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ONE


Six minutes past two in the afternoon. A quiet Thursday in early March. Detective Sergeant Dave McKinnon was sitting in the sparsely furnished living room, sipping his fourth brew of the day, watching Judge Rinder on the crappy TV. Around him sat the three other officers drawn from the South West Region Protected Persons Unit.


The four of them were holed up in a secluded stone-built cottage, deep in the wilds of the Lake District, surrounded by a sprawl of farmland, densely wooded copses and craggy fells. About as far from humanity as it was possible to get in England. The nearest home was a mile away; the closest village was a ten-minute drive on a potholed country road. It was the kind of area that rich southerners paid a small fortune to stay in.


The building had once been a holiday home, owned by a family from Bristol, purchased by the government and transferred to the National Crime Agency. The NCA owned hundreds of similar properties up and down the country, used as safe houses as and when needed. McKinnon himself had stayed in at least thirty of them. They were all of a type: isolated, tidy, in good physical condition with no major maintenance work to be done. The entertainment options were limited, and this place was no different. There was a shelf of paperback thrillers by Alistair MacLean and Jack Higgins, a rack of mid-nineties DVDs and an Internet connection about as reliable as TV guide horoscope.


They were officially in the middle of nowhere.


Which made several kinds of sense, on an operational level. Because of the man they had been ordered to protect.


Nikolai Ivanovich Volkov was a high-value target. Much higher than anyone else McKinnon had dealt with in his career.


Nine weeks had passed since the former double agent had been found slumped outside the public toilets in a park in Swindon, arms jerking wildly, mouth foaming. The story had quickly hit the news. Ex-Russian spy critically ill after being exposed to deadly nerve agent. Three other people had been admitted to hospital in the hours after the attack, including the French jogger and off-duty doctor who had first arrived on the scene. Dozens of police and medical staff had been treated for symptoms of infection. Teams of counter-terrorism officers and Porton Down scientists had swarmed over the park, dressed in hazmat suits, gathering evidence. A week later the British Government had gone public, accusing the Kremlin of carrying out the hit.


The story had dominated the news cycle ever since.


Conspiracy theories circulated on Twitter. Russian diplomats were expelled from various European capitals. Sanctions were discussed. Threats made.


There was speculation that the Russians had targeted Volkov in revenge for defecting to the UK, several years before.


But McKinnon didn’t give a crap about any of that.


My only job is to protect Volkov until he’s sorted out with a new life.


Which would not be for a while yet, McKinnon knew. He’d worked dozens of cases since transferring to Protected Persons: witnesses to revenge killings: foot soldiers who’d turned grass against local crime bosses. Giving someone a new identity – a new life – was a complicated business these days, even in relatively simple cases. There was a whole mountain of paperwork to be completed. Bank accounts had to be set up. Passports arranged. Cover stories established. Social media accounts populated.


For a high-profile case like Volkov, it could take several more weeks until he was ready to be permanently relocated. He would probably have to change his appearance, move abroad. To the US or Canada, perhaps. Some backwater town, far from the big cities. Somewhere he was less likely to be recognised.


Eleven days had passed since they had taken the Russian to the safe house. The last time McKinnon had checked in with regional headquarters he had been told that it might be another two months before anything was sorted.


Which suited McKinnon just fine.


Two teams had been assigned to safeguard Volkov, rotating on a weekly basis. McKinnon and his guys were on their fourth day of their first rotation and nicely settled into their routine. In the mornings they fixed brews, checked the weather, called in to their regional HQ and made supply runs to the village. In the afternoons they chilled. Watching TV, chatting with their families on the secure line. A couple of the guys passed the time catching up on their homework for the courses they were taking in their spare time. At night they rigged the alarms and checked the doors and windows were securely locked. Other than that, there was nothing for them to worry about.


No paperwork. No morning briefings. No one looking over your shoulder.


It doesn’t get much easier than this.


Even the guy they were protecting was easy to deal with.


In McKinnon’s experience the people going into witness protection were a pain in the arse. Most of them were known to the police already as criminals, or closely associated with them. They tended to be ungrateful towards the officers looking after them, or openly hostile. Many of them believed that going into protective custody was some sort of get-rich-quick scheme. They figured that testifying against their former business partners or bosses entitled them to a shiny new car and house, a six-figure reward. But that wasn’t how the service worked. When someone went into witness protection there was no big pot of gold waiting for them on the other side. They were given the same income, the same lifestyle as they’d had before.


Some people just couldn’t accept that.


Volkov wasn’t one of them. The guy hadn’t kicked up a fuss when they’d moved him. All he did was ask a few harmless questions about the guns they were carrying, where they were stored, how many rounds they were permitted to carry. Which was understandable, McKinnon guessed. Volkov was an ex-spy, after all. He probably had a professional curiosity about such things.


The Russian sometimes moaned about the British weather or the side effects from the cocktail of the drugs he had to take. Otherwise he kept to himself. Which was just fine by McKinnon.


More time for the rest of us to chill. Besides, he thought, there’s nothing to worry about.


Their location was a closely guarded secret. Aside from their liaison officer and their CO, only a handful of senior figures in the National Crime Agency and Whitehall knew where Volkov was being held.


We’re not in any danger here.


Then he heard the rumble of an approaching motor, and everything changed.


 


The sound was distant at first. A faint growl, piercing the quiet of the English countryside. Then it swelled to an incessant thrum. Above the roar of the engine McKinnon heard the soft crunch of gravel as the vehicle pulled up in the front driveway.


‘Who the fuck is that?’ the officer opposite McKinnon asked.


McKinnon glanced at his mucker. Steve Flowers was a shaven-headed Brummie with a thickset physique, halfway between muscular and overweight. He’d transferred to the unit at the same time as McKinnon, and the two of them had instantly hit it off, keeping each other’s spirits up during the long periods of downtime while on duty. In front of him on the rustic wooden dining table was a hefty textbook. Tree Surgery for Beginners. Homework for a course Flowers had enrolled on at the local adult college. He was six months from early retirement and planned to go into the tree-hacking trade as soon as he left the force. Like the rest of the team, Flowers was dressed in plain civvies, with his standard-issue Glock 17 pistol holstered to his belt.


McKinnon didn’t reply. Instead he turned to the computer monitor set up at the opposite end of the dining table. The number of security cameras installed at the safe house had been deliberately kept to a minimum. Too much obvious surveillance and the building would have stood out like a fake tit. A single camera overlooked the front of the property, discreetly installed inside a Yale siren mounted to the exterior brickwork. The camera wirelessly fed a live stream to the computer monitor, allowing the guys to monitor anyone approaching the house.


The image quality was impressive. Especially to an old guy like McKinnon. Back when he’d started out the resolution had been so poor that faces looked like a jumble of Tetris blocks. But the clarity on this camera was striking. As good as anything shot on an iPhone. A single-lane path led from the front drive to the main road, a hundred metres to the east. The path had originally been a dirt track but at some point the previous owners had paved it over. Now it was riddled with cracks and potholes.


McKinnon could see the two dark-green Land Rover Discovery SUVs belonging to the team, parked up to the left of the driveway, ten metres away from the entrance to the house. At the edge of the driveway, twenty metres away from the house, a commercial delivery van had parked up.


The van was a Mercedes-Benz Sprinter. McKinnon could tell from the three-pointed metal star fixed to the grille. A distinctive purple corporate logo was splashed down the side of the van, with the name of the company below. McKinnon recognised the name as one of the big delivery firms. His kids were forever ordering crap online. He’d seen such vans pull up outside his house more than once.


He looked on as the driver debussed from the front cab. A stocky guy in knee-length cargo shorts and an ill-fitting polo T-shirt with the company logo embroidered on the breast pocket, like the crest on a football kit. The driver hooked round to the back of the van and returned a few moments later carrying a parcel the approximate size of a shoebox. Then he beat a path towards the front door.


Flowers frowned at the screen. ‘What the fuck is he doing? We ain’t expecting anything.’


‘Must be for you,’ another officer said. ‘It’s that sex doll you ordered.’


Flowers glared at the guy who’d spoken. A slender, slightly built bloke, youthful looking, with short neat hair. Joe Bentley was the youngest member of the team, recently transferred from the Met’s counter-terrorism unit. He had a lot of enthusiasm for the job, but in McKinnon’s opinion he treated the witnesses with far too much respect. Sympathising with them, rather than putting them in their place. As if they were decent upstanding members of society, not criminal scum.


‘Piss off, you cocky bastard,’ Flowers said. ‘I get plenty of action as it is.’


‘Reading books about trees?’ Bentley laughed. ‘Bound to impress the ladies, that.’


‘At least this is practical stuff, son. Hands on. Not that a city tosser like you would know the first thing about nature.’


‘Says the bloke who lives in a third-floor flat in Salisbury town centre.’


‘Twat.’


The doorbell chimed.


The officers looked round at one another. All of them waiting for someone else to volunteer to answer the door.


Finally, the fourth officer spoke up. ‘Someone should get that, like.’


McKinnon glanced at the guy. Pete Jagielka was tall and lanky, with deep-set eyes and a thick Scouse accent. He was also a lazy bastard. Jagielka didn’t lift a finger unless it was absolutely necessary, never volunteering to make a brew or cook dinner for the rest of the team. Instead he spent long hours slouched in front of the TV, reading the red tops or playing games on his phone. McKinnon strongly suspected that Jagielka had transferred to the PPU because he thought it was a doss.


‘Fuck it, then. I’ll get it,’ McKinnon said.


‘Is there problem?’ Volkov asked, glancing away from the TV.


McKinnon looked at the guy. The Russian was about eighty pounds lighter than the snaps that had done the rounds on BBC News. Gone were the round cheeks and the drinker’s nose. Now his sixty-something face was drawn and horribly pockmarked, his skin jaundice-yellow. There was a V-shaped scar an inch below his Adam’s apple that McKinnon assumed was from some kind of invasive surgery. He wore a Charles Tyrwhitt green-and-white striped shirt and a pair of beige cotton chinos, both of which looked about three sizes too big. Volkov had been permitted to return to his house after leaving hospital to pack a few personal items but none of his existing clothes fitted his gaunt frame. The Russian had cut an extra notch on his belt just to stop his trousers from falling down.


‘Nothing for you to worry about,’ McKinnon snapped, already irritated at having to deal with this unwanted intrusion.


‘Who is it?’ asked Volkov.


‘Nobody. Just some driver. Stay put and keep away from the front door.’


He turned and ducked out of the living room, marching down the hallway towards the front door. He breezed past the dining room and the solid wooden gun cabinet with their long weapons locked inside: four Sig Sauer MCX carbines with sixteen-inch barrels, chambered for the 5.56 x 45mm NATO round. Twelve twenty-round clips were secured in a separate compartment, with their Kevlar bulletproof vests stored in a smaller cabinet to the left. Strictly speaking the team should have kept the longs less than an arm’s length away at all times. But it was less hassle to keep them locked up and really, who was going to know any different?


To the left of the hallway was the kitchen. Next to the kitchen was a small study that had been converted into a strong room. Every safe house had one: reinforced door, constructed from high-grade steel and designed to blend in with the rest of the house. Concrete-lined walls gridded with steel rods, strong enough to withstand small-arms fire or intense heat from an explosion. Medical supplies, secure phone line. The room was about as secure as a vault at a national bank.


McKinnon stopped just before he reached the end of the hallway, remembering the Glock 17 holstered to his waist. He untucked his plaid shirt from his jeans, making sure the material concealed the pistol. Then he opened the front door.


 


The delivery driver stood in the doorway. Parcel in his right hand, a portable GPS device in his left. Behind him was the gravel driveway and the potholed track leading towards the main road. In the distance stood the jagged peaks of several hills, wreathed in thin clouds, their gentle slopes covered with scrub and stunted trees. There were no cars on the road. No sounds of distant traffic or human noise. That was one of the reasons why McKinnon’s team had been ordered to bring the Russian to this particular house.


No fucker could approach this place without being spotted or heard.


The driver smiled apologetically.


‘Delivery, boss,’ he said, tapping the parcel he was holding. ‘Package for Mr Castman.’


McKinnon did not consider himself a racist. But one look at the guy in front of him and the tiny voice inside his head screamed Eastern European. He had a weathered face, wrinkled and worn down to the nub from a lifetime of hard labour. The guy could have been anywhere from twenty-five to fifty. His bushy eyebrows were a couple of arches above his tiny black eyes.


McKinnon stared at him. The driver saw the blank look on McKinnon’s face and tried again.


‘Hawkshead Lodge? Mr Roger Castman? You expect delivery, yes?’


McKinnon shook his head. ‘Wrong address, mate. This is Lakesmoor Cottage.’


‘Lakesmoor?’ The driver glanced around the front drive. A tiny groove formed above his brow. ‘But my GPS says this is the place.’


‘There’s no Roger Castman here,’ McKinnon said. ‘I’m telling you, you’ve got the wrong place.’


The driver muttered something under his breath. He glanced down at his handheld device like it had insulted his mother. Then he looked up again.


‘Sorry, boss. This stupid GPS. Sending me all over the shop.’


‘No worries, mate.’


‘You know where I can find this Hawkshead Lodge, perhaps?’


‘Can’t help you. We’re not from around here. We’re just renting the place for the summer.’ McKinnon indicated the main road a hundred and fifty metres away. ‘Your best bet is to continue north on that road. There’s a B&B about four miles further along. Loudwater Inn. Someone there should be able to give you directions.’


‘Four miles to the north, Loudwater Inn. Got it.’ The driver nodded, smiled again. ‘Thank you, boss. Sorry. Bloody GPS. You know how it is.’


McKinnon smiled and shrugged as if to say, What can you do?


The driver turned away and hurried back to the delivery van, a man in a hurry, behind schedule, with packages to deliver and orders to fulfil. McKinnon watched him climb behind the wheel, dumping the parcel on the passenger seat. He cranked the ignition and three-point-turned in the driveway before steering back down the potholed track. He hit the main road, turned left and motored north.


McKinnon continued watching the van until it was lost from sight. Then he shut the front door and headed back down the hallway. Past the locked gun cupboard and the kitchen and the strong room. He reached the living room in another six strides.


Jagielka had turned his attention back to Judge Rinder. Flowers had his head down in his textbook, boning up on his tree surgery knowledge. Bentley was checking something on his phone. Fantasy football league stats, probably. Volkov sat bolt upright, looking keenly at the officers.


On the TV, the judge was banging his gavel to bring order to the studio courtroom.


‘What did he want?’ Flowers asked, looking up from his book.


‘Wrong address,’ McKinnon said.


‘Where he was looking for?’


‘Hawkshead Lodge.’


Bentley looked over, creasing his brow. ‘That’s fucking miles from here.’


‘I know.’


‘How did he end up this far out?’


McKinnon shrugged. ‘Reckoned his GPS was on the blink.’


‘And it sent him all the way over here?’


‘That’s what he said.’


‘We should call it in,’ Bentley said after a beat. ‘Report it to the liaison.’


McKinnon clenched his jaws. Standard operating procedure was to call in to the regional HQ and report any unusual activity. Which was a royal pain in the arse, he knew. He was staring down the barrel of an afternoon of actual work.


‘Fine,’ McKinnon muttered. ‘I’ll do it.’


He dug out his force-issue phone from the side pocket of his combats. A Samsung Galaxy Note with custom-built software, apps and push-to-talk buttons that functioned like the outdated police radios. He swiped to unlock, tapped the phone icon and scrolled down through his call history until he found the number he was looking for. He stepped out into the hallway, moving away from the noise of the TV.


Then he dialled.


Three rings later, the person on the other end of the line picked up. A familiar female voice said, ‘Detective Sergeant Stanley.’


‘It’s me,’ McKinnon said. ‘Listen, we’ve just had a strange one here, Liz.’


‘Strange how?’


McKinnon verbally walked the liaison officer through his encounter with the delivery van, repeating the name and address the driver had given him. As he spoke he heard the tap-tap of fingers dancing on a mechanical keyboard, the delicate click of a mouse.


‘That does sound a little weird,’ Stanley admitted. And then: ‘Did you catch the reg plate?’


‘One step ahead of you,’ McKinnon said.


There was more frantic tapping on the end of the line as he read out the registration plate he’d committed to memory.


When he’d finished Stanley said, ‘We’ll run the plate and check out the address for Mr Castman. I’ll need to update our friends at the NCA as well. Let them know what’s happened.’


‘How long will that take?’


‘Ten minutes. Maybe less. Leave it with me.’


‘You’re a star, Liz.’


‘Tell me something I don’t know.’


Stanley hung up. McKinnon returned to the living room and glanced round. Flowers was trying to refocus on his textbook. Bentley and Jagielka were looking at one another, both of them thinking the same thing.


It might be nothing.


But then again, it might be something.


‘What did they say?’ Bentley asked.


‘They’re looking into it,’ McKinnon said.


From the corner of his eye he saw Volkov staring intently at his cheap plastic watch. The Russian looked agitated. Which made sense, McKinnon thought. The Kremlin had already tried to assassinate him once. The president didn’t seem like the forgiving type. They would surely try to knock him on the head again. It was just a question of when.


Nine minutes past two in the afternoon.


Nineteen minutes until the ambush.


 


The delivery driver tooled north for exactly three minutes, until he was well out of sight of the safe house. He drove past a scene lifted right out of a country life magazine. There were rolling green fields dotted with sheep and cattle, hedgerows, ancient stone walls. He felt like he was in a Thomas Hardy novel.


He encountered no other cars on the road, but he drove cautiously anyway. Keeping the Sprinter to a steady forty miles per hour, obeying all the rules of the road.


Half a mile further on, he took a left turn. He drove on for another three hundred metres, past piles of felled timber and an abandoned barn, until he found it: a rutted track leading off the road into a small copse of birch, mountain ash and fern. A rusted field gate sealed the entrance with a sign staked into the ground next to it that read WARNING! PRIVATE PROPERTY.


The driver pulled over, easing the Sprinter to a halt on the patch of loose gravel in front of the field gate. He killed the engine and looked around. No one in sight. Just as the driver had been told. The RV was well away from the nearest village, several miles from the main tourist hotspots. The manager of the woodland, the only person who might typically be seen in the area, was on his annual holiday in the Scottish Highlands.


The driver dug out his ghost phone. Which was really just a fancy description for an old Android device with an end-to-end encrypted messaging app loaded on to it. The app generated disposable mobile numbers, rerouting incoming and outgoing calls to the fake number via a secure server in Estonia. As soon as you were done with the fake number, you simply wiped it from the phone and manually created a new number. Quicker and more convenient than carrying around a burner phone and a case of disposable SIM cards, the driver thought.


He opened the messaging app. Started a new conversation with the other disposable number stored on his device.


He wrote, At the RV.


Hit send.


Twelve seconds passed. Then came a one-word reply.


Report.


The driver thought for a beat. Then he wrote, A plain-clothed police officer answered the door. It’s definitely the place.


Another pause. Did they take the bait?


Yes, the driver wrote. They were immediately suspicious.


The officer is probably on the phone to his people right now, the driver thought with a smile. Checking the registration plate and delivery address, like the good British copper he was.


Twenty seconds. Then another reply.


Wait there. Be ready to move. We’ll let you know when it’s done.


 


Exactly six minutes later, McKinnon’s phone buzzed.


It was Stanley.


McKinnon answered and stepped back into the hallway. ‘What’s the craic?’


Stanley paused a beat.


Then she said, ‘We have a problem.’


‘What problem?’ McKinnon asked.


Stanley took a deep breath. ‘Actually, there’s two. The first problem is that we’ve checked the Land Registry records and electoral roll and there is no Roger Castman at Hawkshead Lodge. Never has been, in fact.’


‘And the second?’


‘The vehicle reg you gave us doesn’t match the make of the van. That reg belongs to a 2013 Ford Focus reported as stolen from a shopping centre car park in Stoke-on-Trent, two weeks ago.’


Shit, McKinnon thought. Someone switched the plates on the van.


But if the guy wasn’t a delivery driver, and the van was running with stolen reg plates, then who was he?


‘Deputy Chief Constable has just finished briefing the NCA,’ Stanley continued. ‘Be advised that your location has been compromised. I repeat, you’ve been compromised. You need to get out of that house, Dave. Right now.’










TWO


McKinnon gripped the phone hard. His mind raced ahead of him as he listened to DS Stanley on the other end of the line.


That delivery driver was here to recce the safe house, now McKinnon realised. He was getting a mark-one eyeball on this place. Which could mean only one of two things.


One, the guy was working for a criminal gang, looking for potential holiday homes to rob.


Or he was looking for Volkov.


Which meant the driver was going from place to place, probably within a confined area, assessing the security arrangements at each house, looking for any sign of the Russian or his British protectors. And then reporting back to the people above him.


Either way, the safe house had been blown.


We need to get out of here.


‘Dave?’ asked Stanley. ‘Are you still there?’


McKinnon quickly recovered his composure and said, ‘What’s the plan?’


‘Leave the safe house immediately and head straight to Leeds Central station on Park Street. Report to DCI O’Keefe when you get there. She’s in the loop. You’ll wait at Leeds until we can arrange a new location.’


‘How long will that take?’


‘Not long,’ Stanley said. ‘DCC is liaising with the NCA as we speak. She reckons we should have something for you very shortly. Matter of hours. We’ll be in touch. Just get out of there as fast as you can.’


‘Roger that,’ McKinnon said. ‘I’ll check in with you from the road.’


He cut the call and stepped back into the living room. The other officers were staring at him with grave expressions.


‘Well?’ Bentley asked.


McKinnon relayed his conversation with Stanley, keeping his voice low so the Russian wouldn’t overhear. The other three officers listened in silence. When he’d finished, Flowers screwed up his face. ‘I thought no bastard knew about this place.’


‘They don’t,’ McKinnon replied.


‘Then how did they find us?’


‘No fucking clue, mate.’


Volkov looked questioningly at McKinnon and the others, alarm flickering in his dull grey eyes. ‘What is it? What’s going on?’


‘We’re moving. Get your stuff packed.’


The Russian’s eyes widened. His eyebrows hitched up a full inch. ‘Why?’


‘No reason,’ McKinnon bullshitted. ‘Just something that didn’t check out with the driver. A precautionary measure, that’s all.’


‘My enemies . . . they have found me?’


McKinnon clenched his jaws. That’s all we need right now, he thought to himself. The Russian freaking out.


‘We don’t know that for sure. It might have been someone else trying their luck, for all we know. But it’s better we don’t take any chances.’


That seemed to settle Volkov’s nerves. He nodded slowly. ‘When do we leave?’


‘Now. Pack everything. We leave in five.’


Volkov rose from the sofa, took a step towards the hallway and winced, putting a hand to the side of his stomach. For a moment he looked as if he might collapse.


‘You all right, fella?’ Bentley asked, his voice full of concern.


‘He’s fine,’ McKinnon cut in. ‘Leave him.’


Bentley shot McKinnon a look. He turned back to the Russian as the latter regained his balance, breathing heavily.


‘It’s nothing,’ Volkov replied weakly. ‘Just the sickness. Comes and goes. I go to the bathroom, okay?’


McKinnon sighed. They had been warned about this. One of the doctors treating Volkov had addressed the officers at the mission briefing. The basic takeaway was that no one could be sure of the long-term effects resulting from exposure to an experimental nerve agent. There were no case studies they could refer to, no articles on the subject. But the doctor felt it reasonable to assume that Volkov would have respiratory difficulties, impaired physical movement and short-term memory loss. In addition to violent bouts of sickness and diarrhoea.


‘I need the bathroom,’ Volkov repeated. ‘Please.’


‘Come on, Dave,’ Bentley said. ‘Look at the poor fucker. We can’t stick him in the wagon looking like this.’


That much was true, McKinnon conceded. He had a sudden vision of the Russian shitting his pants in the back of the Land Rover, filthy brown streaks all over the place. Better to get it out of his system now.


‘Fine. But make it quick. We can’t stick around here for long. Five minutes, then we’re out of here.’


Volkov nodded. ‘Five minutes, okay.’


He shuffled off towards the downstairs toilet, clutching his guts and grimacing in pain.


At the same time Jagielka and Flowers hurried upstairs to their bedrooms to pack their holdalls. McKinnon turned to follow them and then nodded at Bentley.


‘Grab the longs,’ he said, indicating the gun cabinet. ‘Put them in the lock box in the rear of the Discovery. Load up the vests as well.’


Bentley made a face. ‘Shouldn’t we be wearing them, sarge?’


‘What for?’


‘Protection.’


McKinnon shook his head. ‘It’s a waste of time. We’ll be out of here before any fucker can show up. Trust me.’


Bentley opened his mouth to protest but McKinnon set off up the stairs before the younger officer could argue further. McKinnon was feeling confident. Bullish, even. Despite the setback, he felt sure that his team had the tactical edge over whoever had been doing the recce on the safe house. McKinnon and his guys had been alert. They had seen through the set-up with the fake delivery van. Whereas the enemy had no reason to think that their plan had been rumbled. No reason at all.


We’ve got time on our side.


The enemy would be cautious, McKinnon reckoned. They would wait for the delivery driver to report back from his recce. There would be a big meeting. Strategies would be discussed. Pros and cons weighed up. It would be a while before they were ready to attack. Whoever they were, McKinnon thought to himself. By the time they were ready, the PPU team would be on their way to Leeds.


Right now, we’re winning.


Twenty-one minutes past two in the afternoon.


Seven minutes before the ambush.


 


The police van was parked three miles to the south, in a small gravel lay-by at the side of a narrow country road. The man behind the wheel was called Pavel Vasin, but everyone knew him as the Afghan. On account of his combat experience in the last days of the Soviet–Afghanistan War, almost thirty years earlier. Thirty years, but Vasin still remembered the conflict as if it had happened yesterday. He recalled the bodies of Soviet soldiers slumped by the side of the road, their hands, ears and noses cut off and their genitalia stuffed into their mouths. The men who had been skinned alive and strung up from trees to roast beneath the blazing sun. Some of those who had served in the war had come back broken men, but not Vasin. Afghanistan had made him stronger. He had spent every day of his life since then in the service of Mother Russia, determined to make sure that his country never again suffered such a humiliating defeat.


Which is why Vasin found himself in a van in a remote corner of the Lake District, disguised as a British police officer.


The van was a Volkswagen Crafter. An ex-force wagon, bought for nine grand at a public auction in Wolverhampton and paid for in cash. For a heavy-duty vehicle with ninety thousand miles on the clock it was in surprisingly good condition. The result of being operated by a professional, Vasin guessed, rather than a regular motorist. It ran smoothly, handled every manoeuvre Vasin threw at it and the cooling system was more efficient than anything he’d seen in a civilian motor.


His police uniform had been just as easy to source. Vasin wore a pair of black 5.11 Stryke trousers and a matching short-sleeved shirt with a black police duty vest worn over the top. The trousers and shirt had been purchased online from a generic security shop. The vest, handcuffs and Sepura radio kit were dummy versions bought from a company that specialised in film, stage and TV props. Vasin’s uniform lacked the correct badge, but from a distance he would pass as an officer from the local constabulary.


The fake delivery van had been phase one of the operation.


Vasin and his men were the second phase.


There were four guys crammed into the main passenger cabin behind Vasin, two in the first row of seats and two in the middle row. There was no need for them to wear police uniforms. They were dressed in black work overalls and undershirts, and each operator also wore a clear plastic face mask and a pair of Kevlar slash-resistant gloves. They all carried Hungarian-variant AK-47 assault rifles, along with two spare twenty-round clips apiece of 7.62 x 39mm brass. The same basic weapon system Vasin had used in Afghanistan, with a few minor modifications.


The Russians had steered into the lay-by twelve minutes earlier, right around the time that the delivery van had pulled up outside the safe house. From their location they could reach the front of the stronghold in less than five minutes.


Everything depended on the timing, Vasin knew.


Once they received the signal, the team was on the clock. They would have to bomb out of the lay-by and race down the country road as fast as possible.


The detailed information they had received from their source had confirmed their initial suspicions. A frontal assault on the house was out of the question. The defenders would see them coming long before they could breach the main entry points. Things would get noisy. The authorities would be alerted. The target might get slotted in the crossfire. Similar incidents had occurred in the past. And Vasin’s orders had been clear.


No police casualties. No fuck-ups.


So they had decided on an alternative strategy. Luring the officers out into the open. Then hitting them hard.


‘Still nothing?’ one of the guys in the middle row asked.


Vasin turned to face him. A burly former Spetsnaz operator, arm muscles bulging beneath his dark overalls. One of the new generation. Gymmed-up and brash, full of unearned confidence. They had no idea what men like Vasin had gone through. No idea at all.


The Afghan glanced down at his phone, shook his head. ‘No word.’


‘Taking too fucking long.’


‘Patience, Alexei. It won’t be long now. Or maybe you want to sit this one out? Cool off in the cage, eh?’


Vasin pointed with his head at the steel cage built into a separate compartment aft of the passenger cabin. The cell had, surprisingly, been left intact when the van had been put up for auction. A dispenser for hand sanitiser was fitted to the panel to the left of the cage, another relic of the van’s former life. British criminals had low standards of personal hygiene, clearly.


The younger guy went quiet.


‘That’s what I thought,’ Vasin said.


Sometimes it was good to assert your authority over the younger operators. Remind them of who you were.


Ninety seconds later, his phone trilled.


New message.


He tapped on it. The message was from another randomly generated number. Not the delivery driver, but the other contact Vasin had been in touch with. He read the message once, then tapped delete.


He tucked his phone away. Kickstarted the engine.


‘Time to roll,’ he said.


 


McKinnon lugged his black nylon holdall downstairs and dumped it beside the front door. Jagielka was on luggage duty, cramming everything into the boots of the two Land Rovers. Bentley was loading the last of the carbines into the steel lock box mounted under the rear seats of one of the wagons. Flowers was doing a final check of the downstairs rooms, looking for any equipment the guys might have forgotten to pack in their hurry to bug out of the safe house. Phone chargers, laptops, textbooks.


McKinnon stood in the hallway, checked his watch. Twenty-six minutes past two. A grand total of five minutes, from getting off the blower with Stanley to being ready to roll.


We’ve still got time on our side, he thought. Whatever the enemy was planning, he figured they would need longer than five minutes before they were ready to attack the safe house.


As long as we leave quickly, we’ll be fine.


Bentley marched back over to the house, waiting to see if there was any more kit to be loaded into the SUVs. Jagielka flipped the rear seats down over the lock box and followed closely behind. A moment later Flowers emerged from the living room and paced over to his muckers.


‘House is clear, mate,’ he said. ‘That’s everything, by the looks of it.’


McKinnon furrowed his brow. ‘Where’s the Russian?’


‘Thought he was in one of the wagons?’ Flowers said, fixing his gaze on Jagielka.


The Scouse held up his hands. ‘Don’t look at me, fella. I ain’t seen him.’


‘Then where the fuck is he?’


Jagielka shrugged. McKinnon said nothing. His eyes wandered over to the downstairs toilet. The door was still closed, he noticed. He brushed past Flowers, approached the door and tested the antique brass handle.


Locked.


McKinnon thumped his fist on the solid oak panel. ‘You still in there, fella?’


There was a beat of silence. Then a weak voice came from the other side. ‘Give me a minute, okay?’


Before McKinnon could reply he heard an explosive burst of retching and heaving from inside the toilet. He pictured the Russian former spy hunched over the bowl, emptying the dregs of his stomach.


‘Fuck’s sake,’ Flowers muttered. ‘We haven’t got time for this shite.’


‘He can’t help it,’ Bentley put in. ‘The guy’s sick, mate.’


‘He’ll be even sicker if he doesn’t get a bloody move on.’


‘We’re supposed to be protecting the guy, for Christ’s sake.’


Flowers laughed. ‘All that diversity training has gone to your head, fella. We’re the ones calling the shots here. Not him. I ain’t sitting around here waiting for some bastard to show up because he’s got a dose of the shits.’


McKinnon banged on the door again. Twice, to emphasise his frustration. The frame trembled with the impact.


‘Hurry it up,’ he said, louder. ‘We need to leave. Now.’


More retching noises echoed from inside the toilet. Flowers fumed through his nostrils, cursing under his breath. McKinnon glanced impatiently at his watch. Twenty seconds passed. Then thirty.


A whole minute later, the toilet flushed.


There was a metallic click as the locking bolt retracted. Then the door cracked open and Volkov shuffled out, looking exhausted. His forehead was beaded with sweat.


‘Thank fuck for that,’ Flowers muttered.


‘Sorry,’ Volkov groaned. ‘I can’t help it. When it’s bad like that . . .’


McKinnon bit back on his rage and resisted the temptation to lay into the Russian. They had already pissed away valuable minutes. There was no point wasting more time by tearing strips off the guy.


If we leave now, we’ll still have the upper hand.


‘Forget it. Let’s get moving.’ He turned to Flowers. ‘You and Pete take the lead Discovery. We’ll follow you in the other wagon.’


‘My bag,’ Volkov rasped. ‘I left it upstairs. In my wardrobe.’


‘I’ll get it,’ Jagielka said.


‘Hurry up,’ McKinnon cut in. ‘We’ve wasted enough time as it is.’


Jagielka doubled backed down the hallway and hurried upstairs to grab the Russian’s go-bag.


The other four guys turned and made for the front door. Flowers led the way, with McKinnon close behind. Then Bentley, with Volkov pulling up the rear. Bentley was paying close attention to the Russian, making sure he was okay. McKinnon could hear the guy’s voice at his six o’clock.


‘It’s all right, pal. There’s water and blankets in the wagon. Just a little further now. You can do it.’


Christ, thought McKinnon. With that kind of attitude, the kid really isn’t going to last long.


He reached the entrance in four quick strides. Then he stepped outside.


 


The front drive was a patchwork of mud and loose gravel. To the left of the farmhouse, ten metres away, stood the two Land Rovers. They were parked up beside a heap of stones, rocks and firewood. To the right of the drive was a small barn that had been converted into a garage with a separate studio and games room built into it. McKinnon and the rest of the guys had used the fitness equipment in the games room from time to time, whenever they grew bored of sitting around the house.


Directly in front of the gravel drive stood the track that led directly towards the main country road. The road ran north to south past the safe house. North led deeper into the valley, with its peaks and streams and woodland. South led past the lake, towards the quaint villages and towns hugging the southern fringe of the park. It had rained heavily for most of the morning and the distinct tang of rain on tarmac hung thick in the air. Puddles filled in the potholes along the narrow track. Raindrops hung like diamonds from the leaves of the surrounding ferns.


McKinnon led Bentley and Volkov over to the rearmost Land Rover Discovery, ten metres away at his ten o’clock. Meanwhile Flowers headed for the other Land Rover, parked at an angle eight metres further forward.


Before leaving, McKinnon had plotted out the route to Leeds Central. The station was a hundred and fifty miles away from the safe house. A two-and-a-half-hour drive. They would reach the police station at around five o’clock.


He mentally ran through the next several hours in his head. RV with DCI O’Keefe. Get the Russian some medical attention. Then a long stretch of waiting until someone at the NCA fixed them up with an alternative safe house. He figured that they wouldn’t want a high-value target like Volkov sitting around in a police station for longer than necessary. A maximum of twenty-four hours, say. A day from now they would be in a new pad, putting their feet up. McKinnon and Jagielka could go back to bingeing on daytime TV. Flowers could catch up on his tree surgery homework. And Bentley could get back to doing whatever he liked best. Acting like Volkov’s best friend, probably.


He looked ahead. Flowers had already reached the other Discovery, eight metres away. The guy circled round to the driver’s side, digging the keys out of his pocket, wrenching the door open.


McKinnon stopped beside the rearmost Discovery, glancing over his shoulder. Bentley was four metres behind him, an arm around Volkov’s shoulder, patiently helping him along.


A moment later they reached the side of the wagon. Bentley opened the rear passenger door, waiting for Volkov to clamber inside. The Russian was bent forward beside the wagon, hands planted on his knees, gasping for breath, like a runner at the end of a marathon. At the same time Jagielka came hurrying forward from the direction of the safe house, clutching the Russian’s bag. McKinnon grabbed the bag, dumped it in the back seat, nodded at Jagielka.


‘Get forward. I’ll the set main alarm. As soon as the house is locked we’ll piss off out of here.’


‘About bloody time,’ Jagielka grumbled.


He turned and paced over to the lead Discovery, moving round to the front passenger side. McKinnon spun round to face Bentley, cocked his head at the Russian.


‘What’s wrong with him now?’ he asked.


Volkov was bent forward at the waist, groaning. Palm of his right hand pressed against the side of the wagon.


‘Nothing, sarge,’ said Bentley. ‘Just catching his breath. He’ll be all right. Won’t you, mate?’


‘Yes, fine,’  Volkov managed. ‘Just weak.’


‘Wait here,’ McKinnon said, addressing Bentley. ‘I’ll sort the alarm. He’d better be ready to go then. We ain’t fucking about here any longer.’


He turned to set off in the direction of the safe house. Took a step forwards and then stopped. Because at that moment he heard Jagielka calling out to him.


He looked round and saw Jagielka standing beside the other Land Rover Discovery, arm thrust out as he pointed towards the main road. McKinnon looked in the direction the Scouse had indicated, squinting in the pale afternoon light.


Then he saw it.


A police van, three hundred metres due south.


Speeding towards them.










THREE


The police van motored down the country road at a decent clip. McKinnon watched it draw steadily closer to the safe house. A white Volkswagen Crafter, emergency lights fixed to the roof, POLICE stencilled across the front panelling in stark blue lettering. Neon yellow and blue stripes running down the side.


Eight metres ahead of McKinnon, Flowers debussed from behind the wheel of the lead Discovery. He stood beside Jagielka, watching the Crafter as it motored along the winding stretch of asphalt leading towards the safe house. The police van was two hundred metres away from the safe house now and closing fast.


McKinnon took a couple of steps forward, Bentley moving alongside him, his smooth face creased into a frown. ‘Local plod?’


McKinnon shrugged. ‘Who else?’


‘What are they doing here? We didn’t send for them.’ Bentley tipped his head at the officer. ‘Did we?’


‘Wasn’t us, mate.’


‘Then who called ’em?’


McKinnon thought for a moment. ‘Must have been someone at Regional HQ. Or some desk jockey over at the NCA.’


‘Whoever told them, they got here fucking quick.’


‘They’ll have come up from Penrith,’ McKinnon replied, thinking rapidly. ‘That’s the nearest station.’


‘But why? This case has got nothing to do with them.’


‘That’s not how they’ll see it.’


McKinnon had worked his way up from the lowest ranks of a provincial police force to organised crime. He knew the mindset. The new arrivals would want to take charge of the scene. Question McKinnon and the other officers. Put out a description of the delivery van and driver, on the off chance that the guy was still in the area. Make themselves look important. The Lake District wasn’t exactly a crime hotspot. The local police would have the occasional theft of farm equipment to deal with, a few armed robberies, but not much else. This was probably the most exciting call the constabulary had received all year.


No wonder they’re in such a rush to get here, he thought. They don’t want to miss out on the drama. They probably raced out of the station as soon as they had received the call.


Bentley grunted. ‘This is the last thing we need,’ he said. ‘We’ll be lucky to make it to Leeds by nightfall at this rate.’


McKinnon nodded, sharing his frustration.


We should have been on the road by now, he thought. Instead they would have to waste more time dealing with the local coppers.


The Crafter slowed to a crawl and turned off the main road. McKinnon watched it arrow down the path leading towards the front drive. The wagon was a hundred metres away from the safe house now. Flowers and Jagielka edged forward, drawing to a halt ten metres ahead of the lead SUV, forming a welcoming party. Bentley and McKinnon were standing fifteen metres further back, cautiously eyeing the police van. McKinnon glanced back and saw Volkov standing beside the rear Discovery, four metres away. The Russian had made a miraculous recovery. Two minutes ago he’d looked desperately sick. Now he stood ramrod straight, eyes locked on the police van.


McKinnon looked back towards the driveway. At a distance of fifty metres he could just about make out the van driver. A burly policeman in his late forties or early fifties, wearing a standard-issue duty vest over his short-sleeved shirt.


Jagielka waved at the driver, signalling for him to stop. The Crafter skidded to a halt twenty metres from the officer, at the point where the gravel driveway met the edge of the track.


‘Why would they send up a van?’ Bentley wondered aloud. ‘They should have just sent up one of their patrol cars, surely?’


McKinnon sighed and shook his head. He didn’t want to think about it. He just wanted to get this out of the way and get on the road. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘We’d better go and greet them.’


He stepped forward with Bentley at his side, the two of them edging away from the rear Discovery. Jagielka and Flowers were fifteen metres ahead of them, ten metres ahead of the lead Discovery, trudging towards the police van.


The side door on the Crafter sucked open.


A split second later, McKinnon saw the first figure charging out through the opening.


Not a cop.


A gunman.


And in that instant, he realised they had sleepwalked into an ambush.


 


The first gunman out of the Crafter was huge. The biggest guy McKinnon had ever seen. Like the Incredible Hulk bulking up for a weightlifting competition. His shoulders were like a couple of bowling balls on a rack. His legs were as wide as bookcases and he wore a transparent plastic face mask, obscuring his features. The guy was holding an assault rifle in a two-handed grip, McKinnon noticed, an AK-47 assault rifle. An instantly familiar firearm. The gun looked like a child’s toy in his huge hands.


Three more gunmen quickly piled out of the main passenger cabin in quick succession. All dressed in the same kit as Mr Hulk, only several sizes smaller.


All of them wielding AK-47s.


Several things happened very fast.


Mr Hulk dropped down to the ground and immediately swivelled towards the nearest two targets, Flowers and Jagielka. The second gunman was coming up fast behind his mucker: a thickset, squat guy with his sleeves rolled up to the elbows, revealing a tattoo of a spider spinning a web on his left forearm. The two gunmen moved with urgency and controlled aggression, their rifles already raised, Spider shouting at the officers in heavily-accented English.


‘Hands up! Don’t fucking move!’


Jagielka and Flowers stood frozen in shock at the sight of the gunmen swarming towards them. Neither of them reached for their holstered Glock 17s. Time and physics were against them. They would have to go through a whole range of movements in order to bring their weapons to bear: lever their firing hands down to their grips, pull their guns out. Bring the Glocks up to shoulder height. Aim. Fire. Two or three seconds, from start to finish. Whereas the gunmen already had their rifles aimed at the officers’ centre masses. 


‘Hands in the air!’ Spider shouted. ‘NOW!’


Flowers and Jagielka hesitated for a beat, assessing the situation. But the facts were staring them right in the face. They were outnumbered. No point trying to fight back. The oldest rule of the jungle. Don’t pick a fight with someone bigger than you. They reached a mutual, unspoken decision and threw up their hands in surrender.


Spider shouted something at Jagielka. The Scouse didn’t respond. Spider took a step towards the officer and swept his AK-47 round, slamming the wooden stock into the latter’s midriff. The officer folded at the waist, gasping for air. In the same instant Mr Hulk struck Flowers clean on the jaw. The force of the blow stunned Flowers, his head snapping back, legs buckling before he fell away and crashed to the dirt. In the next moment Spider grabbed hold of Jagielka and threw him to the ground beside Flowers. The two gunmen yelling at the stupefied Brits, rifles trained on their backs.


The next two gunmen swept forwards.


Heading straight for McKinnon and Bentley.


They were forty metres away. The nearest guy was tall and wiry, built like a greyhound, with a pair of battered white trainers and a gold necklace dangling from his neck.


The fourth gunman was a step behind Greyhound. He was heavyset and bronze-skinned, with peroxide-blond hair moulded into a flat top. He looked like a Soviet villain in an eighties action film.


Both Greyhound and Flat Top had already lined their weapons up with their targets. Shouting at McKinnon and Bentley to surrender.


McKinnon froze. Bentley stood at his side, feet rooted to the spot, a look of fear etched across his youthful face.


McKinnon was thinking clearly, in spite of the AK-47 pointing directly at his chest. At a range of thirty-something metres, the two gunmen could hardly miss their targets. If we disobey or resist, he thought, they’ll kill us. And McKinnon had no intention of becoming a martyr. He was a police officer, on a public servant salary, with a family to think about. They didn’t pay him enough to risk his life in a firefight. Not by a long fucking measure. He made no attempt to go for his gun.


Neither did Bentley.


We’re done for, McKinnon thought.


But there was still time for the Russian to escape.


He glanced quickly over his shoulder. Volkov was next to the rear Discovery, six metres away. With the front door to the safe house a further ten metres to the west. The door was still ajar, McKinnon noticed. He had been about to set the alarm when the gunmen had rocked up.


Volkov was sixteen metres from the front door. Which meant he had a fifty-metre head start on the two nearest gunmen. If he made a run for it, the Russian could reach the house before Greyhound or Flat Top could close on him. Seal himself inside the strong room and wait for reinforcements to show up. The gunmen wouldn’t risk sticking around here for very long, McKinnon presumed. They were in the middle of the British countryside, dangerously exposed. If Volkov made it to the strong room, he would safe. The gunmen would have no choice but to abandon their plan.


A long shot.


But better than nothing. Better than allowing a key witness, to be captured, or worse.


‘Run!’ McKinnon shouted. ‘Inside the house! Get to the strong room!’


The Russian didn’t move.


He just stood there, staring dumbly at McKinnon, eyes blinking rapidly.


McKinnon figured the guy was suffering from sensory overload. He’d seen it before, when civilians were confronted by sudden acts of violence or life-threatening situations. Everything shut down. Too much information to process. Better to stand still than run into potential danger.


Only Volkov wasn’t a civvy. He had more than twenty years of experience in Russian foreign intelligence.


McKinnon tried again. ‘Run! For fuck’s sake, go!’


The Russian still didn’t move.


McKinnon had just enough time to wonder why Volkov didn’t try to escape. The guy was forty metres away from men who had been sent to kill or capture him. Probably the same men who had poisoned him two months ago. His worst enemies. All he had to do was turn and dart inside the safe house, and he might survive.


So why isn’t he legging it?


Then McKinnon was out of time.


He heard Flat Top roaring at him in broken English. He spun round and saw the gunman a few metres away, screaming at him at the top of his voice. Black hole of his AK-47 muzzle trained on McKinnon’s chest, his index finger taut on the trigger.


‘Hands in the fucking air, bitch!’ he shouted. ‘Do it!’


McKinnon raised his hands. Slowly. He didn’t want to make any rapid movements and give the guy a reason to plug him. Bentley held up his hands too. McKinnon saw him out of the tail of his eye. The kid was bricking it. Hands quivering, the colour dropping from his face.


‘On your knees!’ Flat Top ordered them.


McKinnon did as he was told. He dropped to his knees, keeping his hands raised, his heart pounding inside his chest.


Bentley did the same.


Flat Top turned and barked an order at Greyhound. The latter peeled away and swept past McKinnon and Bentley, moving swiftly towards the rear Discovery. Towards Volkov.


McKinnon glanced behind him. He could just about see Volkov, standing next to the wagon. The guy hadn’t moved. Hadn’t shifted an inch. Like he was in some sort of trance.


Greyhound approached the former spy, AK-47 sights lined up with the latter’s face. He shouted at Volkov in a strange foreign tongue that McKinnon assumed was Russian. A threat of some kind, probably. Greyhound was offering Volkov a choice. The same one the officers had been given. Surrender or die.


Volkov didn’t move.


Greyhound repeated his threat. Louder this time. There was a long pause. Then Volkov’s arms went vertical.


Greyhound kept his weapon raised. For a moment McKinnon thought the guy was going to execute Volkov. A quick three-round burst to the chest, problem solved. But then Greyhound took a step closer and grabbed hold of the Russian by the bicep, dragging him forwards and shouting at him, gesturing frantically with his rifle at the police van.


McKinnon couldn’t understand a word that Greyhound was saying. But his hand actions and tone of voice were easy enough to interpret. Get over to the van.


The gunmen aren’t here to kill the Russian, he realised.


They’ve been sent to snatch him.


Volkov got the message. He broke out of his stupor and stumbled on ahead of Greyhound, hands above his head, whimpering incoherently as he staggered towards the Crafter. Greyhound stalked behind him, occasionally prodding Volkov in the back with the tip of the rifle barrel.


Flat Top kept his rifle fixed on Bentley and McKinnon. Muzzle flitting between the two officers, ready to drop either of them if they tried to fight back. He called out at the two other gunmen, thirty metres away. Mr Hulk and Spider. They were busy restraining Flowers and Jagielka. The two officers were lying flat on their chests, their hands bunched behind their backs. Mr Hulk had his knee planted on Jagielka’s spine, pinning him down while he tied the guy’s wrists together with a pair of white plasticuffs. Spider was doing the same to Flowers.


As soon as they had secured the two men Mr Hulk sprang to his feet and hurried over to Flat Top, leaving Spider to pad down Flowers and Jagielka, seizing their tactical radios and mobile phones. The guy took each handset, flipped out the SIM cards and then stamped on the devices as if he was crushing bugs.


Flat Top said something to Mr Hulk. The latter fished out two more pairs of plasticuffs from his pockets, manoeuvred so that he was directly behind McKinnon.


‘On the ground,’ he ordered. ‘On your front. Both of you.’


McKinnon obeyed, lowering himself until he was flat against the damp, cold gravel. His heart was beating steadily faster now. He tried to reason with himself. There was no point in the gunmen killing McKinnon and his fellow officers. Executing the police would be counter-productive. It would elevate a kidnapping into a multiple homicide. These guys wouldn’t want that kind of heat on them, especially if they were planning on bugging out of the country.


But that didn’t make his situation any less terrifying.


McKinnon felt a pair of gloved paws clamp around his forearms as Mr Hulk braced his hands behind his back. He felt the plastic loops slide up past his knuckles until they were cinched tight.


Mr Hulk stood up. He left McKinnon lying face down on the ground and shifted across to his right, dropping down beside Bentley, plasticuffing him as well. Once he had finished he said something to Flat Top. The latter lowered his weapon and knelt down next to McKinnon, frisking him. He retrieved the Galaxy and his police radio, along with his wallet and the keys to the Discovery. Flat Top gathered up the items, tossed the wallet and keys aside and handed the phone and radio to Mr Hulk. The huge gunman had retrieved Bentley’s own comms units. He took all four handsets and went through the same ritual as Spider had done, prising out the SIM cards from the phones, then stamping on the devices until they were shattered beyond repair.


Now we’ve got no way of contacting HQ, McKinnon realised.


No way of sending for help.


Which was actually good news, in a weird way. McKinnon considered it unlikely that the gunmen would go to the trouble of trashing their comms kit if they were planning on slotting them.


They’re trying to give themselves enough time to get clear before we can call for help.


Thirty metres away, Greyhound manhandled Volkov towards the rear of the Crafter. The Russian was begging with his captors, pleading loudly with Greyhound, tears glistening on his cheeks. The gunman ignored his desperate pleas as he unlocked the door leading to the tiny metal cage built into a separate compartment at the back of the Crafter. He stepped back, grabbed hold of Volkov by his shoulder and shoved him head first into the cell. The Russian was still begging for mercy as Greyhound slammed the outer door shut, locking him inside. He thumped his fist twice on the door and whistled.


A moment later, the Crafter engine roared into life.


McKinnon looked on helplessly.


We had one job to do. Protect Volkov.


And we fucked it up.


Greyhound cupped a hand and shouted at the other three gunmen, waving them over. Mr Hulk and Flat Top sprang into action. They snatched up their assault rifles and raced back across the driveway to the waiting van, clambering inside the main passenger cabin. Greyhound swung round from the rear of the Crafter and followed them.


Spider was the last of the four to return to the van. He was halfway to the Crafter when he stopped in his tracks, as if remembering something. He did an about-turn and raced over to the Land Rover Discovery parked next to Flowers and Jagielka. Hiked up his trouser leg, unsheathed a black boot knife strapped around his ankle and slashed the front and rear tyres, plunging the nine-inch blade deep into the tread line. He repeated the trick for the second Discovery a few metres away from McKinnon and Bentley. Both SUVs had run-flats but driving on slashed tyres would slow them down, giving the gunmen more time to escape before the alarm was raised.


The ambush had been cleverly worked, McKinnon knew. The gunmen were professionals. They had correctly foreseen that the police officers would call in to HQ and report the strange encounter with the delivery driver. They had even known that the team would be compelled to abandon the safe house as soon as they had been alerted to the security breach.


All they had to do was wait for their targets to emerge through the front door and launch their assault.


But that led to more worrying questions.


As in: How did these guys know where to find us?


And how did they know exactly when to attack?


The second question troubled McKinnon the most. If the gunmen had rocked up sixty seconds later, they would have been too late. Volkov and the team would have been on the road down to Leeds. Instead, they had arrived just in time.


Spider sheathed his boot knife, snatched up his assault rifle and scurried back across the driveway towards the police van. Hopped inside the main cabin, wrenched the sliding side door shut.


A moment later the driver gunned the engine. The Crafter growled, throwing up a tyre spray of loose gravel, stones and mud as it backed out of the driveway and steered down the path. Ten seconds later, the Crafter hit the main road.


Twenty seconds after that, the van disappeared from view.
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