

Also by Ava Glass

The Chase

The Traitor




PENGUIN BOOKS

Praise for the Alias Emma series

‘A thrilling read … I could not have loved it more’ Lisa Jewell

‘Thoroughly enjoyed this fast-paced, entertaining spy thriller’ Shari Lapena

‘Emma Makepeace is a worthy heir to the James Bond mantel’ James Patterson

‘Once you start reading, you won’t stop’ Lisa Gardner

‘Excellent escapism’ Ruth Ware

‘There are fast reads, and then there are reads that throw you right out of your chair. The Chase is in the latter category’ Linwood Barclay

‘The pace never lets up before a heart-stopping conclusion’ Robert Gold

‘The new Queen of Spy Fiction’ Guardian

‘A gripping new read … the perfect thriller’ Sunday Times

‘An appealingly quick-thinking risk-taker’ The Times

‘You’re in for a treat … The hottest new page turner of 2023’ Cosmopolitan

‘The race to the finish line is more than enough to fuel a great thriller, but this one also gives us a superb, multidimensional protagonist whom readers will be eager to follow anywhere’ Booklist, starred review

‘Settle in for another espionage fuelled thriller courtesy of Ava Glass’ Irish Mail on Sunday

‘High Octane Thrills’ Heat

‘A fast-moving narrative that explores some of London’s most intriguing byways’ Literary Review

‘A high-octane, whiplash fast thriller’ Marie Claire

‘A fun read’ Financial Times

‘The launch of a female James Bond. Written with James Patterson-style pace, it does not disappoint’ Daily Mail

‘The glamour and glitz of the French Riviera brought to life in this nail-biting thriller’ Sun

‘High octane, complex and twisty’ Choice Magazine, Hardback Book of the Month

‘Superb … Intense, cinematic action propels this terrific old-fashioned thriller neatly brought up to date. Glass is off to an impressive start’ Publishers Weekly

‘A new high-octane novel based on real life experience working with female spies for the British government’ The Gloss Magazine

‘Hang onto your armchair! This is a helter-skelter ride with no brakes! Her debut The Chase blew readers away, now she’s smashed it out of the park again. Move over Bond’ Peterborough Telegraph

‘Ava Glass delivers another fast and furious spy thriller where the reader is hooked from the first page to the last, enjoying every twist and turn of the unrelenting, adrenaline-fuelled action’ Daily Express

‘Make sure you block out a long period of time to read this because you won’t be able to put it down’ Mystery and Suspense Magazine

‘A Pulse Pounding Thriller’ Woman

‘Relentless … will keep you in the edge of your seat’ Yours

‘If you’re a fan of James Bond and The White Lotus, keep an eye out for Ava Glass’s brand-new novel The Traitor’ Chat

‘A tightly written, fast paced plot that’ll have you trying to think three steps ahead’ Belfast Telegraph

‘A heart-thumping, fast-paced thriller … a story that leaves the reader breathless’ The People’s Friend

‘One of the most breathtaking thrillers I’ve ever had the pleasure of finishing in a day’ Mystery People




Ava Glass



THE TRAP

[image: Penguin Random House]




For Jack, forever




7 OCTOBER

SPECIAL TO THE PRIME MINISTER

INFORMATION: PUBLIC COMMUNICATIONS G7

SECURITY LEVEL: LOW

RISK LEVEL: LOW

Below, please find the daily round-up of press in advance of the G7 Summit in Edinburgh:

BBC TODAY PROGRAMME TRANSCRIPT, 7 OCTOBER, 07:10 HOURS

JULIAN CASEL: Now, work is well under way in Edinburgh as the city, police, and security forces prepare for the G7 Summit. Sarah Lams is our Scottish editor, and she’s keeping an eye on it for us up there. Sarah?

SARAH LAMS: You’re right, Julian, things are really kicking off now, as the clock is ticking towards the moment when those planes touch down at Edinburgh Airport. In one week, the leaders of the seven most powerful democracies will gather here in the Scottish capital to discuss the most pressing issues facing the world.

This meeting of the Group of Seven, as it is officially known, is particularly anticipated, as tensions have been rising between the West and the twin titans of the East: Russia and China. Russia is known to be fuming about statements made by the British Prime Minister and the President of the United States criticising the Russian conflict in Eastern Europe and its continual suppression of the production of oil that is sending prices soaring around the world. There’s an expectation that the G7 leaders might decide to take a united front on sanctions. If they do, that could cripple the Russian economy, sending it into a downward spiral. Certainly the signals are there that strong action may be taken. This week both the British and the American governments issued statements, accusing the Russian government of, and I quote, ‘holding the world to blackmail’.

Russia responded with a strongly worded statement, calling both the US President and the British Prime Minister ‘liars and cowards’. The Chinese government issued a separate statement in more measured but still pointed terms, which said: ‘We support the Russian government’s right to use any means to defend and support itself.’ That may not sound like much, but it sends a clear signal that the relationship between China and Russia is tightening.

It’s in this febrile atmosphere that the gathering will begin next Monday, ostensibly to discuss ways to improve the global economy and stabilise democracy, but also surely to talk together about how they can rein in our neighbours to the east.

THE SCOTSMAN, 7 OCTOBER, PAGE ONE

Everything You Need to Know about the G7

As the world turns its eyes to Edinburgh next week, locals are preparing for traffic snarls, crowds, and press attention that will make the city feel busier than it does during the annual arts festival. Here’s what you should know as we brace ourselves for a very busy week.

WHAT IS THE G7?

The Group of Seven is an informal grouping of western democratic nations. Its members are the US, the UK, Canada, Australia, France, Germany, Italy, and Japan. Representatives of the EU also normally attend. Technically it has no leader, and no legal standing. But this alliance of nations is incredibly powerful.

WHERE WILL THEY MEET?

The main meetings for this year’s gathering will take place Monday and Tuesday at Carlowrie Castle, a privately owned Gothic manor house near Edinburgh Airport. These meetings will be closed to the media, and it’s unlikely we’ll get even a glimpse as the castle is tucked away amid dozens of acres of grounds, shielded from prying eyes by high walls. However, early meetings and bilaterals – meetings of just two or three nations – will take place at the Balmoral Hotel in town, and some leaders are arriving early for this reason. Carlowrie can’t hold all the support staff, so some will be staying at the castle, others will have rooms elsewhere in town, and will travel by convoy to the castle every morning. Along with the press and other staff, this means every hotel in the city is booked solid.

HOW WILL THIS AFFECT ME?

In short: traffic will be a nightmare. Starting tomorrow, road closures will be in place – some announced, some not announced, so prepare for the unexpected. When the US President arrives, stretches of the motorway into Edinburgh will shut down for hours for security reasons. The worst traffic will happen on Sunday, when the King and Queen are hosting a party for the leaders at Holyroodhouse. This will result in the closing of the Royal Mile and other major arteries within the city. Basically, if you can work from home, this is the week to do it. Expect chaos.
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Monday

Just after midday on the first Monday in October, a long, black Mercedes made its way across London. It was one of those rare, crisp autumn afternoons when the blue of the sky was almost blinding, and the sun cast the city in melting golden light, but the man in the back seat barely glanced up from his phone.

The phone was Russian-made. Secure. Unhackable.

At the wheel of a nondescript Ford a short distance behind him, Emma Makepeace spoke into the microphone embedded in the lapel of her jacket.

‘Unit Twelve. Target travelling east on Cromwell Road. I have eyes on.’

‘Copy that, Twelve.’ Adam’s gravelly voice sounded clear through her earpiece.

Adam Park was Emma’s colleague. Except his name wasn’t really Adam, and hers wasn’t Emma. And both of them were intelligence officers who worked for an agency so secret it had no name at all.

Emma watched the man’s bowed head as the bulletproof saloon slid to a stop at a red light. She longed to know what he could be reading that was so fascinating. The Agency had spent all morning trying – unsuccessfully – to find out what he was doing in England.

Vladimir Balakin’s private jet had landed two hours ago at an airport in Farnborough, forty miles south-west of London. He’d been tailed ever since – first by Special Branch, and then by a team from MI5. Ten minutes ago, Emma and Adam had picked up the chase. In all, twelve separate cars were pursuing him on parallel streets. This meant the cars directly behind the Mercedes kept changing, leaving nothing for its driver – a Russian intelligence officer with years of experience – to notice.

As the car idled at the light, Emma saw Balakin glance up at last and speak impatiently, gesturing at the cars around them.

‘Don’t like waiting, do you?’ she whispered.

Back in Moscow he would have had a police escort rushing him through every red light because, while his true job title was a closely guarded secret, he was believed to be the second in command of the Russian intelligence agency, the FSB. One of the most feared intelligence organisations in the world.

As far as the British government was concerned, he had no business being in the UK. It wasn’t normal for someone that senior to travel to a country Russia counted as an enemy. It wasn’t how things worked.

As soon as his plane had registered a flight path to England, a pursuit team had been assembled. There might have been no legal or diplomatic means of stopping him entering the country but Balakin would not have a single unwatched moment on London’s streets.

The light turned green, and the long Mercedes purred forward. Emma shifted into first gear and dropped back just far enough, and Balakin turned his attention back to his phone.

Among the many things no one knew was precisely where he was headed. Russian officials usually preferred the Savoy and the Dorchester for their stays in town, but he hadn’t chosen the obvious route to either of those hotels. Instead he was driving down the Cromwell Road, which led, as far as Emma was concerned, nowhere interesting.

So when the Mercedes signalled and moved into the turning lane, she tightened her grip on the wheel.

‘Target turning left on Gloucester Road.’

‘Copy that. Do not follow,’ Adam growled through her earpiece. She could hear the roar of his engine as he floored it.

‘Copy.’ Emma bypassed the Mercedes without a sideways glance.

Adam had been travelling on adjacent streets, staying as close to parallel as he could with her. He would pick up the surveillance now.

At the next corner, Emma turned left and hit the accelerator, thumping hard over a speed bump. Somehow, she needed to get ahead of Balakin’s Mercedes on the narrow side streets.

It was a waltz of cars, each just out of sight of the other.

‘I have eyes on,’ Adam announced a short while later. ‘Target heading west on Kensington Road.’

As she navigated London’s twisting, narrow side streets, Emma was visualising a map of the neighbourhood in her mind. Kensington Road ran in a straight line alongside Hyde Park. And unless he was sightseeing, Hyde Park held nothing of interest except Kensington Gardens and the royal residence at Kensington Palace, and he certainly wasn’t going there. The only place nearby was …

Her breath caught. She spoke quickly into her microphone. ‘The Russian embassy. That’s where he’s going.’

There was a pause before Adam replied, ‘I think you’re right.’

Emma hit the accelerator, racing down affluent streets of elegant townhouses, spinning the wheel as she navigated on to Notting Hill Gate, her tyres squealing.

Just as she made the turn, a small woman in a pale blue uniform pushing a pram stepped out on to the crossing ahead of her.

Emma slammed on the brakes, bracing herself as her body was thrown forward. The car stopped with a shiver. The woman gave her an alarmed glance and hurried across the road.

Swearing softly, Emma accelerated more gently this time, fingers drumming the wheel when a slow-moving van pulled in front of her. Throughout it all, she could hear Adam’s voice in her earpiece as Balakin’s car made its way towards its destination.

Finally, she turned off on to a small side street, parking on a double yellow line before jumping out of the car and running down to a private lane barricaded from traffic. She paused on the corner, pretending to look at her phone while in reality she was studying a sprawling Edwardian wedding cake of a building, half hidden behind forbidding brick and metal walls topped with razor wire. The white, blue, and red Russian flag waved defiantly above the portico, the colours crisp against the backdrop of that peerless sky.

She didn’t have long to wait. Two minutes after she arrived, the embassy’s gates began to slide open. And a minute later, the black Mercedes rolled into view.

In the back seat, Vladimir Balakin stared straight ahead as the car turned into the drive, its engine purring. There was something ominous about the way it rolled into the protected space; something dangerous about it. Moments later, the gates slid shut, hiding the car from view.

‘Target inside the embassy,’ Emma said, softly.

For the first time that day, her boss’s voice appeared in her earpiece.

‘Abort this operation,’ Charles Ripley ordered, his voice curt. ‘All units, return to base.’

But Emma didn’t immediately do as she was told. Instead, she stared at those closed gates.

Something big was happening. She could sense it.
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Twenty minutes later, Emma parked the Ford in an unmarked underground car park on a quiet Westminster street that curved like a scythe. The buildings here were classic Victorian red-brick terraced houses; few were more than four storeys tall. Beside each door a brass plate or tasteful wooden sign bore the names of the organisations inside. Most of them were true. The door she turned into had a sign reading ‘The Vernon Institute’. That was a lie.

The plain oak door opened into a small entrance hall that held nothing except a second set of doors. These were much more modern. And much more bulletproof.

Leaning forward, Emma stared into a small, electronic device mounted on the wall. A red light blinked slowly. After a moment. the light turned green, and the doors unlocked with an audible click.

She walked through into a bustling office. Esther Fields waved from the comms desk, her blonde hair a puff of vanilla tamed by the black straps of her headset.

‘Ripley wants you to go straight up,’ she called.

Emma lifted a hand. ‘On my way.’

She dropped the Ford’s keys into the wooden box beside the door with its perennial plea that the government’s cars should be returned clean and with at least some fuel, before heading for the long oak staircase that dominated the room.

Everything about this building was a secret. Most people in the government had no idea it existed. Everyone who worked for the Agency was issued a fake name, fake identification, a fake background, fake lives.

There was a good reason for the secrecy, of course – the Agency hunted Russian spies.

Emma had barely put one foot on the steps when a voice called down from above.

‘Stop.’ Charles Ripley emerged from his first-floor office with his coat over one arm and strode down to meet her. ‘Change of plans. We’re going out.’

Ripley was just over six feet tall, and narrowly built. Emma didn’t know how old he was but he had to be at least sixty, although he looked younger. He’d cut his teeth with MI6 in the dying days of the Cold War, and there was nothing Russia had to offer that he didn’t understand. The driving force behind the Agency’s success, he was tireless, and when it came to his work, he was relentless.

He had a quick, athletic stride that belied the grey strands in his hair, and an authority that meant Emma turned around without question and headed back out the door.

As they walked down the curved road, he swept the black wool coat across his shoulders in one urgent movement and said, ‘There’s a meeting. Secure location, high level. I want you there.’

‘About Balakin?’ Emma asked.

‘Yes.’ Ripley pulled a black cigarette case from his pocket. ‘It’s the timing, you see. It’s worrying people. It’s worrying me.’ He lit a Dunhill with a worn silver lighter and took a long drag. ‘And then there was that knife attack last week.’

Emma’s eyebrows rose. The week before, a lone man with a knife had attacked a group of tourists in front of Westminster Abbey. One person had died and three had been hospitalised. The attacker had been captured and arrested. Nothing further had occurred in the case and, to her, that had seemed to be the end of it. It was for the police to deal with.

‘You don’t think there’s a connection, do you?’ she asked. ‘That attack looked random.’

‘It was random, as far as MI5 can tell.’ Ripley glanced at her. ‘But the killer was Russian, you see. As were the victims. They haven’t released that information yet.’

Now Emma thought she understood.

‘Was he FSB?’ she asked, her tone doubtful. The brutal attack had held none of the Russian spy agency’s usual … delicate touch.

‘Not at all,’ Ripley said. ‘As far as we can tell, he was just what he seemed to be – a taxi driver who has lived in the UK for two years. We believe this was a mental health issue. All the same, the coincidence of timing …’ He waved one hand expressively. ‘Everyone’s jittery.’

Coincidence didn’t exist in their world. If something looked like a plot, it was a plot.

‘Still,’ Emma said. ‘It can’t be part of this. Vladimir Balakin wouldn’t come over for a stabbing. He’s too important.’

‘Agreed.’ Ripley waited for a jogger to run past them. Only when he was a block away did he continue. ‘You can have two terrible things happen at the same time, unfortunately. And this is our unlucky week. But everyone’s nervous. There are a lot of itchy fingers on a lot of triggers this week, and Balakin will know that.’ He gave her a sideways glance. ‘His arrival means something.’

They crossed a road, threading between the parked cars, before turning on to a leafy street.

When Emma spoke again, her voice was low. ‘Why do you think he’s here? Is he just messing with us?’

It wasn’t beyond the Russian government to send a senior official flying in just to intimidate them. After all, they were preparing for a major gathering where Russia’s own future was due to be discussed.

‘I don’t know.’ Ripley drew on his cigarette. ‘But I can’t think of a single good reason for an FSB official at Balakin’s level to fly to London to meet with the Russian ambassador a week before the G7 is scheduled to gather in this country.’ The words came out in a puff of smoke. ‘Unfortunately, I can think of quite a few bad reasons.’

Emma thought of those black gates at the Russian embassy closing slowly behind the Mercedes. If Russia wanted to cause trouble for Britain, there would be no better time. Everyone was on edge. The whole world would be watching. For Russia every bad news story was a win. If it played its cards right, it could humiliate Britain and disrupt world markets all in one go.

She looked at Ripley. ‘You think he’s brought something from Moscow. Something too secret to be transmitted in any other way.’

‘That is the concern,’ he conceded.

The more Emma thought about it, the more sense it made. Vladimir Balakin was ruthless. During his time with Russia’s many spy agencies, he’d been personally responsible for massacres in Syria and Ukraine that had killed thousands of innocent people. He could be sitting inside that embassy now, plotting an attack on British soil, and there was nothing they could do to stop him. The embassy could not be touched – no embassy can, under international law.

No wonder there was an urgent meeting. No wonder people in very high places were panicking.

By then they’d reached Millbank and the Thames. Buses and taxis rattled by, and the cool autumn air smelled of diesel exhaust and river mud. Through the trees in Victoria Tower Gardens, Emma could see the water, deep blue in the late-morning sun as London went about its business, oblivious to the danger that had just arrived.

Ripley headed straight to an unmarked building with long marble steps and a grand portico. Emma followed, intrigued. She knew MI5 used many buildings under an assortment of identities and she’d been to a few, but she’d never been here before.

The atmosphere inside was cool and hushed. The lobby was Italianate, with a long staircase along one wall, and ceilings that soared twenty feet high. There was no biometric security, just a curved front desk where a small woman in a dark suit spoke quietly to Ripley, who nodded and handed over his phone. Emma followed suit without waiting to be asked. The woman put both devices inside a safe mounted in the wall behind her. The clang of the safe door closing echoed off the marble floor.

Motioning for Emma to follow, Ripley bounded up the staircase two steps at a time.

The building was almost surreally beautiful, and Emma kept noticing things – the carved marble balustrade, an ethereal mural of a blue sky and white clouds on the soaring ceiling, the gilded plaster mouldings that must have been two centuries old. It had the rarefied air of an art gallery.

As she climbed the stairs, Emma wondered if it had once been an oligarch’s home. Not the current kind, but the nineteenth-century variety – a shipping magnate perhaps. It was unfathomable how it had ended up in MI5’s hands. But then, so many buildings did.

On the first floor, they walked down a long hallway to a door where a pale man with expensive shoes waited for them.

‘Charles,’ he said, and his smile was as thin as his hair.

‘Giles.’ Ripley stretched out his hand.

As the two men shook hands, Emma stood stiffly; her mouth had gone dry. The man talking to Ripley was the most important person in British Intelligence. His real name was Giles Templeton-Ward but to everyone in the country he was known, as all heads of MI6 always had been known, simply as ‘C’.

‘Glad you could get here so quickly. The situation is developing.’ C spoke quietly. His accent was nearly identical to Ripley’s, making him a product of Eton or Harrow and then Oxford, undoubtedly.

C glanced at Emma with enquiry, and Ripley said, ‘This is Emma Makepeace. The one I told you about.’

‘Ah, of course.’ In C’s cold gaze Emma saw that he already knew everything about her. He knew about her Russian parents, the languages she spoke, her time in the army, and everything she’d done right and wrong in her three years at the Agency. He would have a list of all her weaknesses.

‘Good to have you.’ Dismissing her with that short comment, he turned back to Ripley. ‘The Prime Minister is demanding answers about our plans for securing the G7. He would like those answers yesterday.’ Lowering his voice further he added, ‘He’s under pressure on this from the Cousins. They’re threatening to withdraw if they don’t have assurances our security is on track.’

‘The Cousins’ was intelligence code for the Americans.

‘Yes. I can’t say I’m surprised,’ Ripley said, dryly.

‘Indeed. Thinking hats will be needed.’ C glanced at his watch. ‘We’d better go in. They’re waiting.’

As she followed the two men through the door, Emma exhaled quietly and forced herself to relax. But she was beginning to wonder what she was doing here. Ripley had done all the talking on the way here, leaving her little time to wonder why he’d wanted her to come along. Only now did she consider whether that might have been intentional.

Inside was a small antechamber and another door, this one made of thick metal. It reminded her of a bank vault. Ripley and C walked through it without pausing.

Squaring her shoulders, Emma followed them into a small, crowded space, more an oversized cupboard than a boardroom.

Although she’d never seen one before, Emma recognised it instantly. The Americans called them ‘Sensitive Compartmented Information Facilities’, because of course they would. In Britain they were known simply as ‘Secure Chambers’.

The steel-walled rooms would be bug-proof and safe from prying eyes, built in secret locations for situations like this one.

Three people already sat at the table. The first was Patricia Allan, the head of MI5, barely five feet tall and recognisable by her short steel-grey hair, which gave her a pleasingly androgynous look. Next to her was Dominic Larch, the Home Secretary. Not yet forty, he’d only been in the job three months. Everyone thought he was too much of lightweight to handle being in charge of police, security, and counter-terrorism. Emma suspected they were right.

Beside him sat a confident, tall woman with shoulder-length blonde hair in a charcoal-grey suit. Emma recognised her from news reports as Lauren Cavendish, the Prime Minister’s special advisor.

She and Ripley took the two empty seats on the far side of the table, squeezing past in the confined space.

As she sat in a black leather chair, it struck Emma that there were no computers in the room. No phones. Not even a notebook. No records would be kept. When it was over, to all intents and purposes, this meeting would never have happened. But decisions would be made here.

The heavy metal door swung shut slowly. She heard a faint electronic buzz as it sealed until that sound faded disconcertingly to silence.

Nobody spoke, but the tension was so palpable she could almost see it. Out of the corner of her eye she noticed that the Home Secretary’s right foot had begun to jiggle unconsciously.

Sitting at the head of the table, C looked at them with weary solemnity.

‘Let’s begin.’

There was no preamble. No one was introduced. Instead, he gave all the details of Vladimir Balakin’s arrival. Occasionally he asked for additional information from one or another of the people present, gradually painting a complete picture none of them could deny.

His conclusion, when he reached it, seemed almost inevitable. ‘Our concern is that our Russian friends are planning to disrupt or attack the G7 next week, and that Vladimir Balakin has just arrived with the final instructions for how to carry out that attack.’

It occurred to Emma that, outside of this small, airless space, an announcement like that might have resulted in panic. Here, though, the response was muted.

Patricia Allan, the head of MI5, spoke first. ‘What sort of attack are we looking at?’

‘Our information is too poor at this stage to answer that. Listeners say chatter is increasing, but they have no specifics,’ C said.

‘Listeners’ were what intelligence officers called GCHQ – the government’s vast monitoring and cyber agency.

‘The obvious move would be targeted assassination but they know our security will be very high. That said, a drop of polonium …’ C didn’t finish the thought. He didn’t have to. They all knew how easily polonium could be dripped into a teapot – it had happened before.

C glanced at Ripley. ‘What’s your gut tell you, Charles?’

‘Not polonium.’ Ripley’s reply came without hesitation. ‘They can’t afford to go to war with the world. Not now, anyway. They’ll be looking at something else. A cyber-attack would embarrass us and leave the G7 looking vulnerable. Shut down the airports, perhaps. But I don’t think that would bring Balakin here – it’s not dramatic enough for him.’ He paused. ‘I think it will be bigger than that.’

‘What then?’ Lauren Cavendish from Number 10 spoke impatiently. ‘We have to know what to expect. We have to prepare.’

Her brown eyes were preternaturally alert, wary of anything that might damage her Prime Minister’s chances for re-election.

Ripley spoke quietly. ‘Knowing Vladimir Balakin as I do, he’ll be looking for the personal touch. A targeted assassination. That’s his style.’

The room had grown uncomfortably warm. A trickle of perspiration ran down Emma’s spine.

‘Even if that’s the most likely, we have to prepare for any possibility,’ Patricia Allan pointed out. ‘But we’re already stretched thin preparing for the G7. We’re understaffed, and so are the police. In fact, because of cutbacks over the last few years, we’re vulnerable on every front.’

Cavendish waved a dismissive hand. ‘Leave the politics out of this. The Prime Minister doesn’t want to hear complaints. He wants to hear plans.’

Allan fixed her with an icy stare. ‘Plans cost money,’ she said.

The Home Secretary, who’d sat silently through all of this, spoke for the first time. ‘Cancel all leave. Call everyone back.’ His voice was surprisingly authoritative and he turned to Cavendish. ‘Will the PM authorise raising the threat level?’

She considered this. ‘Yes. We can arrange a meeting with Cabinet Office today.’

C held up one hand. ‘I’m afraid I don’t recommend that.’

Silently, Emma agreed, although, as the lowest-ranking person in this room, she didn’t dare say a word.

‘Raising the threat level is a public act. It would inform everyone, including our Russian friends, about what we know,’ C explained. ‘It could make an attack more likely.’

Patricia Allan nodded. ‘Agreed. The fewer people who know about this the better.’

‘Then what the hell do we do?’ Dominic Larch’s face had gone red. ‘Wait to be attacked? That’s simply not acceptable.’

‘I suggest we assemble a team.’ Ripley’s commanding voice silenced the argument. ‘Small and agile, carefully targeted. We’ll put our best people on it. Emma and I will lead it.’

Emma drew in a sharp breath. So that was why she was here.

The others glanced at her curiously as Ripley kept talking to Allan. ‘It needn’t interfere with the work your people are doing right now. And the same goes for the police. They can continue to prepare as normal. This unit will stay below the radar, focusing solely on identifying the plans for an attack and stopping it. That should keep the costs down.’ He looked at C. ‘It’s the best way to handle this.’

C considered this thoughtfully, his hands perfectly still on the table. ‘It could work,’ he said, after a moment.

‘We can spare a few people,’ Allan said. ‘How many do you need, Charles?’

‘I’d want at least twelve on the ground.’ Ripley opened his cigarette case and closed it with a click. ‘I can provide six people from my team.’

C nodded and the speculative look in those cold eyes told Emma he thought Ripley could have asked for much more.

‘Six can give you three people for this. If Five offers as many?’ C looked at Allan.

She nodded. The deal was done.

‘Right. Then that’s the plan. We’ll have a team of twelve, with Charles’s team overseeing the operation wherever it takes us. Of course, we’ll need someone from Six to coordinate our side.’ He glanced at Ripley. ‘Andrew Field would be my first suggestion.’

‘I have no problems with that,’ Ripley agreed.

‘Good,’ C said. ‘We have our unit. But what we haven’t got is time. Seven days from now the G7 meets in Scotland. We have seven days to find out what attack they’re planning, and to stop it. The world’s media is here already.’ He glanced at Larch and Cavendish from Number 10 and his tone grew severe. ‘None of this can leak. We need to operate in absolute secrecy. Are we agreed?’

‘Of course.’ Cavendish sounded offended. ‘We would never leak this.’

Larch merely nodded, his foot hopping nervously.

Patricia Allan made a faint, amused sound.

‘Well then,’ C said after an almost imperceptible pause, ‘Charles, we’re counting on you. Whatever they’re planning, find out. And stop them.’

The meeting ended moments later. As she stepped out into the broad, formal hallway, Emma took a deep, relieved breath – the air felt clean and cool.

Dominic Larch and Lauren Cavendish brushed past her, heading straight for the stairs.

But C, Ripley, and Allan lingered to talk in low voices beneath that beautifully painted ceiling. An assistant approached and C stepped aside to speak to him. When the man walked away, C returned to Ripley and Allan, his expression a mask.

‘Balakin’s pilot just registered a new flight plan. He’s going to Edinburgh.’ He glanced at Emma and said simply, ‘Your operation is under way.’
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Five hours later, Emma stepped out of Edinburgh Airport into an icy wind that cut straight through her coat to the skin below. Overhead, clouds scuttled across the darkening sky. Raindrops scattered across the pavement like chips of ice.

It was still autumn in London, but in Scotland, winter had arrived.

Following directions she’d memorised before getting on the plane, she strode quickly across to the multi-level car park and took the stairs to the second floor, where she found a black BMW parked in the third space from the end of the second row, exactly where she’d been told to find it. Setting down her suitcase, Emma crouched beside the front driver’s side wheel and retrieved the keys from the top of the tyre.

She placed her small suitcase inside the boot and got in behind the wheel. Inside, the car was spotless; the petrol gauge showed a full tank.

‘Nice,’ Emma murmured, appreciatively.

Clearly MI5 took better care of their cars than the Agency.

The BMW started with a powerful growl. Emma reached behind the visor to retrieve the car park ticket, which showed the car had entered the garage four hours ago. Just as she was about to shift into gear, her phone vibrated.

‘Makepeace,’ Emma said.

‘Message from Ripley.’ It was Esther’s voice, from headquarters. ‘Balakin’s plane is due to land in ten minutes. He wants you there.’

‘Copy that,’ Emma said, and shifted into gear.

‘I’ll message the details now. Good luck,’ Esther said, and the phone went dead.

Emma had been working since six o’clock that morning and yet she felt wide awake. Her body thrummed with energy. It was always like this at the start of an operation. There was so much to think about, so much information pouring in, so much to do, sleep became superfluous. Adrenaline became her rest, her food, her drink.

Right now, she knew the others were on their way, each travelling separately to avoid attention. Ripley was travelling by military jet – it was the only way to be sure nobody could track his movements.

They needed to be certain Balakin remained unaware his plans had been noticed. For as long as possible, the Agency wanted the plotters to feel safe. It’s when you feel safest that you make mistakes.

Emma waited until the message arrived with the details. Balakin’s jet was due to arrive at the same airport, but at a VIP section used for private jets. Esther had sent GPS coordinates with a note about where she should park.

Emma hated using GPS – you might as well glue a target to the top of your car – but she had no choice. Everything was moving too quickly now.

With a squeal of tyres she pulled out of the car park on to the confusion of roads and roundabouts. Dark rain tapped the windows and the windscreen wipers thumped rhythmically as the phone’s flat, automated voice directed her around the side of the long, low terminal building until she could see the runway stretching ahead of her.

The location Esther had sent her to was a shadowed spot at the edge of a sprawling staff car park with a perfect view of the section of the terminal where private jets unloaded.

She had just parked when a one-word message flashed on her phone from the Agency.

Landing.

Grabbing a pair of field glasses from her bag, Emma climbed out to get a better view. The wind snatched the door from her hand and flung it wide open, sending her coat billowing like a parachute.

When it came to weather, Scotland wasn’t messing around.

Emma could hear the roar of a plane coming in to land as she pressed her back against the door to shut it, keeping her focus on the airstrip.

The bright airport lights illuminated the tarmac like a film set. It wasn’t difficult to find the plane she sought: Balakin’s Dassault Falcon 900 was much bigger than the other private jets at the airport, with distinctive cream and red livery. She spotted it almost immediately, wings twitching in that gusting wind, the tail number V2691 clearly visible as the pilot brought the plane down, wheels skipping off the runway once before holding steady.

Camouflaged by darkness, she watched as it rolled to a stop at the end of the terminal closest to her. The sound of a car caught her attention and she glanced to her left to see a dark Range Rover driving through a gate on the airport periphery fence. Emma followed its progress around the terminal. It headed straight to the Falcon, parking a short distance away. As soon as it stopped, two men emerged from the car and stood waiting near the plane.

Pushing a button on the modified binoculars, Emma began photographing the scene as the plane’s door lifted and a flight attendant in a beige uniform dropped the stairs into place before moving aside to allow a lone man to descend.

Tall and thin, with a tonsure-like bald spot, Vladimir Balakin was instantly recognisable. When he glanced up, she caught a glimpse of his narrow eyes and sharp cheekbones. He looked cadaverous. It was rumoured that he was terrified of poisonings so he ate almost nothing. There was no way to know if this was true but, looking at him, Emma believed it. She clicked the button on the field glasses again and again.

The two men who had waited for him were not so easily recognisable. The fair-haired man seemed to know him well, but the other – a dark-haired, stocky man in his forties in a well-cut suit – was visibly uncomfortable, his shoulders hunched around his ears. He stayed further back, while the smaller man leaned eagerly towards Balakin, talking rapidly.

After a moment, the smaller man returned to the Range Rover and backed it towards the plane. The nervous man and Balakin followed on foot making, it seemed to Emma, awkward conversation.

She raised her eyes from the binoculars, frowning as the SUV stopped just in front of the plane’s steps. The smaller man got out and raised the boot, blocking her view of what happened behind it.

‘Damn,’ Emma whispered, as all three men crowded behind the large vehicle. They seemed to be loading bags – presumably Balakin’s luggage – but she couldn’t see any of it.

Either way, the work took only a minute, and then the nervous man closed the boot and got behind the wheel. The smaller man held the door for Balakin as he climbed into the back, and then took the passenger seat. After a moment, the Range Rover was making its way around the long, low terminal building towards the gate.

Emma jumped back into the car, dropping the binoculars on the passenger seat. She turned the heater on with some relief, rubbing the blood back into her numb fingers as she waited.

She’d have given anything to see what they’d loaded into that Range Rover. It could easily have just been a few suitcases. Or it could have been a crate of explosives. Maybe the airport’s security cameras could show them more, but somehow she doubted it. Balakin was too smart. She’d seen the way he looked around, checking the area. It had probably been his idea to back the car up. But at least she could discover Balakin’s destination. There was only one way out for the rare VIP travellers wealthy enough to pay the thousands it cost to get authorisation to have cars meet their planes. And that road was the one she was sitting next to right now.

Four minutes later, the Range Rover rolled past her. For the second time that day, and four hundred miles north of where she’d started, Emma pulled into the street behind Vladimir Balakin.

On this journey, there would be no dance of pursuing vehicles. It was just her – no cover, no backup.

She kept well behind the SUV, letting cars filter in between them, keeping her focus always on the Range Rover.

Once again, she had no idea where he was going. Edinburgh was not a favourite spot for Russians in the UK so there was little to go on in terms of where he might be heading when he filtered into the dregs of rush-hour traffic on the motorway.

Emma hated not knowing things.

Still, it was easy to stay out of sight, shifting lanes long enough to be forgotten, and then swinging back again behind Balakin, just another pair of headlights.

After fifteen minutes, the Range Rover signalled and exited on to a quieter side road. Here, Emma had no choice but to drop much further back. Still, at least she had a clear view as the SUV turned left, then right, winding to the edge of the city centre. Within minutes, the houses around her changed from modern housing estates to Victorian stone buildings, their coal-blacked edifices jutting out ominously against the night sky.

Emma was completely lost by this point; she didn’t know this city at all. It was unnerving to have no idea where she was when following someone as dangerous as Vladimir Balakin.

The closer she got to the city centre, the narrower the ancient lanes became, making it harder to go unnoticed. A thick fog had begun to roll in off the Firth of Forth, and visibility was poor. Once or twice, she pulled over and switched off the car’s headlights, waiting until Balakin turned the corner before starting up again and hurrying to catch up, hoping that in the dark she could be mistaken for a different vehicle.

During one of these manoeuvres, she rounded a bend at speed and found the Range Rover stopped in front of a tall black gate. Emma drove past the house without slowing and turned off at the first corner. The instant she was out of sight of the other car, she cut her headlights and pulled into a parking place in the darkness.

Snatching her phone from the dashboard holder, she jumped out and ran to the corner just in time to take a picture of the SUV as it pulled through the gates. Fog hung in the air like a milky veil but she caught a glimpse of a large, gabled house built of stone just before the heavy gates closed again and the view disappeared.

In the shadow of a tree, sheltered from the winds that had buffeted her at the airport, she studied the high garden wall. The house was completely hidden from the street but the house number was carved on a slate plaque, tastefully lit, beside a very modern electronic keypad.

Nothing told her what this place was; all she knew was what it wasn’t. This wasn’t the home of the Russian consulate general in Scotland. It wasn’t the home of the consul general’s mistress, or of any senior staff. She’d studied those buildings in the plane on the way here. This was an expensive house, and it was not on MI5’s list.

There was no point in lingering where she might be seen by hidden CCTV cameras or guards and she returned to the car and sent the address to Esther with the message: Our friend has arrived.

The reply came quickly.

Good work.

For the next hour she sat in the dark, hoping for more information, or at least to see some action, but the gate stayed solidly shut. The winds had dropped as quickly as they’d risen, and the street had grown eerily quiet, the frigid air sheathed in slow-moving clouds of white mist. In fact, no one passed at all, except a man walking by with a briefcase, clearly on his way home from work.

A few minutes after the man passed though, a secure, coded message told her an MI5 agent was nearby, and that she could go to her hotel and check in.

Emma was impressed. It had to be briefcase man. She hadn’t clocked him as one of theirs. But then, she was used to working with ghosts. She’d done it many times. The fewer people you knew on an operation the safer everyone was.

Freed from the obligation to keep watch, she suddenly felt very tired, and she yawned widely as she started the car. She was more than willing to let the unknown man from MI5 take over while she got some sleep.

She shifted into gear, and pulled out of the parking place, driving with no headlights for the first few seconds, just in case. Only when she was a good distance from the house did she flick the lights on.

Again, Emma was forced to use GPS to find her way. She drove across the dark city with that cheerful monotone voice telling her where to turn. As she took in the gloomy buildings of coal-stained stone and the jagged outline of Edinburgh Castle standing watch from the promontory above it all, worry nagged at her. There’d been something in Balakin’s confident swagger as he left the plane that bothered her. It was almost as if he knew she was there. As if he wanted to be seen. But that didn’t make sense. Everything told them he was an incredibly secretive man. And they’d been careful.

And yet something didn’t feel right. It felt as if the Russians were far ahead of them. There was a cockiness to their actions that showed they believed their plan, whatever it was, would work.

And if that was the case, Emma and the Agency were in deep trouble.




8 OCTOBER

SPECIAL TO THE PRIME MINISTER

INFORMATION: PUBLIC COMMUNICATIONS G7

SECURITY LEVEL: LOW

RISK LEVEL: LOW

Below, please find the daily round-up of press in advance of G7 Summit in Edinburgh:

BBC TODAY PROGRAMME TRANSCRIPT, 8 OCTOBER, 08:23 HOURS

SARAH LAMS: I’m standing on the Royal Mile, at the heart of the action as the city of Edinburgh prepares for the first world leaders to arrive. It’s a chilly morning, but work is already well under way, as you can probably hear in the background. Some workers have been out since before dawn, putting barricades along these narrow, historic streets, creating the infrastructure that will be used to redirect traffic during the three days of the G7.

Early next week the convoys of international officials will travel down this very street to Holyroodhouse for a meeting with the King and Queen at the royal residence. By then, though, there will already have been multiple meetings here in the Scottish capital, and each journey – every single trip – must be choreographed down to the finest detail. Security is already intense, and it is going to be ratcheted up every day.

Roads are being closed, diversions are causing traffic snarls, and the locals are having to find a new way to navigate even on foot as Edinburgh gets ready to take centre stage.

But it’s not just the traffic the government’s worried about. Security forces are taking no chances. Every detail is being analysed as they look for any weaknesses in their plans.

But there isn’t
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