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CHAPTER 1

Andy Bird hated helicopters. He always had done, even though he appreciated their advantages over planes and cars when it came to reaching out-of-the-way places. He hated the noise and the discomfort, but more than anything he hated the fact that if something went wrong, they tended to plummet to the ground and burst into flames. The helicopter he was sitting in was an RAF Chinook with two counter-rotating rotors, but that didn’t make it feel any safer.

Even through the noise-cancelling headset he was wearing, the roar of the Chinook’s twin turbine engines and the rattle of the gearboxes were deafening. Bird looked down at Tyson, who was sitting between his legs, and smiled. The dog always looked ridiculous wearing his bright yellow noise-cancelling headset. It had been specially made for him, and was rumoured to have cost the best part of two thousand pounds, but functionality had clearly taken precedence over fashion.

Tyson was a mahogany-brown Belgian Malinois and his hearing was one of his canine superpowers – along with his sense of smell and ability to jump through flaming hoops – so his ears had to be protected whenever they were exposed to loud noises. And the Chinook was noisy, no question, one of the noisiest machines to take to the skies. Close to the ramp at the rear of the helicopter, the noise could reach 115 decibels. Unprotected exposure to that level of noise could result in permanent hearing damage within just a few minutes. The cargo area where they were sitting was a few decibels quieter, but not much, and the noise-cancelling headsets were mandatory. Bird had gone even further and pushed foam earplugs into his own ears before slipping on the headset. The headset was connected to the Chinook’s communication system, so he could hear the crew talking among themselves and to the air traffic controller who was monitoring their progress.

Bird patted Tyson on the back. In addition to the headset, Tyson was wearing his personalized jacket system. It was made of Kevlar to offer protection against gunfire and shrapnel and was equipped with a speaker, a microphone, a GPS tracker and two video cameras, regular and night vision. Bird had no idea how much the vest had cost, but it was certainly also in the thousands.

There were seven other SAS men strapped in the cargo hold, plus an RAF crew chief and the Chinook’s weapons system operator.

In charge of the mission was Sergeant Ben Warren, known as ‘Sarge’ by his men and ‘Bunny’ by his fellow sergeants. Warren was in his early thirties and had been in the SAS for almost a decade. He took no nonsense from his men or from the officers, but was always open to suggestions as how best to proceed, on exercises or in the field. He was cradling his carbine and had a Glock pistol strapped to his thigh.

To Warren’s left was Peter ‘Tweedy’ Harris, one of the longest serving members of the SAS, with more than twenty years’ service under his belt. He was on his third marriage and often joked that he only stayed in the Regiment because he had so much alimony to pay. The real reason was that – like most SAS long-timers – he was addicted to the adrenaline rush that came from putting his life on the line. He was the team’s comms specialist, though they were all equipped with radios and earpieces to keep in touch with each other.

To Warren’s right was Jordan ‘Lurch’ Brown, a demolition specialist who had worked in a quarry before joining the Paras and transferring to the SAS. Brown was a Geordie with ginger hair and a cheery face sprinkled with freckles. He had acquired his nickname on Selection in the Brecon Beacons because of his ungainly way of running with a full Bergen on his back.

Sitting next to Brown was Al ‘Shotgun’ Gatrell, holding his weapon of choice – a Remington 870 pump-action.

On Bird’s left was Kieran ‘Queenie’ King, a Cornishman who was the team’s medic and a skydiving specialist, a man who enjoyed the feeling of falling through the air so much that he spent most of his spare time jumping out of planes, the higher the better. His hair had started thinning as a teenager and he had begun shaving his head when he got to his twenties.

Ryan ‘Tommo’ Thompson was sitting on Bird’s right. The lanky Welshman was the team’s sniper, armed with a Gepárd GM6 Lynx rifle. Manufactured in Hungary and costing just under ten thousand pounds, the weapon was so powerful its .50-calibre rounds could blast through armour-plated vehicles and had been known to knock helicopters out of the sky. Thompson could empty the rifle’s five-round magazine in under three seconds and hit a bull’s-eye at a range of more than a mile.

The final member of the team was Yorkshireman Jake ‘Gordon’ Bennett, who was sitting next to the crew chief, reading on his Kindle. Bennett was a fan of military thrillers and was always reading the likes of Andy McNab, Chris Ryan and Mark ‘Billy’ Billingham, though he seemed to enjoy picking fault with the stories and ‘that would never fucking happen in a month of Sundays’ was a common refrain uttered as he read. Bennett had served almost as long as Harris, distinguishing himself in Iraq, Afghanistan and several African countries.

Bird had been on missions with them all at some time or other and knew that he could trust them with his life. Warren grinned and nodded at him. ‘How’s the land shark?’ Warren mouthed.

‘Raring to go,’ Bird mouthed back. He reached down and patted Tyson’s flank again. Tyson looked up, panting. His fur was reddish-brown but like most Belgian Malinois dogs he had a black mask, covering his mouth, nose, eye rims and ears.

The Chinook had flown out of Incirlik Air Base in Turkey, a facility used mainly by the Turkish and the United States Air Forces. The Americans had more than five thousand personnel on the base, and used it to store tactical nuclear weapons and fly missions into Syria and Iraq.

The SAS team had arrived on an RAF Airbus and within an hour of landing were being briefed in a windowless Portakabin by an MI6 officer who had introduced herself as Emma, though no one believed that that was her real name. She was in her early thirties with dark brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and oversized glasses perched on a snub nose. She was wearing desert camouflage fatigues with the sleeves rolled up and had tucked her trousers into what appeared to be brand new Timberland boots. Bird hadn’t been able to suppress a grin when he had first seen her. Combat chic, made all the more ridiculous by the fact that she clearly had no intention of setting a booted foot off the base.

The SAS team had been given the bones of the mission back at Stirling Lines by the major who headed their squadron. Major Hawkins had told them that three charity workers had been taken hostage in Syria, and that MI6 had tracked them down to a disused factory in a small town called Albab, in the north of the country. The kidnappers were ISIS – the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria – and they had already approached the British Embassy in Beirut with a demand for thirty million dollars. The Foreign Office had refused to even negotiate with the hostage-takers, so the clock was ticking.

It was only when Emma began her briefing that the SAS team realized why all the stops had been pulled out – one of the aid workers was actually an MI6 officer. The MI6 officer had been using the name Edward Paterson and had been working for Oxfam. He had been in a truck with two Oxfam workers, Julie Munro and Denis Ferguson. Emma had stuck photographs of all three on a whiteboard. The kidnappers had killed the driver, a Syrian, presumably to show that they were serious.

A large satellite photograph of the factory was on another whiteboard, along with half a dozen photographs taken from outside the wire fence that encircled the building. Emma explained that the factory used to produce canned lentils for export, but had been abandoned more than a decade earlier. In one of the photographs a pick-up truck with a heavy machine gun in the back was being driven through a gate guarded by two bearded men carrying Kalashnikovs.

Emma had stressed that the mission was to rescue all three of the hostages, but that Paterson had to be the priority. If the kidnappers found out that he was an MI6 officer, they would probably torture him and extract what information he had about agents in the country.

There were four blueprints on a third whiteboard, each showing one of the floors of the factory. The SAS team gathered around it. It was the first time they had seen the internal layout of the building and it was crucial intel.

Emma had started to outline how she thought the SAS team could rescue the hostages, but Warren had cut her short, telling her that he would prefer to handle operational matters, but that he was quite happy for her to listen in. The MI6 officer had seemed quite relieved to have the responsibility taken from her and she perched on a stool by the door as Warren went over to the satellite photographs.

The SAS team had already spent an hour at RAF Brize Norton considering their options. The main entrance faced the gate, where there was a concrete guardhouse. The surveillance photographs showed two armed guards at the gate but there was no way of telling how many were inside the guardhouse. A frontal assault was clearly out of the equation. The fence was a good fifty feet from the building and was surrounded by bare earth with no hiding places, so attacking through there was also problematic.

It had been King who had suggested the parachute option, and all the men had groaned. No matter the operation, King would always suggest parachuting at some point. It was his thing. But in this case, as they studied the more detailed satellite photograph Emma had provided, it soon became clear that it was the best – possibly the only – option.

Now, on the Chinook, the crew chief stood up and held up his right hand, fingers splayed. Five minutes. The team began to prepare themselves, checking their weapons and harnesses. Tyson wagged his tail. His eyes were sparkling, he knew exactly what was happening and was clearly looking forward to it. Bird stroked the back of Tyson’s neck. ‘Good lad,’ he said. He unhooked his harness and pushed the straps out of the way, then patted his lap. ‘Up,’ he said.

Tyson jumped up onto Bird’s lap. There were two D rings fixed to each side of Tyson’s Kevlar vest and Bird attached the two nearest to his own and pulled the straps tight. Tyson’s tail was wagging faster now.

They were jumping from ten thousand feet, so they didn’t need supplemental oxygen. Tyson had done jumps as high as twenty thousand feet during his training, and for those both he and Bird had worn oxygen masks. Ten thousand feet was a walk in the park for Tyson, though the fact that it was still dark added an extra wrinkle. Bird grunted as he stood up, slipping his arms under Tyson’s chest and backside to take some of his weight.

All the men were up on their feet now. They removed their headsets, stored them under their seats, and pulled on Kevlar helmets, then checked each other’s chutes and straps, fastened their weapons out of the way and adjusted their goggles and helmets. The crew chief pressed a button on the fuselage and the rear ramp began to descend with a grinding vibration that Bird felt through the soles of his boots. A strip of blackness appeared at the top of the ramp, and as it widened he started to see the stars in the clear night sky. King and Gatrell moved towards the crew chief. They would be the first to go. Followed by Sergeant Warren and Brown.

Bird would be the last to jump, so that the rest of the team would be there to help if there was a landing problem. Landing with a dog strapped to your chest was difficult at the best of times, and doing so on a factory roof was going to be a first for them both.

The ramp was fully down now and Bird could see the moon high overhead. A full moon, with the craters clearly visible. Without the noise-cancelling headset, the engine roar was deafening.

The crew chief raised his right arm, then brought it down and pointed at the end of the ramp. King and Gatrell took two steps and threw themselves out. The Sarge and Brown followed immediately. The Chinook was slowing, probably down to fifty knots or so, but that didn’t mean they had time to hang about.

Bennett and Thompson went next. Bird looked over at Harris and grinned. ‘Age before beauty,’ he shouted above the roar of the turbines. Harris gave him a thumbs up, jogged down the ramp and jumped, arms and legs out in the starfish position.

Bird took the headphones off Tyson and handed them to the crew chief. Then he patted Tyson, took a deep breath, and headed down the ramp. He threw himself head first into the abyss, letting go of Tyson and throwing his arms out to the side. The air rushed by his ears and the engine sound immediately disappeared. Far below he could see Harris, but the rest of the team were lost in the darkness.

Bird’s arms and legs were buffeted by the slipstream and he bent his arms and kept his fingers spread to give himself more control over his descent. He was mentally counting off the seconds. A thousand and one. A thousand and two.

After one second, he had fallen just sixteen feet. After two seconds he had fallen more than sixty feet. After three seconds, he was almost a hundred and fifty feet below the Chinook and still accelerating.

He began to rotate to the left, so he corrected his position. He could still just about see Harris below him.

He reached terminal velocity – 121 mph – after twelve seconds, by which time he and Tyson were falling two hundred feet every second. He could go faster if he pulled in his arms and legs and went down head first. That would increase his speed to closer to 200 mph, but this drop wasn’t about speed, it was about accuracy. He started rotating to the right, so he pushed his right hand out to stop the turn.

He looked down at Tyson. The dog’s eyes were half closed against the wind but he seemed happy enough.

Bird’s mental count continued. A thousand and fourteen. A thousand and fifteen. His chute would open automatically at a height of three thousand feet, after freefalling for about twenty seconds.

One thousand and sixteen. One thousand and seventeen.

His chute came with a ripcord that he could pull if the automatic system failed. Bird had never heard of the system failing but they had always claimed that the Titanic was unsinkable, so his right hand was poised to grab the ripcord if necessary.

One thousand and eighteen.

He saw Harris’s chute open far below. A second later he heard the ripping sound of his own chute opening and felt the harness yank at his shoulders. He immediately dropped his hands to hold Tyson, even though he knew the D rings were more than capable of taking the strain.

The chute snapped open and Bird reached up to grab the toggles on the lines that he would use to steer it. He took a quick look up to check that his chute was fully open and that none of his lines were tangled. He smiled. Good to go.

He switched his attention to the team below him. Harris had turned slightly to the right. Ahead of him and several hundred feet below him were two more chutes – Bennett and Thompson, but Bird couldn’t tell which was which.

King was doing most of the work and the rest of the team just had to play follow my leader. Bird could just about make out King’s chute, about half a mile away from the landing site. The factory was hard to miss – at four stories high it was twice as tall as any of the other buildings in the vicinity, most of which were square concrete cubes with flat roofs. To the east was farmland, to the west was a suburb of small houses interspersed with mosques. The SAS men were still over the farmland. King was flying parallel to the factory, waiting to make his final turn. Bird spotted Gatrell, a couple of hundred feet behind King.

Harris turned again to the right. Bird waited a few seconds and then followed.

The Chinook’s turbines had faded away and now there was just the whistle of the air passing over the lines and the ripple of the chute overhead. And Tyson’s panting. Tyson’s eyes were wide open now and his tongue was lolling out of the side of his mouth. He was wagging his tail enthusiastically. He really seemed to enjoy parachuting, even though it was obviously a totally alien experience for a dog. Tyson had never shown any reluctance to jump and was always keen to climb on board whatever plane or heli they were jumping from.

Down below, King went into a slow left turn. Gatrell followed. Bird’s eyes had become accustomed to the gloom and now he could make out the chutes of the Sarge and Brown, about four hundred feet behind Gatrell. They were flying in parallel but as he watched, the Sarge turned to the left and performed a slow circle to allow Brown to get ahead of him.

About three miles away on Bird’s left was a walled compound with rows of brick buildings next to a car park filled with pick-up trucks, saloons and military vehicles. On the other side of the car park were dozens of small houses. Emma from MI6 had indicated the compound on her map, explaining that it was a base for the People’s Defence Units, a branch of the Syrian Democratic Forces, drawing its manpower mainly from the Kurdish community but with Arab and foreign volunteers serving alongside them. Emma had been insistent that they give the compound a wide berth.

Harris was turning to the left. Bird gave it a few seconds before doing the same. He was probably two thousand feet above the ground.

He could clearly see the factory now. King was about two hundred feet away from it and had aligned himself perfectly. There were two concrete structures at either end of the building, which housed the lift equipment, and lines of air-conditioning units running around the perimeter. King was heading for the side of the building furthest away from the militia compound. From Bird’s vantage point, the landing area looked like a tiny strip of bare concrete but he knew that it was about thirty feet wide and a hundred feet long, more than enough.

As Bird watched, King guided his chute down the centre of the strip, then flared and came to a halt. Within seconds he had gathered up the chute and was running to the nearest concrete structure. As he reached it, Gatrell’s chute flared and he landed, at almost exactly the same spot where King had touched down.

King had cleared the landing area, and Warren was on his final approach. Warren flared his chute and performed a running landing, gathering up his chute as he ran. Bird smiled to himself. ‘Show off,’ he muttered. Running landings always looked good but on rough terrain they risked a sprained ankle or worse.

Brown’s landing was more traditional, his flare brought him to a complete standstill, but he was dangerously close to the edge of the building. He rolled up his chute and ran over to the concrete structure.

Bennett was only a few seconds behind and he almost collided with Brown.

Harris was correcting his approach again, this time turning to the left. Bird followed his example. He looked ahead and could see that he was bang on target. The wind was ruffling Tyson’s fur and his eyes were watering, but his tail was still wagging.

The sixth jumper – Thompson – landed, and was also dangerously close to the edge of the building. The wind must have been picking up.

Harris was already correcting his approach and Bird did the same. Harris flared and landed, and quickly began gathering up his chute. Two of the team left the concrete structure and passed either side of Harris, preparing to offer Bird assistance if required. Bird was a proficient skydiver but landing was a whole different experience when you had a seventy-pound dog strapped to your chest.

The roof of the building was rushing towards him now and then a gust of wind forced him to the right and he pulled hard on the left toggle to keep on the track. He was still pulling on the toggle when he flared and the chute swung to the left. He pulled hard on both toggles but it was an ungainly flare at best – his left foot touched the ground before his right and he felt himself pitching to the side.

Strong hands gripped his left arm. ‘Got you,’ said Warren.

King was already gathering up the chute.

‘I had it under control,’ said Bird.

‘Course you did,’ said King with a grin.

Bird knelt down and unfastened Tyson’s harness from his own. Tyson stood up and shook himself.

‘Looks like he wants to go again,’ said King, handing the chute to Bird.

‘He loves it,’ said Bird.

They jogged over to the concrete structure, with Tyson following close behind. Bird stripped off his harness and dumped the chute next to the rest. He unfastened his Colt UCIW – Ultra Compact Individual Weapon. With its stock fully collapsed, the carbine was just twenty-two inches long. It was Bird’s weapon of choice when he jumped with Tyson as its small size meant there was less chance of it smacking into the dog.

Warren and King went over to the concrete structure. There was a wooden door with a sign in Arabic. ‘What does that say, Birdman?’ asked Warren.

‘Emergency exit, keep clear,’ said Bird. Arabic was one of the five languages he spoke, near fluently.

Warren tried pulling at the door but it was locked.

Gatrell had his shotgun on a sling and he held it across his chest as he studied the door.

Warren put a hand on Gatrell’s shoulder. ‘Let’s try prying it open before we start making loud noises.’

Gatrell nodded. ‘Got you, Sarge.’

Warren waved Harris over. Harris was a breach specialist and a skilled lockpicker. Once they had decided they were going in through the roof, he had added a crowbar to his equipment list. He pulled it from his backpack and examined the edges of the door. He chose his insertion point, just above the lock, forced in the tip of the crowbar and grunted as he threw his full weight against it. There was the sound of wood tearing and the door opened half an inch. He forced the tip in further and grunted again. This time the door sprang open. ‘Easy peasy,’ said Harris. He slid the crowbar back into his backpack.

Warren eased the door open and peered inside. It opened onto a stairwell with bare concrete steps and a rusting handrail. He listened for a few seconds, then nodded and headed inside. Bird followed with Tyson at his heels. They headed down the steps, guns at the ready. The rest of the team followed. Harris brought up the rear. He used one of the chutes to jam the door open.

Warren reached the door that led to the third floor. He held up his hand in a fist and the men behind him came to a halt. The sergeant pushed the door to check that it wasn’t locked, then he looked over at Bird. ‘Is the Maligator ready to go?’ he asked.

Maligator – a combination of Malinois and alligator – was one of the many nicknames the SAS had for its dogs. The Maligator was apt because Tyson’s jaws were incredibly strong and almost impossible to pry off once he was in biting mode.

Bird knelt down beside Tyson and switched on the vest’s microphone and flicked out and activated the two cameras. He took his tablet out of his backpack. It was encased in tough rubber and he flipped it open and booted it up. The screen was filled with a view from the regular camera of Warren’s crotch.

‘Is he looking at my balls?’ said the sergeant.

‘He’s looking at the door behind you,’ said Bird. He tapped on the screen to get the night vision view. Then he checked the GPS screen which showed Tyson’s location on Google Maps. ‘Good to go,’ he said.

‘Let’s do it,’ said Warren.

Bird leant over to Tyson. ‘Search,’ he said. He opened the door and Tyson slipped through. Bird stood up and studied the tablet. The night vision display was green, showing the corridor with doors leading off to both sides. Most of the doors were closed. Tyson moved steadily down the corridor, looking left and right. At the far end was another emergency door. According to Emma, the top floor had been used as accommodation for the factory workers. All the furniture and fittings had been stripped out years earlier when the factory had been abandoned.

Tyson reached the emergency door, turned and padded back along the corridor. Bird held the door open for him. ‘Good lad,’ he said, and patted him on the head. He slipped his left hand into the pouch on his belt that contained dog treats and held a few out. Tyson wolfed them down, then prodded the pouch with his nose. ‘Work first, treats later,’ said Bird.

The team headed down the stairs to the second floor. According to Emma, it had been used as offices before the factory was abandoned. Warren opened the door and again Bird gave Tyson the ‘search’ command. Tyson headed down the corridor and Bird and Warren followed his progress on the tablet. Most of the doors were open and they could see that the offices had been stripped of anything of value. Tyson moved down the corridor, looking left and right. There was movement to the left and Bird tensed, then he realized it was a rat, running down the corridor next to the wall. Tyson looked at it but didn’t give chase.

Tyson reached the end of the corridor, turned and retraced his steps. He got back to the stairwell and Bird gave him some treats.

The team moved slowly down the stairs to the first floor, which Emma had said was originally used as a warehouse for the lentils after they were canned on the ground floor. Warren eased open the door and listened. He tensed when he heard music, the tinny sound of a small radio. He eased the door closed.

‘Okay, no need to send the land shark in,’ he whispered. ‘Sounds like they’re towards the middle of the building. And they’re sure to be on the ground floor as well. The big question is, where are they keeping the hostages?’

‘Makes sense they keep them on this floor,’ said Brown. ‘The higher, the better.’ The rest of the team nodded in agreement.

‘We’re going to need to hit the ground floor the same time as this one,’ said Warren.

‘Plus, there’s the guards outside,’ said Harris. ‘Once the shooting starts they’ll be in like Flynn.’

‘We hit both floors simultaneously,’ said Warren. ‘Me and Birdman will stay here. Tommo and Shotgun go back up to the second floor and over to the far side of the building. Gordon and Queenie go with them and then make your way down to the ground floor. Tweedy, Lurch – take the ground floor on this side. Let me know when you’re in position. The moment we have the hostages secure, we call the heli for extraction. Hopefully it’ll be here within ten minutes. As soon as the heli arrives we all go up to the roof. All good?’

The four troopers nodded and headed up the stairs. Harris and Brown went down to the ground floor, their guns at the ready.

The seconds ticked by. Bird could feel his heart racing, as it always did before combat. He was breathing slowly and evenly, but his heart continued to pound. He looked down at Tyson. The dog was panting, his ears up. He knew that they were getting ready to attack and was clearly up for it. ‘Good lad,’ said Bird.

‘In position,’ said Thompson over the radio.

A few seconds later, King reported in.

‘Tweedy, are you good to go?’ asked Warren.

‘Affirmative,’ said Harris.

‘On three,’ said Warren. ‘One, two, three.’ He pushed open the door and lifted his carbine to his shoulder. Bird followed, with Tyson at his heels. They saw Thompson and Gatrell emerging through the door at the far end of the corridor, guns at the ready.

The music was coming from a room on Bird’s left, ahead of them. There were doors either side, both open. Warren went left and Bird right. Tyson went ahead of Bird, padding into the centre of the room. Both rooms were empty, and the two men moved back into the corridor. Tyson followed.

Thompson and Gatrell checked the rooms either side of their end of the corridor.

The music got louder as Warren and Bird moved down the corridor.

They were approaching a second set of doors when they heard rapid automatic fire below them, followed by the crack-crack-crack of a Kalashnikov. There was more automatic fire followed by King’s voice over the radio, calm but talking quickly. ‘Contact, contact, contact!’ said King.

There was more gunfire, followed by silence. ‘Six hostiles, all dead,’ said King over the radio.

Before Warren could reply, a bearded man carrying a Kalashnikov emerged from the door to the left. His eyes widened but before he could raise his weapon Warren shot him in the chest, twice. As the man staggered back, blood pouring from his wounds, Bird moved forwards in a crouch, swinging his carbine to the left. He saw movement and his finger was on the trigger but he waited a fraction of a second until he was certain it was a valid target – a young man in a grey tunic and baggy trousers, holding a Kalashnikov across his chest. Bird fired twice, the first shot missed and buried itself in the wall, the second took the top off the man’s head. Blood and brain splattered across the window behind him. He was still crumpling to the floor as Bird moved into the room. His eyes swept to the right. Warren went to the left, and Tyson was in between them.

There were two men and a woman sitting with their backs to the wall on Bird’s right. They all had their knees up against their chests and their hands were bound. Duct tape had been wound around their mouths. Chains ran from around their necks up to a sturdy metal pipe in the ceiling. Bird recognized them from the whiteboard in the Portakabin. Standing over them was a young man who was probably in his teens, wearing a black T-shirt and blue jeans that were frayed at the knees. He was clean shaven, maybe too young to be growing a beard, but despite his youth the machete he was holding was a clear threat, so Bird had no hesitation in shooting him twice in the chest and planting a third round in his face. As the man fell to the floor, Bird realized there was another fighter behind him, this one older and aiming a Kalashnikov. Bird tried to bring his gun to bear on the man but he knew he was too slow, then there was a brown and black blur to his left and Tyson threw himself through the air, jaws agape. The jaws bit down on the man’s left forearm and Tyson’s weight pulled the gun down. The man’s finger twitched on the trigger and the Kalashnikov went off. A round ricocheted off the wooden floor.

Bird heard Warren’s gun firing and ‘contact, contact, contact’ through his earpiece but he stayed focused on Tyson and the man with the Kalashnikov. Tyson was shaking his head from side to side, keeping the man off balance. The Kalashnikov fired again but Tyson was relentless. Bird took two quick steps towards the man, stuck the barrel of his Colt under the man’s bearded chin and pulled the trigger. Bird stepped back, but Tyson kept his grip on the man’s arm as he fell to the floor.

Bird looked to his left. ‘Four hostiles,’ said Warren. ‘All dead.’ There were two dead fighters on the floor by the window, both young men in their early twenties.

Thompson and Gatrell appeared in the doorway.

‘Tyson, leave,’ said Bird and Tyson immediately released his grip on the dead jihadist’s arm.

‘Heel,’ said Bird. Tyson immediately hurried over to Bird and stood by his right leg, his nose pressed against Bird’s knee. Bird took some treats from his pouch and gave them to the dog.

‘Hey, Sarge, why don’t you toss us treats when we do a good job?’ asked Gatrell.

Before Warren could reply they heard shouts from outside, a mixture of Kalashnikovs and small arms fire. ‘Contact, contact, contact!’ said King over the radio.

Warren nodded at Gatrell. ‘Shotgun, you get the hostages sorted and up to the roof.’ He turned to Thompson. ‘Tommo, give us covering fire from the window until the heli is here.’

Tommo went over to the window with his rifle. There were more shots from outside and the sound of Heckler & Kochs returning fire.

‘Come on, Birdman,’ said Warren, and he jogged out into the corridor. Bird and Tyson followed him along to the stairs. As they headed down, the sound of gunfire got louder.

‘Sitrep, Queenie,’ said Warren over the radio.

‘We’re taking fire from hostiles in the guardhouse,’ said King. ‘And they’re getting ready to use one of the pick-ups.’

Warren reached the ground floor and pushed open the door. It was mainly open-plan and most of the equipment and machinery had been stripped out, though there were half a dozen metal chairs and a few metal tables dotted around the room with the remains of a meal on them.

There were metal bars across the windows and most of the glass had been smashed. There were six dead bodies strewn across the floor. Their Kalashnikovs had been kicked to the side.

Harris, Brown, King and Bennett were lined up by the windows. They had all flipped up their night vision gear – there was enough moonlight to illuminate the opposition. The firing outside was sporadic. Most of the shots were coming from the guardhouse.

The SAS troopers were choosing their targets carefully and firing single shots. ‘Got one,’ said Brown.

‘How many?’ asked Warren, bending low and jogging over to a window. He knelt down and took a quick look over the windowsill. Bird crouched down next to Warren. Tyson lay at his side, his head on his paws.

‘I’d say eight,’ said Harris. ‘Seven now.’

‘Tweedy, call the heli in. Tell them we’re taking fire but we should have it under control by the time they get here.’

‘How are the hostages?’ asked King.

‘Alive and well,’ said Warren. ‘Shotgun is taking them up to the roof. You see the guy in the black pick-up?’

‘I see him but can’t get a clear shot,’ said Brown.

‘What’s he up to? If he starts using that HMG we’re in big trouble.’ There was a Russian-made Kord 12.7 mm heavy machine gun mounted on the back of the pick-up truck. Its barrel was more than three feet long and the weapon was capable of delivering up to 650 rounds a minute at a range of just over a mile. It wasn’t the most accurate of weapons but at close range it would do a lot of damage.

‘Tommo, do you have eyes on the pick-up truck?’ asked Warren over the radio.

‘The truck, yes, but I can’t see the driver. He’s keeping his head down.’

‘Keep an eye on it. Slot anyone who goes near the HMG.’

‘Roger that,’ said Thompson.

‘Heli is en route,’ said Harris. ‘ETA ten minutes.’

More rounds raked the ceiling. There were three small windows at the rear of the guardhouse, and most of the shots seemed to be coming from there. There were another two men on the roof but they were keeping their heads down and only firing occasionally. Another of the fighters had taken position behind a rusting red pick-up truck.

Bird took a quick look over the sill. He could see the feet of the man behind the pick-up truck, but he was over a hundred feet away so it would be a difficult shot even if he wasn’t under fire. He shouldered his Colt and sighted on the feet but then a hail of bullets made him duck back.

‘There’s a bad guy heading for the black pick-up,’ said Thompson over the radio.

‘Take him out, Tommo,’ said Warren.

‘I can’t, Sarge, he’s down low. I can’t get a clear shot.’

Bird took another quick look. He could see the black pick-up but couldn’t see the man heading towards it. He switched his attention to the red pick-up and again sighted on the feet of the man behind it. He pulled the trigger and saw a puff of sand to the left of the man’s sandals. He corrected his aim and fired again, and this time saw the man’s left ankle explode in a mass of red.

‘Nice one, whoever did that,’ said Thompson over the radio.

‘That was me,’ said Bird.

‘The old ankle under the vehicle shot,’ said Thompson. ‘Good to see. I’ll just put him out of his misery.’ They heard a single rifle shot. ‘Job done,’ said Thompson. ‘The bad news is that the other tango has just climbed onto the back of the black pick-up. He’s crouched behind the shield so I can’t get a clear shot. It’s going to get hairy when he starts firing.’

Bird looked over at the black pick-up. The barrel of the heavy machine gun emerged from a square of armoured steel, behind which the gunner was taking cover. Black smoke belched from the exhaust; the driver had started the engine. That made no sense. The truck was already well within range; moving it any closer merely risked exposing the gunner to Thompson’s sniper fire.

The HMG burst into life and rounds smacked into the concrete above the window, sending down a cloud of dust. All the SAS men ducked.

‘Well, this isn’t good,’ said Warren.

They heard the engine of the pick-up roar. Bird took a quick look over the windowsill. The driver was nowhere to be seen, keeping his head below the dashboard. The pick-up edged forwards jerkily and the gunner began firing again. Bird ducked down as rounds whizzed through the glassless window and buried themselves into the wall by the door.

‘Heli is six minutes away,’ said Harris.

‘Tell them we’re taking HMG fire – if it’s still going on when they arrive they’re going to have to take care of it for us.’

‘Roger that,’ said Harris.

The HMG gunner continued to rake the factory with rounds and the SAS men kept their heads down. The firing came to a sudden end. Bird figured the gunner was having to change belts so he risked a look-see. The barrel was pointing skywards and the pick-up was continuing to crawl towards the factory. Bird sighted on the armoured shield but he couldn’t see the gunner. He switched his attention to the windscreen but there was no sign of the driver. Bird fired two shots at the windscreen and it shattered. He smiled to himself. If nothing else, he’d covered the driver with broken glass.

The barrel of the HMG swung down and as it did, Bird caught a glimpse of a skullcap over a shock of unruly black hair. He swung his carbine around but before he could pull the trigger the skullcap exploded in a mass of red.

‘Got you, you bastard,’ said Thompson.

The gunner pitched over the side of the pick-up truck and fell to the ground.

‘Nice one, Tommo,’ said Warren over the radio.

‘All part of the service,’ said the sniper.

The pick-up truck continued to jerk forwards. It was about fifty feet from the factory, but without the HMG it was no threat. The fighters in the guardhouse continued to take pot shots but their hearts didn’t seem to be in it.

Bird switched his attention to the radiator of the pick-up. He fired half a dozen shots and was eventually rewarded with a cloud of grey steam pouring from under the bonnet. A few seconds later the pick-up shuddered to a halt.

Bird fired two more shots through the broken windscreen, then the driver’s door crashed open. A man appeared wearing a brown tunic and baggy trousers. He was screaming in Arabic as he ran towards the factory. He didn’t seem to be holding a weapon but then Bird saw that he had something in his right hand.

‘Grenade!’ shouted Bird.

He aimed his Colt at the man’s chest just as the man pulled his arm back and threw the grenade. Bird pulled the trigger twice and the man staggered back, red blossoms of blood spreading across his chest.

The grenade span through the air and for a second Bird thought it was going to bounce off the concrete wall but then it hit one of the window bars and crashed onto the floor behind him.

Bird whirled around. Time seemed to have stopped. He recognized the type immediately. It was a Soviet F-1, nicknamed the Little Lemon because of its shape and yellow-green colour. It weighed about six hundred grams, of which sixty grams was TNT. The steel exterior was notched, to prevent it slipping on sweaty skin, and to assist with fragmentation when it detonated. The fuse usually lasted between three and a half and four seconds. Bird knew that even though time had slowed to a crawl, he had less than two seconds to make his call. Once the TNT exploded, anything up to three hundred sharp-edged splinters each weighing about one gram would be sent spinning through the air at more than two thousand feet per second. The deadly shrapnel would kill at up to six metres and wound at up to fifteen metres, possibly more. Bird was well within the kill zone and everybody in the room would be maimed at best.

If only Bird had been quicker, if only he’d shot the man before he’d thrown the grenade, if only the grenade had hit the wall and not gone through the window. So many ifs, so many what-might-have-beens. Now there was only the present. A deadly grenade only a second away from detonating. And only one way to save the team.

Running wasn’t an option. There wasn’t enough time. The rule book said you threw yourself to the floor with your feet facing the grenade and hoped for the best, but when you were inside the kill zone, all bets were off.

There was only one option that made any kind of sense.

He grabbed at the metal table to his right and pushed it over on its side, the legs parallel to the floor. Plates and cutlery clattered onto the concrete. He dropped down to his knees behind the table, then pushed it forwards so that it dropped down onto the grenade. From the corner of his eye he saw that Tyson was still on the floor, his head resting on his paws.

Sergeant Warren was screaming at everyone to get down but Bird knew that if they hadn’t already hit the floor then it was too late. He threw himself forwards to add his weight to the table pressing down on the grenade. He felt the explosion rather than heard it, and everything went black.



 
CHAPTER 2

Bird’s eyes opened and he gasped for breath. He was lying on his back and looking up at grey clouds, high overhead in the night sky. His heart was racing and his face was bathed in sweat. He felt movement to his right and Tyson appeared, his ears up. ‘Sorry, lad, did I wake you?’ said Bird. He reached over and patted Tyson’s neck. ‘It’s just the heebie-jeebies,’ he said. ‘It’ll pass.’

The heebie-jeebies was how Bird always described it, but the few doctors he’d spoken to over the past year or so had called it PTSD – Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. The last doctor who had examined Bird had been a lovely lady from an ex-servicemen’s charity who had shown him a printed sheet which listed all the symptoms of PTSD, asking him to tick off those that applied. Bird could still remember the list.

Being easily startled or frightened.

Always being on guard for danger.

Self-destructive behaviour, such as drinking too much or driving too fast.

Trouble sleeping.

Trouble concentrating.

Irritability, angry outbursts or aggressive behaviour.

Overwhelming guilt or shame.

It had been a full house for Bird, even though at heart he knew that he had nothing to feel guilty about. Doing what he did had saved the other members of his team, and Tyson. Two collapsed lungs and two blown eardrums was a small price to pay. But shame, yes, in spades. Shame that he was no longer a warrior, just a civilian, and a civilian who was deaf with crippling PTSD to boot.

He looked at his watch and sighed. It wasn’t even midnight, he’d barely slept for an hour. He pushed himself up so that his back was against the wall. He was in an alley off Camden High Street, one of his half a dozen regular haunts. The alley was quiet and he was tucked in between two industrial skips where the shops dumped their rubbish. Further down the alley was another skip used by Marks & Spencer and often, after closing, they would dump food that was past its sell-by date. The expired microwave ready meals were wasted on him – he didn’t exactly have a kitchen – but that evening he had grabbed a couple of stale croissants, some sausages for Tyson and a carton of oat milk that was out of date but which hadn’t turned.

Bird was sitting on several sheets of cardboard, which provided some insulation from the cold, and the skips shielded him from any wind. There was no shelter from the rain but the clouds weren’t threatening a downpour so he was happy where he was for now. He was wearing a heavy-duty green parka with a fur-lined hood, a black wool polo neck sweater, brown wool trousers and black Altberg boots. The boots were one of the few things he had taken with him when he had left the SAS.

Tyson lay down next to him and put his head on Bird’s knee. Bird stroked him behind the ears. ‘Never mind, pal,’ he said. ‘This time next year we’ll be millionaires.’

Tyson woofed softly and wagged his tail.

Bird reached over and grabbed his Bergen. He pulled it towards him, took out a bottle of water and drank. Tyson’s plastic bowl was on the ground by the side of the cardboard and Bird poured some water into it.

The Bergen contained all Bird’s belongings, pretty much. There were a couple of boxes of clothes and books in the attic of his ex-wife’s house. He had no intention of ever going back, not that Sarah would even open the door if he did. She had a new man, now, one who didn’t jump at shadows or wake up screaming most nights.

A man appeared at the entrance to the alley. He was young, late teens maybe, with a close-cropped beard and oblong wire-framed spectacles. He was wearing a North Face jacket zipped up, a red scarf wrapped around his neck, and sand-coloured cargo pants. He had a backpack over one shoulder and was peering down the alley. ‘He’d better not be from the council, because I’m not moving,’ Bird said to Tyson.

Tyson looked around and stared at the man. Bird stroked Tyson’s neck.

The man started walking towards them. Tyson didn’t growl, but he tensed and his ears were up. As the man got closer, Tyson got to his feet and stood staring at him.

The man stopped and smiled. ‘What’s your name, mate?’ he asked.

‘Why do you want to know my name?’

The man shrugged. ‘Just being friendly.’

‘I’ve got all the friends I need.’

‘Well, that’s good to know,’ said the man. ‘Anyway, my name’s Joel. I work with a homeless charity.’

‘Hopefully it’ll get a home one day.’

Joel frowned. ‘What?’

‘Your charity. It must be difficult not having a home. Where do you keep your office supplies?’

Joel’s frown deepened, then he realized what Bird meant. ‘Oh, right. I get it. No, the charity works with the homeless. People like you. We help get you off the streets.’

Tyson continued to stare at Joel, his ears up. Joel said something else but he was looking at Tyson so Bird couldn’t read his lips. He waved to get the man’s attention. ‘Joel, I have to see your lips when you talk.’

Joel turned to face him, frowning. ‘Are you deaf?’

Bird nodded. ‘Yeah.’ He pushed the hood of his parka down.

‘Sorry, I didn’t realize. But you don’t sound deaf.’

‘Yeah, well you know that deafness involves the ears, not the mouth, right?’

Joel laughed. ‘I mean most deaf people I’ve met sound deaf. They have trouble forming words.’

‘I only went deaf a couple of years ago, so talking isn’t a problem.’

‘Can you sign?’

‘I don’t have any deaf friends, so signing isn’t a thing for me. I’m pretty good at lip-reading, as long as I can see your face.’

‘How did you lose your hearing, if you don’t mind me asking?’

Bird shrugged. ‘It was an industrial accident. What did you say before?’

‘I was asking what sort of dog he was.’ Joel had turned to look at Tyson again but when Bird didn’t reply he realized his mistake. He turned back and repeated the question again.

‘A Belgian Malinois,’ said Bird. ‘Belgian Shepherds, they’re sometimes called.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘Tyson.’

‘After the boxer?’

‘Yeah. He used to be called Scooby, but then he ripped a guy’s ear off and nicknames stick.’ He shrugged.

‘He ripped off a guy’s ear?’

‘It’s a long story.’

‘But he’s friendly, right?’

‘He is with me.’

‘Can I pat him?’

Bird nodded. ‘Put your hand out slowly, back of your fist towards him. Let him smell you. But don’t make any sudden moves. He doesn’t like that. Let him approach you.’

Joel held his hand out hesitantly. Tyson moved his head forwards and sniffed, then looked at Bird. ‘Friendly,’ said Bird.

Tyson licked Joel’s hand, then took a step towards him. Joel hesitantly put his hand on Tyson’s head and stroked it. ‘Good dog,’ he said.

Tyson pushed his head against Joel’s hand. ‘There you go, he likes you,’ said Bird.

‘He’s a lovely dog. So good-natured.’

‘He has his moments.’

‘So, can you tell me your name? Now that me and Tyson are mates.’

Bird smiled despite himself. Joel was a nice enough guy but Bird knew where the conversation was headed. ‘Andy,’ he said.

Joel offered his hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, Andy.’

Bird shook. Joel’s heart was clearly in the right place. Some of the charity and council workers who reached out to the homeless were patronizing or officious, but Joel seemed genuine.

‘So, I can offer you a bed for the night, Andy, if you want.’

‘So your parents are okay with me crashing at your place?’

‘No, I meant there’s a shelter …’ He smiled thinly when he realized that Bird was teasing him. He wagged a finger at Bird. ‘I fell for that, didn’t I?’

Tyson’s ears were up and he growled softly.

‘Best not to point at me like that, Joel,’ said Bird quietly. ‘Tyson might take it as a threat.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Just lower your hand slowly. Tyson’s accepted you as a friendly but it’ll be a while before he trusts you.’

Joel slowly lowered his hand and Tyson stopped growling. ‘That’s amazing,’ said Joel. ‘He’s very protective.’

‘It works both ways,’ said Bird.

Joel looked at Tyson for several seconds, then smiled at Bird. ‘So, as I said, there’s a bed for you in a shelter not far away. I can drive you there and book you in.’

‘What about Tyson?’

Joel smiled uncomfortably. ‘I’m afraid pets aren’t allowed. Health and safety.’

‘So what does Tyson do? Wait outside?’ Bird shook his head. ‘We’re a team. Where I go, he goes. And vice versa.’

Joel sat down next to Bird with his back to the wall and stretched out his legs. He was wearing almost new Timberland boots. Bird flashed-back to the boots that MI6 Emma had been wearing on the day his whole life had turned to shit. He wondered where Emma was, and what she was doing to keep the country safe. Joel spoke again and Bird missed the first bit. Something about being former military.

‘I missed that Joel, Sorry.’

‘No problem. I was just asking if you used to be in the military.’

‘Why do you ask?’

Joel nodded at the Bergen. ‘Neatness like this comes from a spell in prison, or the armed forces, and you don’t look like an ex-con.’ He gestured at Bird’s footwear. ‘And they look like Army boots. You can always tell someone who is actually homeless. The daytime beggars and scammers wear flash trainers, the serious homeless go for comfort and durability.’

‘Serious homeless?’

‘It’s a term I made up for those that have no choice other than to be on the streets. You’d be amazed at the number of street beggars that get picked up by minivans when their shift is over,’ said Joel. ‘For them it’s a job. For you, well, I guess you’re not here by choice. So, you didn’t answer my question.’

‘Army,’ said Bird.

‘Afghanistan?’

Bird shrugged. ‘All over.’

‘Must have been rough.’

‘It had its moments,’ said Bird. ‘But I’m not complaining.’

‘That’s where you lost your hearing?’

Bird nodded. ‘Yeah.’

‘And how did you end up on the street?’

Bird shrugged. ‘Difficult to say,’ he said.

‘Have you heard of the eight Ds?’

‘The eighties?’

Joel shook his head and enunciated more slowly this time. ‘The eight Ds. The letter D. Eight of them.’

‘I’ve heard of the six Ps.’

Joel frowned. ‘The six Ps?’ he repeated.

Bird grinned. ‘Perfect Preparation Prevents Piss-Poor Performance.’

Joel chuckled. ‘That makes sense,’ he said. ‘But the eight Ds are the issues that can lead to homelessness – drink, debt, drugs, divorce, depression, domestic violence, dependency culture, and digs, meaning accommodation. Any one of those can lead to homelessness, but more often than not it’s a combination of factors.’

‘And you want to know which apply to me?’

‘I’m just curious.’

Tyson lay down next to Bird again and put his head on his thigh. Bird reached over and rubbed the dog’s neck. ‘Drink – not really. Drugs – definitely not an issue. Debt and divorce sort of go together, at least when your ex-wife has a Rottweiler for a lawyer.’

‘Domestic violence?’

Bird shook his head. ‘I never raised a hand to my wife,’ he said. ‘Or to any woman. But I was impossible
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