth, he would be free. There was no way they would find him.

It was too good to last.

A familiar face appeared at his left elbow, falling into step, and seconds later he spotted one of the others ahead and to the right, scanning the crowds.

Damn. He’d had his chance—his second chance. When was he going to learn that he couldn’t afford to let these chances pass by?

“Dr Zhang?”

He turned towards a young Western-looking woman standing several feet away. Instantly one of his minders stepped towards her, blocking her from the doctor.

“Ouch,” he heard her say. “You’re hurting me.”

Stepping to one side, he saw that the bodyguard had taken a firm grim of her upper arm and was trying to pull her away. Zhang spoke curtly to the man in Mandarin.

“I’m so sorry for my colleague, miss. I think you surprised him.”

She rubbed her arm and tried to smile.

“No, I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to surprise anyone. I just…” She paused, looked around and took a half-step forward. “I just wanted to pass on a message, if that’s all right.”

He was confused.

“A message?”

“I’m a science reporter. I was interviewing Dr Schmeckler this morning, and he asked me to pass on a message to you.”

Zhang’s ears pricked. Schmeckler was the inventor of the new lipid nanoparticle delivery system that he’d come to hear about.

“Dr Schmeckler has a message for me?”

It was at that moment that he learned for the first time that at least one of his minders understood English. He leaned in to speak to Zhang in Mandarin. “Doctor, you are not authorised to attend any private meetings. Our superiors in the Ministry have been very clear on this point. We must go now.”

He took hold of Zhang’s elbow, but the scientist threw his hand off.

“The reason for my travel to Singapore is precisely to better understand what Schmeckler has done. This is a unique opportunity. Consult with Beijing but let me be very clear—I am attending the meeting.”

He turned back to the young woman facing him. “Please tell Schmeckler that I would be honoured to meet with him.”

His minder spoke up in fluent English for the first time, directing his question to the reporter. “Why could Dr Schmeckler not pass on the message himself?”

The young woman turned towards him. “He was very apologetic. He’s subject to press interest at this conference because of his breakthrough work, and he has found that meeting with other delegates has sometimes caused a stir. It sets tongues wagging. And he’d rather avoid that for everyone’s sake if possible. He’ll be able to explain more when you meet.”

“And where will this meeting take place?” asked the minder.

“The hotel bar on the twelfth floor. It opens at 6pm, so Schmeckler suggested you meet there at 5.30 so you can speak without an audience.”

Zhang turned to the minder and spoke rapidly in Mandarin.

“Are you satisfied?” he snapped, summoning up all the authority at his disposal. “It is a public place. You will have plenty of opportunity to examine it beforehand and ensure that there are no risks.” He glimpsed resistance to the idea in the man’s expression and pressed on. “If you block this meeting,” he hissed, “you will have to explain to the minister himself why you frustrated the exact purpose of my visit. Are you prepared to do that?”

The minder took a small step backwards and nodded.

Zhang turned back to the reporter. “Please inform Dr Schmeckler that I would be delighted to accept his invitation.”


PART III
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Cooper cleared a patch of floor in the centre of the hotel room and laid the long canvas case on the carpet. The room was silent except for the faint hum of traffic below. He knelt, unzipped the bag, and peeled back the flap to reveal the rifle’s components.

He lifted the upper receiver first, the matte steel cool beneath his fingers, and inspected the chamber out of habit. Then came the lower receiver and stock, which he fitted together with a practiced motion, aligning the pins and pressing them home with a firm, satisfying click. The bolt assembly slid in next, smooth and oiled, locking into place with a faint metallic clunk. He paused a moment, feeling the balance shift subtly in his hands. He withdrew the suppressor, screwing it onto the threaded barrel with precise, deliberate turns, and then attached the bipod beneath the fore-end, folding out the legs and adjusting them to even height. Last came the scope, sliding it onto the rail and tightening it down with a torque wrench. He gave it a final check, eye to the glass, confirming alignment and zero.

There was no rush. He could’ve done it blindfolded, but this time he let each motion unfold at its own pace, hands steady, the ritual as familiar as breathing. When he was done, the rifle lay across his knees: assembled and ready.

Cooper settled behind the rifle, adjusted the bipod legs for stability, and brought his eye to the scope. He focused on the twelfth-floor cocktail bar in the hotel’s adjacent wing; one hundred and fifty feet away, measured and confirmed with a laser rangefinder. A short shot by any standard, but he treated it with the same precision as a thousand-yard engagement. Complacency was a mistake he’d seen others make—but only once.

He’d already accounted for the angle of elevation—minimal at this range—and factored in the presence of glass. His rangefinder estimated the windowpane’s thickness at approximately six millimetres, standard for exterior glazing, but he couldn’t be certain that the glazing in this wing matched what he’d measured earlier. Variations in glass composition or thickness could affect both trajectory and bullet integrity, especially with a bonded projectile like the one he was using.

The rifle and match-grade ammunition were dependable—he’d verified zero after arrival—but transit always posed risks. A hairline crack in the scope mount, a shift in torque on the rail, even a deformed bullet tip from rough handling could affect accuracy.

He noted the weather. The rain had stopped, but the air was heavy with humidity. Moist air is less dense, reducing drag on the bullet ever so slightly; insignificant at this distance, but still worth a mental note. Wind was negligible—flags barely stirred in the plaza below—but he dialled in a final wind check at the firing position out of habit.

This was the art of the marksman, as he had first been taught it on Salisbury Plain by the quartermaster of 22 Special Air Service regiment: prepare thoroughly, trust yourself and your weapon and be alive in the moment to everything around you.

Cooper checked his watch.

Ten minutes.

He pressed his eye to the scope. Any moment now he would expect one or more of Zhang’s security detail to enter the bar and conduct a sweep. They’d find a staff member vacuuming the carpet but otherwise an empty space filled with booths and tables. All the windows were closed, and no suspicious packages had been left underneath chairs or behind the bar. They wouldn’t like it: security officers like them didn’t like anything that took them or the person they were protecting outside the narrow zone they were used to. But they’d accept it. Zhang himself had made it perfectly clear that he intended to meet his Swiss colleague, and that was the end of that.

His phone vibrated with a message from Vanessa.

Good luck, she wrote.

She’d offered to play a supporting role in his backup and exfiltration plan in the event that things went wrong, but he’d declined. He couldn’t put his finger on the reason he’d said no. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her. He’d watched across the lobby as she approached Zhang and could tell from body language and demeanour that it’d gone exactly according to plan. Without her help, he would be nowhere. But he was by instinct a loner, and whenever he was presented with the option of working alone or working with a second party, he chose the first path. Sometimes that wasn’t possible; Vanessa’s offer to act as a lure was a perfect example of that. But when it came to something as life-and-death as making a successful escape, Cooper knew that the person he relied upon most was himself.

Eight minutes.

He adjusted the scope and watched the cleaner still vacuuming in the hotel bar.

Seven minutes.

Cooper didn’t quite understand it. If he’d been charged with the protection of a key figure like Zhang, he would have visited the bar repeatedly to assess its suitability as a meeting location. He would have wanted to know basic details like entry and exit points, shooting angles and fire escapes. He would have wanted to make sure that there was no cutlery on the tables that could be used as a weapon. He would have positioned one of his men there long before the meeting time to make sure that no hostile party was making similar assessments.

Six minutes.

Yet here he was, in position and ready for a meeting due to begin mere minutes from now, and there was no sign of Zhang’s minders. It couldn’t be that they were incompetent. They exuded professional experience, and there was no way they would have been selected for a mission of this importance without having the full confidence of their superiors.

Five minutes.

Cooper couldn’t stop his mind running through alternative interpretations. Zhang had changed his mind. He’d been hurt or had fallen ill. One of the minders might have checked with Beijing and been informed that the meeting could not be allowed to proceed. It was possible that Zhang had bumped into Dr Schmeckel elsewhere in the hotel, asked about the meeting and discovered that Schmeckel hadn’t invited him to anything. Something like that would definitely explain what was happening.

But there was another explanation.

Four minutes.

The reason Zhang’s minders weren’t visiting the hotel bar to confirm it was safe was because they knew that there was no meeting. They knew that it was a trap. They knew that a foreign marksman was currently lying in wait in a hotel room exactly like this one.

Cooper turned and looked at the door, registering that there was absolutely no noise coming from the corridor outside.

No cleaning staff.

No guests.

Nothing.

Moving quickly and quietly, Cooper brought the rifle around to point at the door to his room just as a bullet splintered the lock and someone kicked the door open hard.
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Cooper counted out the five seconds it took for the first of Zhang’s three-man security team to peer around the edge of the doorway to confirm where exactly their target was in the room. Cooper fired a single round that tore through the man’s chest. There was a thud as the body collapsed against the far wall, and almost immediately something was tossed into the room. Cooper couldn’t see what it was, but he threw himself down on the floor behind a sofa.

Grenade.

Smoke.

It billowed out into the room.

Cooper fired another shot in the general direction of the doorway to keep the remaining two members of the team pinned outside.

He had to get out.

A bullet thudded into the sofa just behind him.

He kept low and crawled in the direction of the balcony door, reaching up to release the catch.

Vanessa had betrayed him.

There was no other possible explanation for what had happened. There were any number of rooms that could have been used to take a shot, but they’d known precisely where he was.

She’d told the Chinese where he was.

Cooper found the balcony-door catch and slid it open an inch.

Gunfire erupted: short, sharp bursts. The glass shattered. Shards rained down, slicing his hands as he ducked and scrambled outside.

The next balcony was close. Reachable. But a slip would mean death.

He fired two rounds into the smoke-choked room, then tossed his rifle across the gap and climbed onto the railing.

Behind him: a noise.

A bodyguard burst through the smoke.

He spotted Cooper balanced on the edge and saw that he was unarmed.

He charged.

Cooper couldn’t drop down. Couldn’t risk the jump. If the man clipped him in mid-air, he was finished.

The guard lunged.

Cooper turned fast, grabbed both wrists and yanked them wide. He launched himself forward, shoulder-first. His shoulder smashed into the man’s face, breaking his nose.

The man grunted.

They hit the balcony floor hard with Cooper on top. The man’s hands flew to his face.

Big mistake.

Cooper drove his elbows down. Fast and brutal, targeting his eyes and throat and the broken nose. The man bucked, tried to cover up, but Cooper was already in control.

He glanced up: grey smoke poured out the smashed window. Sirens wailed in the distance.

There was no sign of the third man, but he was in there. Somewhere in the smoke and waiting to assess when it would be safe to approach.

Cooper had inhaled some of the smoke from the grenade, and he felt weak and light-headed. He briefly lost his sense of balance and had to steady himself with a hand on the wall.

This is nuts.

He could stay and fight, but if the third man was playing it safe and lying in wait at the doorway, he’d be able to pick Cooper off at his leisure.

No easy options.

His mind flicked back to Vanessa.

It wasn’t that she’d abandoned him.

It wasn’t even that she’d gone back on her promise to help.

It was worse than that.

She’d tried to have Cooper killed in cold blood.

If Cooper got out of this mess in one piece, he was going to find her, and when he did, he was going to show her the error of her ways.

There was a noise behind him as the third bodyguard stepped cautiously onto the balcony.

Now or never.

Cooper jumped out into space.
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Cooper’s left hand missed the railing by three inches. Only his right hand caught hold, fingers snapping tight around the metal. His body swung hard, slamming into the underside of the balcony with bone-jarring force.

He grunted, pain flaring, but held on.

He heard a shout behind him, then saw the reflection of muzzle flash.

Bullets ripped into the balcony inches from Cooper’s head, spraying chips of concrete.

He swung, kicked, and hauled himself up, dragging his weight over the edge just as another shot cracked past. The railing shuddered under his grip.

Cooper rolled onto the balcony floor, his breath ragged and scrambled upright. He grabbed the rifle and went through the open door into an empty room, sprinting across it and bursting out into the corridor. He turned to the right and ran, moving fast and low, knowing the man would follow.

The Chinese team’s primary objective in travelling to Singapore had been to protect Zhang. The third man would know that if he engaged Cooper, there was at least a reasonable prospect that he would end up dead like his two colleagues, allowing Cooper to pick off Zhang at will.

That couldn’t be allowed to happen.

Cooper burst through the door at the end of the corridor and started down the stairwell. He didn’t know where Zhang was, but he knew that if he had been in the position of the security team, he would’ve locked the man he was protecting in his hotel room. Anywhere else was too dangerous; anywhere else ran the risk that a member of the hotel staff or another guest would come across Zhang and help him to escape.

It was his only option: get to Zhang’s room first and then get him away from the hotel.

If he wasn’t there, there wouldn’t be any opportunity to look elsewhere; the fast-approaching wail of sirens from the outside made that clear.

Cooper was there within three minutes. He didn’t have the hotel security card with him and so kicked the door with the sole of his boot, splintering the wood and forcing it open.

Zhang lay on the bed, wrists bound behind his back, a gag tight across his mouth. His minders hadn’t taken any chances while he was out of their sight.

Cooper retrieved the shiv from the bathroom, rolled Zhang over, and began sawing through the tape. His eyes never left the door. The third man would be coming.

The last of the tape gave way. Cooper hauled Zhang upright and positioned him between himself and the broken door just as footsteps approached.

The bodyguard leaned in, saw Zhang held tight against Cooper, and quickly stepped back. His voice came sharp and urgent through the wall.

“Doctor, are you alright?”

Cooper’s Mandarin was rough, but good enough to understand.

“Yes,” Zhang called back.

Cooper sensed the opening. He pressed his mouth to Zhang’s ear. “You want to defect?”

“Yes.”

“Then do exactly as I say.”

From outside: “Doctor—I will count down from three. At one, throw yourself to the floor. Do you understand?”

Cooper whispered, “Say yes.”

“I understand,” Zhang shouted.

“Three.”

Cooper pushed Zhang to the ground and brought the rifle up, muzzle aimed at the wall where he’d heard the voice.

“Two.”

He steadied his breathing, his finger on the trigger. The walls in the hotel were made out of thin drywall, not much more than plasterboard and studs. He had a high calibre round chambered in the rifle with enough power to punch clean through.

“One!”

The man ducked out of cover, his pistol raised.

He fired.

Cooper fired.
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The bodyguard’s round missed Cooper, but Cooper didn’t miss.

He stepped to the doorway. The bodyguard was crumpled in the hallway, a single, ragged hole in his face. Dead before he hit the ground.

Sirens were wailing at the front of the hotel. Cooper knew that he had at most a minute or two before he’d find himself surrounded. He turned towards Zhang propped up on the floor against the side of the bed.

“Let’s go,” said Cooper, kneeling down beside him.

It was only then that he saw: the bodyguard’s shot had missed Cooper but must’ve ricocheted, striking Zhang. He was clutching his stomach, his face screwed up in pain.

“Let me see.”

Zhang removed a hand from his stomach. Blood poured out through his fingers, over his trousers and onto the hotel carpet. Cooper grabbed a cushion from the chair and pressed it hard against the wound.

“Hold this,” he said.

Zhang managed a weak smile. “There is no point.”

“Press harder.”

He ran to the doorway and looked both ways down the corridor to confirm they still had a few seconds.

“I’m going to get you out,” Cooper said.

He put an arm behind Zhang’s shoulders and braced to lift him to his feet, but Zhang had nothing left and collapsed back against the side of the bed.

“Come on,” urged Cooper. “Try.”

Zhang’s eyes fluttered, and his breathing became shallow. Blood was still pouring from his stomach.

Shit.

“I wanted to help you,” he said.

Zhang didn’t reply.

His eyes closed, and he gave one final, shallow exhalation.


EPILOGUE


Cooper leaned back in the chair, only half-listening. Dr Montgomery was speaking, but her words felt distant, like radio static.

“We wanted to extend our thanks—and our congratulations. The latest from GCHQ and the NSA suggests Zhang’s research was lost when he died. You’ve neutralised a threat that would’ve kept us awake at night for years.”

Cooper’s gaze drifted past her, settling on the paintings lining the wall behind her desk. Control’s taste in art hadn’t changed: naval battles, colonial expeditions, dusty oil canvases of empire and war. He focused on one in particular: the Second Battle of El Alamein. Smoke, sand, and fire rendered in stiff Victorian brushwork.

Montgomery continued, “If you don’t mind me asking… how did you get out?”

Cooper blinked, dragging his eyes from the painting. He let the question hang in the air a moment longer than necessary, then gave her the faintest of smiles.

“I got lucky.”

It wasn’t the answer he wanted to give, but Control wouldn’t appreciate bluntness, not here. There were politics at play. Selling the Group’s value across the government meant projecting competence, precision, and success. The Singapore operation had been a win. Control wouldn’t want it soured by Cooper’s indifference.

“You’re being modest,” she said.

“There was nothing to it.”

Control stepped in, tone clipped, eyes narrowing at Cooper. “Eleven is being modest. He spent three days off grid before we managed to exfiltrate him across the border into Malaysia. Singapore mounted what they’re calling the largest manhunt in their history.”

“Remarkable,” Dr Montgomery said.

She looked at Cooper, and he knew what she saw: a curiosity, a man capable of violence, operating in the shadows and emerging, somehow, intact. People like Montgomery—civilians—thought what he did was some endless adventure. The reality was different. He’d failed to save Zhang. That fact stayed with him. He knew his line of work wasn’t always black and white, with winners and losers. No one walked away with a perfect record. People died. That was the job.

“I understand you thought Zhang might want to defect.”

“I did wonder,” Cooper said.

“Obviously, he didn’t.”

Cooper glanced at Control: how much more of this do I have to put up with?

Zhang was dead, and the file was closed.

But for Cooper, the operation still burned at the edges. He’d left Zhang behind the moment he stepped out of the hotel, forced himself to move on; Vanessa Clay was harder to forget.

She’d tried to have him killed. That much he’d already relayed to Control in his debrief, leaving nothing out. The betrayal had been obvious enough that omitting it would’ve raised questions. Control had listened, taken notes, offered no opinion.

Not a word about Clay. No questions. No orders.

Cooper knew why. Control had no interest in personal vendettas. Clay meant nothing to the Group. Someone in the administrative wing would mark her file, and that would be the end of it.

And Cooper? He was expected to let it go. Learn the lesson. Chalk it up to experience. Control wouldn’t dream of ordering a manhunt over something as sentimental—as human—as revenge.

But Control’s silence hadn’t gone unnoticed.

It wasn’t approval, but it wasn’t prohibition either.

And Cooper was still deciding what to do with that.

She was going to have to pay. Cooper could stomach betrayal from someone he had no professional connection to; that was everyday in his world. But he could not—he would not—accept it from someone like her.

He’d made progress in the days since his return to London. He knew what company she worked for and the names and addresses of her closest colleagues. He’d learned that she divided her time between San Francisco and London but spent at least a third of every year on field assignment. He’d even spent the last two nights outside her apartment block in St John’s Wood, finally catching a glimpse of her last night. She had been getting into a black cab bound for Heathrow. She was flying to the US. To DC.

“Thank you, Doctor,” Control said. “I’m pleased this went as well as it did.”

Montgomery took the hint, thanked Cooper again, and left the room.

“A penny for your thoughts,” Control said.

“You can probably guess.”

“Vanessa Clay?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You’re thinking about going after her.”

“I am. And I’m guessing you want me to forget her and move on.”

Control allowed himself a rare chuckle. “Is that really what you think?”

“Am I wrong?”

“I was going to suggest you’re overdue some time off. Take as long as you need. I suspect you won’t be able to focus on the Group’s work unless this is dealt with, so deal with it and tell me when it’s done.”
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Vanessa Clay landed in San Francisco and took an Uber Exec directly to the head office of her employers. They’d instructed her to come a night or two before the board meeting to spend time with colleagues and take full advantage of the company’s executive accommodation, a palatial duplex apartment in the Pacific Heights neighbourhood with floor-to-ceiling views of the Golden Gate Bridge, but she’d told them she was too busy. It wasn’t that she didn’t intend to take full advantage of the perks she was about to start enjoying in her new, very senior position within the company’s management team. It was rather that she wanted to signal that her days of taking orders were over. She’d spent seven years at the coal face, delivering over and over again, and had earned the right to turn up when she was good and ready.

Anyway, she’d spent a couple of days in DC. There had been a little business to attend to, a very well-placed corporate headhunter had been wooing her for weeks, and he’d wanted to set up a meet and greet with a client who was interested in seeing how much it would take to get her to jump ship. There had been an eye-wateringly expensive meal, similarly extortionate drinks and then a suite at the St. Regis that cost as much as a small family car. The night had ended with an offer on the table that would’ve bumped her pay up by three hundred thousand; Vanessa said she’d think about it, knowing she was a winner whatever she did. Either she took the job and moved up to the top of the big leagues, or she parlayed it with her present employer into a similar raise. She hadn’t decided what to do yet, but it was the definition of a champagne problem.

There was also something theatrical about flying in with the goods, and Vanessa knew that such things went down well with a boardroom stuffed with dinosaurs whose better days were behind them. She planned to walk in, pull the stolen hard drive from her bag and present it to them like a trophy. That kind of impact would come in handy when it came to negotiating her new package.

There’d be questions about Singapore; she knew that too. She’d spent much of the flight over ruminating on the events of the past week. Bumping into Cooper had transformed it from a routine operation—albeit a high-profile and lucrative one—into something much more interesting. The truth of it was that she’d never got over the manner of her departure from MI6. She’d never told anyone that the real reason she’d left was that the chief had told her that if she didn’t leave of her own accord, she’d be kicked out.

If you resign, he’d said, we’ll let everyone think it was your own decision. You can make up whatever reason you want. But if you force our hand, we’ll make sure every man, and his dog knows you’ve got the morals of an alley cat.

She’d had to take a deep breath to stop herself punching him in the face. These spies and their codes. She hated it, and she hated all of them. What hypocrites! And all over the accidental death of a child who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. The important thing was that she’d got the job done. The chief had obviously spent so long mingling with politicians that he’d forgotten the realities of fieldwork. So, what if she’d crossed a line? Wasn’t that what lines were for?

It was just Cooper’s bad luck to be the first contact from the old days who wandered into her crosshairs. It could’ve been any number of others; she would’ve preferred to spare Charlie. She liked him, in a way. He had an ability to fly beneath the radar in every possible way before turning around and doing the last thing you expected; she admired it and was even a little jealous. He’d learned faster than her how to achieve results and get on with other people. That had never come easy to her.

If she could’ve chosen anyone from the old days, she would’ve opted for William Randolph, the station chief in Bogota with the wandering hands, or that idiot Christopher Wills, who had never done a hard day’s work in his life. Cooper would do, though. The second she saw him at the conference, she knew she’d find a way to punish him as a representative of the suits who’d forced her out. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t an MI6 suit then and he wasn’t one now. She just wanted to make someone pay.

Wrong place, wrong time.

C’est la vie.

The cab passed through the security gate outside the glass-fronted HQ and drove slowly past the gardens towards the front entrance.

Of course, she’d since found out from contacts on the ground in Singapore that her plan hadn’t quite worked out the way she intended. Charlie had escaped, and Zhang was dead. It would’ve been so neat if the Chinese had managed to take him out, and she was still confused about how exactly he had managed to escape, leaving all three of them dead. She’d given them his precise location. What more could they need?

She flashed her security pass at the front desk and followed the chairman’s PA to the private elevator reserved for senior managers. As they rode upwards to the executive floor, Vanessa straightened her jacket and silently ran through what she wanted to say. It wasn’t every day that a member of the security team pulled off a coup of this magnitude. Security was usually seen as a brake on profits. Security managers were the people who told you to tread carefully, adopt a cautious approach, and not to trust this or that person; they spent money, didn’t make it. But here was a security officer who understood, who spoke the board’s language, the language of pure unadulterated profit.

The board members were on their feet as she walked in. Vanessa paused to take in the moment. She took the hard drive from her bag as though it were the most normal thing in the world to steal millions of dollars’ worth of data from a competitor. Smiling briefly to acknowledge their adulation, she handed the cable to the guy from IT standing at one side. She’d already checked the data and knew there was even more of it than the board expected. Everyone in the room knew that this would see their Q3 profits soar and their personal bank balances swell.

She stepped back as the screen on the wall behind her filled with data. It was there, all of it. Years of research, dozens of products ready for patent application.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” she said.

The faces looking at the screen began to change.

A frown, first, then looks of incredulity.

Vanessa turned around.

The screen was showing a video recording of a man looking into the camera.

Cooper.

He was seated in a nondescript room, leaning slightly forward, elbows on the table, gaze locked on the lens. He looked calm. Measured.

He was smiling.

“If you’re watching this, Vanessa, it means you brought the drive home. Well done. I know how hard you worked for it.”

A ripple of confusion ran through the boardroom. The chairman leaned forward in his seat, his expression darkening. The man from IT looked nervously to Vanessa, but she didn’t move. She couldn’t. Her blood had gone cold.

“I wanted you to know,” Cooper continued, “that you almost got away with it. Almost. But you underestimated me.”

Murmurs now. Vanessa felt every eye shift toward her.

“Turn it off,” she said.

“I visited you,” Cooper said. “Two days ago. You were in the St. Regis. Room 404. Very nice. Must be nice to put something like that on expenses. You’d been out drinking with those guys from the other firm—I forget the name—they’re in competition with the firm you work for, though, I do know that. Dinner at the Dabney and then drinks at Off the Record. It was late by the time you got back, and when I got there, you were asleep. I didn’t want to wake you. I let myself in, swapped the drive and took a photo, for the record.”

The screen changed to show a still image: Vanessa, asleep in her hotel bed at the St. Regis, two nights ago. The bedside lamp cast soft shadows across her face, and the shadow of another person was visible against the far wall.

“You’re probably wondering why I didn’t just shoot you and take the drive. I could’ve done. It would’ve been easy. There’s two reasons why I didn’t. First—I’m not that cold-blooded. Second—I want you to know that you’re not safe. I want you to know that I can get to you anywhere. And I want you to know that I’m coming.”

“Turn it off!”

“Oh,” Cooper went on, as if this was the most banal conversation in the world, “I nearly forgot. I found the drive you took in the safe and swapped it for one that a friend of mine has been tinkering with. He’s a bit of a genius when it comes to things like this, and he told me that once the drive is connected to a system—like you’ve obviously done with it now, or else we wouldn’t be having this talk—it starts to… do things. Quietly at first. It infiltrates every connected device it can reach. Every network. Every server. Everything. It copies your internal emails and financial records. Then it transmits them—back to us, initially, but if he finds anything interesting, they’ll go to the regulators, competitors, the media. But that’s just for fun.”

“Shit,” the tech guy muttered, reaching for his own laptop.

Cooper leaned forward. “Then it locks down your entire network. Encrypts it. You want your files back? Nope—tough. All your client data, all your patents, all your proprietary code? Corrupted or erased. Irrecoverable.” He tilted his head. “You can switch it off. Pull the plug. You could microwave the servers if you like. But it won’t help. The moment the drive woke up, it did what it was designed to do. The damage is done.”

He paused. Let it sink in.

“You didn’t just lose your little heist, Vanessa. You lost everything. And I’m not finished yet. Watch your back. I’ve given you warning now that I’m coming. It won’t be a challenge. But I want to make it a little bit more interesting.”

“Turn it off,” the chairman said, “now!”

The tech did as he was told, and Cooper’s face disappeared from the screen.

“Is it true?” the chairman asked.

The tech’s fingers flew across his laptop. The blood drained from his face.

“Yes, sir,” he said, voice tight. “It is. The drive executed a payload the moment we connected it. It’s infiltrated our internal network—firewalls are down, and I’m seeing data packets being sent to multiple unknown IP addresses outside the building. Sensitive files—emails, financials, R&D—they’re being copied and streamed in real time.” He looked up, panic creeping into his voice. “I’ve tried to terminate the connection, but it’s not responding. Every system is locking down. We’re being frozen out. We’re naked.”

Vanessa turned slowly. Faces around the table were hard now, unreadable. The celebratory mood was gone now, replaced by something funereal.

The chairman rose from his seat, eyes locked on hers.

“I need to speak to you,” he said. “Now.”
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When MI6 assassin Charlie Cooper is recalled from a personal vendetta in London to hunt a legendary bomb-maker, he uncovers a deadly web of betrayal and vengeance that reaches from the city to the ruins of Petra.
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ALSO BY MARK DAWSON


IN THE JOHN MILTON SERIES


The Cleaner

Sharon Warriner is a single mother in the East End of London, fearful that she’s lost her young son to a life in the gangs. After John Milton saves her life, he promises to help. But the gang, and the charismatic rapper who leads it, is not about to cooperate with him.

Buy The Cleaner

Saint Death

John Milton has been off the grid for six months. He surfaces in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, and immediately finds himself drawn into a vicious battle with the narco-gangs that control the borderlands.

Buy Saint Death

The Driver

When a girl he drives to a party goes missing, John Milton is worried. Especially when two dead bodies are discovered and the police start treating him as their prime suspect.

Buy The Driver

Ghosts

John Milton is blackmailed into finding his predecessor as Number One. But she’s a ghost, too, and just as dangerous as him. He finds himself in deep trouble, playing the Russians against the British in a desperate attempt to save the life of his oldest friend.

Buy Ghosts

The Sword of God

On the run from his own demons, John Milton treks through the Michigan wilderness into the town of Truth. He’s not looking for trouble, but trouble's looking for him. He finds himself up against a small-town cop who has no idea with whom he is dealing, and no idea how dangerous he is.

Buy The Sword of God

Salvation Row

Milton finds himself in New Orleans, returning a favour that saved his life during Katrina. When a lethal adversary from his past takes an interest in his business, there’s going to be hell to pay.

Buy Salvation Row

Headhunters

Milton barely escaped from Avi Bachman with his life. But when the Mossad’s most dangerous renegade agent breaks out of a maximum security prison, their second fight will be to the finish.

Buy Headhunters

The Ninth Step

Milton’s attempted good deed becomes a quest to unveil corruption at the highest levels of government and murder at the dark heart of the criminal underworld. Milton is pulled back into the game, and that’s going to have serious consequences for everyone who crosses his path.

Buy The Ninth Step

The Jungle

John Milton is no stranger to the world’s seedy underbelly. But when the former British Secret Service agent comes up against a ruthless human trafficking ring, he’ll have to fight harder than ever to conquer the evil in his path.

Buy The Jungle

Blackout

A message from Milton’s past leads him to Manila and a confrontation with an adversary he thought he would never meet again. Milton finds himself accused of murder and imprisoned inside a brutal Filipino jail can he escape, uncover the truth and gain vengeance for his friend?

Buy Blackout

The Alamo

A young boy witnesses a murder in a New York subway restroom. Milton finds him, and protects him from corrupt cops and the ruthless boss of a local gang.

Buy The Alamo

Redeemer

Milton is in Brazil, helping out an old friend with a close protection business. When a young girl is kidnapped, he finds himself battling a local crime lord to get her back.

Buy Redeemer

Sleepers

A sleepy English town. A murdered Russian spy. Milton and Michael Pope find themselves chasing the assassins to Moscow.

Buy Sleepers

Twelve Days

Milton checks back in with Elijah Warriner, but finds himself caught up in a fight to save him from a jealous and dangerous former friend.

Buy Twelve Days

Bright Lights

All Milton wants to do is take his classic GTO on a coast-to-coast road trip. But he can’t ignore the woman on the side of the road in need of help. The decision to get involved leads to a tussle with a murderous cartel that he thought he had put behind him.

Buy Bright Lights

The Man Who Never Was

John Milton is used to operating in the shadows, weaving his way through dangerous places behind a fake identity. Now, to avenge the death of a close friend, he must wear his mask of deception once more.

Buy The Man Who Never Was

Killa City

John Milton has a nose for trouble. He can smell it a mile away. And when he witnesses a suspicious altercation between a young man and two thugs in a car auction parking lot, he can’t resist getting involved.

Buy Killa City

Ronin

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

The Hanging Tree

When a quiet town’s secrets lead John Milton to a noose in the Appalachian hills, he must fight to survive—and bring a ruthless criminal empire to justice.

Buy The Hanging Tree


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

The Inheritance

When a prominent landowner goes missing, private investigator Atticus Priest is drawn into a web of secrets that stretch from the rolling fields of Wiltshire to the darkest corners of the past.

Buy The Inheritance
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