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To tell the truth is a duty: but it is a duty only in respect to one who has a right to the truth.



Benjamin Constant
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Epilogue


Prologue

It is Wednesday, the last day of June 2005. London’s workers read about the threat to aircraft as they trundle through the city’s depths. Terrorists attack trains in Russia and Spain, but seem to ignore London’s creaking Underground. 

Detective Chief Inspector John Kerr is accompanying his daughter, Gabriella, to Heathrow for her flight home. Gabi is fifteen and lives with her mother. They take the Tube because Kerr’s Alfa Romeo is in dock and he wants to buy Gabi lunch before she goes airside. She travels light, cabin baggage only, violin case and a small bag on wheels.

Shortly before eleven o’clock they board the half-empty, end carriage at Highbury and Islington, a few minutes’ walk from Kerr’s apartment. They rattle towards central London, Gabi listening to her iPod, Kerr half-reading Metro. In jeans, green polo shirt and suede loafers, Kerr is enjoying an awayday from the office but feels vaguely unsettled at being out of mobile contact until they emerge at Earl’s Court. 

The bomber boards their carriage at Euston, two stops down the line. Although there are plenty of seats, he loiters by the double doors. A little older than Gabi, he is strongly built, dark-skinned and clean-shaven, in jeans, trainers and a stained T-shirt with a long white scarf rolled around his neck. He is also wearing a rucksack, but this is not unusual or alarming. 

No one is looking, including Gabi. Kerr notices him straight away, because nearly two decades of intelligence work in Special Branch have tuned his instincts. The young man’s body language betrays him as he fidgets by the doors, hands bulging his pockets. He is muttering to himself, eyes flitting everywhere. 

As they slow for Green Park station there is a loud pop. People look up in curiosity, not fear: they are unfamiliar with the sound of a detonator going off. But John Kerr has visited Israel and Sri Lanka to study suicide bombers, and to him the detonation is as obvious as a dog whistle. Everything snaps into focus as he forces Gabi to the floor and throws himself on top of her, the father using his body to shield his child before the main charge lacerates them. 

But nothing happens. Kerr looks up. The man knows Kerr knows. He is panicking, struggling to free himself from his bomb as the doors open. He races from the carriage still wearing the rucksack, cannoning towards the exit sign with Kerr in hot pursuit. 

The platform is clogged with tourists waiting to board the train. The bomber is fast. Kerr is just the right side of forty, but fit and athletic. He is half a carriage behind but makes up ground as he charges through the human funnel the bomber has created, yelling at people to get clear. Near the exit, the platform supervisor half-heartedly blocks the man with the bat she uses to signal the driver, but he hurls her aside as if she were a child. 

The station is deep and the escalator long. Kerr has done well along the platform but drops pace as they make for the surface, even though he attacks the steps two at a time. He has stopped shouting to conserve his energy but, at the halfway point, he is at least a dozen steps behind and losing the race. The bomber steals a glance back and looks surprised by Kerr’s determination. Then, at the top, faced with several exits, he makes his fatal mistake. Vaulting the ticket barrier, he takes the underpass that will lead him to Green Park. But instead of choosing the sprint for freedom in open ground, he swings into the men’s toilet, hoping his pursuer will take the wrong exit and leave him to escape in the confusion. 

He is not fast enough for John Kerr. Leaping the barrier, as if on springs, Kerr has seen him. He reaches the entrance and assesses the scene in a split second: three men at the urinal; a couple of suits on the pick-up by the nearest cubicle doors, looking for a pre-lunch blowjob. At the dead end, his quarry. 

Kerr’s ID is superfluous. The men scatter, leaving him with the bomber. The young man bolts the door of the farthest cubicle, but Kerr defeats it in a single kick and has him round the throat before he can react. He forces him back on the toilet seat, crushing the rucksack against the cistern pipe, and lands punch after punch on his face. The bomber struggles hard, landing a couple of jabs in return. He is fighting back, which is what Kerr wants: resistance means he does not have to stop. He can continue punishing the man who tried to murder his daughter. 

Then, dragging the bomber out of the cubicle to the bank of washbasins, he smashes his face against the mirrored wall. A couple of punters enter, turn on their heels and hurry away. There will be no witnesses. The young man is groaning as the fight deserts him, but Kerr bangs his forehead again and again on a tap. He hears something give, bone, tissue, perhaps an eye, and the young man’s blood flows as quickly as the water, spraying them both in diluted red. 

The scarf is already rolled around the bomber’s neck so Kerr pulls it tighter still, garrotting him, and hurls him back into the cubicle. 

The cleaner has left his mop against the wall. Kerr snaps the handle in two and, with the free end and the scarf makes a tourniquet, twisting it until the man gives up the battle. Panting hard, Kerr leans down to look deep into his face. Yes, the left eye is seriously damaged, but he will not be needing it. Somewhere outside a young woman is screaming. The bomber’s face slumps against his chest. ‘You tried to murder my daughter, you piece of shit.’ It is hard to tell if he is still conscious, but Kerr needs to tell him, anyway: ‘Here’s where you belong.’

He holds the tourniquet tight until the bomber is dead, lowers him face down to the floor and gently removes the rucksack. There is a bomb inside, a charred, inert plastic package of white powder. It has nails and screws for maximum damage, but is as dead as its maker. Kerr pads to the entrance, pulls the iron gate shut and calls the office.

The bomb will excuse the murder. When they tell him, Kerr will shrug and walk away, uninterested in legal nicety. For him it is a case of vengeance. 



Friday, 15 July 2005, is a time for blame-shifting, deck-clearing and defence-building. It is sixteen days after the murder and eight since the atrocity of 7/7. Counter-terrorism’s Big Issue is its failure to prevent 7/7. Kerr’s bomber was an associate of the main perpetrator, Mohammed Siddique Khan. It turns out he was from Batley in West Yorkshire and, like Khan, has security traces. 

John Kerr had executed the man who, captured alive, could have led them to the London bombers before they left on their terrible mission. 

In the late morning Kerr is summoned to the commissioner’s private conference room ‘to meet some people’. There are three civilians sitting around the table, but seven dirty coffee cups and plates, and the air is heavy with earlier heated exchanges. The biscuits have disappeared, along with the commissioner and his sidekicks. Kerr is unsurprised. There is no mileage in sitting alongside an employee who has murdered in cold blood. Probably no knighthood, either. 

Kerr’s interrogators introduce themselves as Beth, Hugh and Neil. They are white, middle class, surname-free and smiling, like talent-show hosts. The MI6 guy, Hugh, is an army retread, with streamlined collar and shiny shoes, straight off the parade ground. The woman is skinny, with bleached, spiky hair and a butterfly tattoo on her neck. Kerr remembers that, after a secret intelligence briefing at Cheltenham seven or eight years ago, they shared a chicken Madras and got drunk on red wine. If Beth remembers it, she isn’t saying. Years of dropping in on jihadi chit-chat have not been kind. She is thinner now, and the butterfly looks grounded for good.

When they are seated around the table, Kerr on his own facing the window, the boy from MI5 kicks off. Kerr is glad to find it is not to be an interrogation. They are all delighted that the attorney general has decided not to press charges. Really. They nod and flick on the smile switch again, sharing Kerr’s joy that he will not be standing in the dock at the Old Bailey.

‘There was no other option, was there,’ shrugs Kerr, ‘seeing as you covered the whole thing up?’ The media has been silent about Kerr’s interdiction, because no one told them about it. With the corpse and rucksack spirited away, the attempted bombing simply did not take place. The cover-up must have sounded a good idea right up until 7/7. 

Neil is currently working police liaison. He wears wide braces and a watch with too many dials for a civil servant in charge of a desk. Since Kerr’s last sighting, he has developed the beginnings of a goatee. 

There is a bit more disarming preamble to show Kerr he is among friends, and they use his first name a lot, which puts him on red alert. Kerr’s partners in the US State Department call it ‘time to decompress’, but it does not work here and now because the atmosphere is stifling and Kerr has seen it all before. 

 Eventually it is Kerr who calls the meeting to order. He knows they want to ask him one question: why did you take the guy out when you should have arrested him? Arrest might have led them to the 7/7 bombers and prevented the attacks eight days later. It is a fair point. Kerr has thought about this. 

Then Neil blows it by saying he understands: he can imagine what it’s like to be facing that kind of threat. He says this to impress the others, as if he’s just dropped in from hand-to-hand combat in Afghanistan. But it is a mistake, like telling a terminal-cancer patient you know how it feels. He wants to appear a man of the world, but Neil is really just another tosser from Thames House. 

‘John, we have to examine what you gleaned about this man. Explore if there’s anything we could have done to prevent the attacks.’ When Neil says ‘we’ he means John Kerr, of course. They want him to admit he found something out, then use it to hang him. 

‘You want to know if he shared his Facebook before I garrotted him?’ asks Kerr, mildly. 

‘Not exactly,’ says Neil. ‘But he might . . . I dunno . . . did he shout something in the carriage before he ran off, for example? Or in the toilet before . . . you know? Any clues at all?’

‘Did I torture him before I killed him, you mean? Abu Ghraib in the Gents at Green Park?’

Hugh evidently decides it is time to intervene. His neck is tighter against the collar and his eyes have become slits. He no longer looks decompressed. ‘Did you?’

‘Did I fuck,’ says Kerr, which irritates them even more. ‘And the only clue was a rucksack full of fertiliser and shrapnel.’

Kerr’s statement of the bleeding obvious creates a lull while they regroup. The interview is going badly, for the subject is not showing the right level of contrition. Who would have expected him to come out fighting?

During the sparring match Beth has sat in silence, head down, doodling. Perhaps she’s thinking she had a narrow escape all those years ago. ‘Your man was an associate of Khan, so probably knew their intentions,’ she says now, frowning at her rectangles and circles, ‘so why do you think he risked messing everything up for them?’

‘You’re the mind expert, Beth. You tell me,’ says Kerr, familiar. ‘Perhaps it was just good old vanity . . . you know, a compulsion to be first among the nutters. But he didn’t tell me that, either. In case you’re wondering.’ 

‘We’re not, John. Honestly.’ Neil is back on track. ‘It’s just that a lot of questions are going to be asked. We have to know if there’s anything you think we could have done to prevent this atrocity.’

‘Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it? You should have gone public. Made people aware and warned them of the risk. In the end it’s always the cover-up that gets you, Neil. You guys should know that by now.’

‘You know full well we had to avoid alarming the public unnecessarily.’

‘You kept it quiet because your office had just lowered the threat level.’

‘That’s neither here nor there.’

‘Said there was no imminent threat.’

‘Whatever,’ says Neil, ‘we are where we are.’

‘Look, I have to live with what I’ve done. OK, seven-seven may have happened because I killed that bomber. That possibility will haunt me. But you have to live with the consequences because you kept it secret.’ 

‘And it has to stay that way.’

‘Does it?’ This brings another pause. They are looking at him intently; even Beth has put down her pencil. And then, in a flash, all becomes clear. ‘You think I’m going to blow the whistle, don’t you?’ He laughs. ‘That’s it, isn’t it?’

‘Not at all. We’re in this together.’

‘Bullshit. You couldn’t give a toss whether that young man said anything to me, only whether I’ll hold the line. That’s it, isn’t it? So why don’t you ask me up front?’

‘Why did you do it?’ snaps Hugh. It is a last-ditch attempt to subordinate him. ‘What made you murder a man in cold blood when you know you should have kept him alive?’

Kerr looks each of them in the eye. He knows they are not family people. ‘Ask me that when you have children.’ 


Part One


One

Thursday, 13 September 2012, 06.53, New Scotland Yard

Squeezing into the glass cubbyhole that passed for his office at the top of New Scotland Yard, John Kerr had to ease the door open with his left shoulder, Starbucks in one hand, encrypted laptop in the other, head tilted to clamp the BlackBerry to his ear. But the call from his deputy made him dump all that stuff and scramble for his firearm. It was a Glock 19 semi-automatic 9mm pistol, the lightweight weapon of choice for his surveillance teams. It should have been stored in the secure armoury next to the operations room but, against all the rules, he kept it in a locked cabinet inside his safe.

The call lasted less than half a minute. ‘Why didn’t they tell us immediately?’ Kerr demanded, then listened intently to the answer. ‘You’re absolutely certain it’s Melanie? Is she blown? Any demands yet? OK, Dodge, just get me the address of the stronghold.’ 

When he bowled out, less than two minutes later, he was on the run, firearm concealed in the shoulder holster beneath his jacket, kicked by an adrenaline rush. 

Thoughts accelerating ahead of his body, he calculated the threat. It was supposed to have been a routine job, short-term infiltration of a European gang of cocaine smugglers. Kerr had tasked Detective Sergeant Melanie Fleming as the undercover officer. She was to be the courier for the last leg of the importation, the cut-off between the importer and the UK receivers. 

Kerr was operational head of the Covert Operations Unit. For decades his élite team had conducted the most secret work in Special Branch. There were three types of activity: surveillance, often armed and at close quarters; the recruitment and running of agents (or ‘covert human intelligence sources’, as they were now officially termed); and ‘technical attack’, the euphemism for bugging. 

It was a wide remit, sensitive, political and risky, with always too much going on. Sometimes other departments ‘borrowed’ his undercover operatives, which was what had happened with Melanie. Two days earlier he had offered her to the Anti-corruption Unit, the cops who investigate other cops. They were known as the ‘rubber-heelers’ because you could never hear them coming. How could it have gone so wrong? 

He punched the lift button. ‘Fucking amateurs,’ he muttered. The risk assessment from his opposite number had been crystal clear: in the event of compromise, there was a negligible risk of violence. That was his absolute, cast-iron assurance. Yet it seemed that, in the course of a single night, what had started as a regular sting operation had erupted into a siege, with Melanie as the hostage. Kerr had the lift to himself. The sit-rep was opaque and his mind a maelstrom of questions. The threat to Melanie had no up-side, but coldly, calmly, John Kerr knew exactly what he was going to do.

On the ground floor a cluster of female records staff crowded round the lift doors. He was working with them on a stronger system of human-source protection and found himself face to face with their head, a civil-service high flyer with stilettos to match her ambition. He felt her hand on his arm but kept moving. ‘Sorry, Jules, gotta crack on,’ he murmured. ‘Catch up with you later.’ 

His phone vibrated and he took the call. ‘I’m going to the car now,’ he said, racing down the spiral staircase to dig out his Alfa Romeo 156T Spark from the Yard’s cramped, subterranean garage. ‘Pick you up usual place.’

He was still inserting the BlackBerry into the hands-free as he spun up the ramp, scattering another bunch of workers emerging from St James’s Park Tube station. His Tetra radio mainset shared the glove compartment with a makeup bag Gabriella kept for emergencies when she stayed over. He switched it to Channel Five, the protected frequency used by his surveillance teams. 

Accelerating into the thoroughfare he narrowly missed his commander’s dark blue Toyota Prius as it crossed his path onto the Yard’s forecourt. From the back seat Paula Weatherall lowered the window to glare at him. He knew the reason - one of the girls in Registry had tipped him off. Weatherall had been studying the Met’s summary of the inquest into Jean Charles de Menezes, the innocent Brazilian electrician shot dead by police two weeks after 7/7. 

Among those criticised were Kerr’s surveillance officers, who had followed him to the Tube. Believing Jean Charles was a suicide bomber, one operative had tried to arrest him in the Tube seconds before firearms officers had shot him. Afterwards Kerr had staunchly defended his bravery to the Met’s top brass and anyone else who wanted a fight. His lone voice had set him apart as a maverick, but falling out with the bosses had never troubled him. 

This morning, Paula Weatherall was having a working breakfast with the commissioner. Kerr knew that, too, because he made it his business to find out the hierarchy’s significant diary fixtures. She looked ready to say something, but Kerr already had the blue Kojak light on the dash and squirted the siren to get her driver out of his way. 


Two

Thursday, 13 September, 07.03, Victoria Street

Dodge was instantly recognisable from his bulk, at least two hundred and twenty pounds (which he regularly denied), the ruddy face beneath an unkempt shock of white hair, and the baggy grey suit that always looked like he slept in it. But it was the intelligence in his ice-blue eyes that drew everybody in. He was waiting at the corner of Victoria Street and Strutton Ground by the entrance to the market. Surprisingly agile, he jumped in while the Alfa was still moving, inputting the satnav as Kerr accelerated down towards Westminster and the Embankment. 

‘Head for Mare Street, Hackney.’ After three years in London, Dodge’s Belfast accent was as hard as ever. ‘Stronghold’s a Victorian house, converted ground-floor flat.’

‘It’s all right, Dodge,’ said Kerr, switching off the device as the Alfa split the pack of vehicles trailing onto Parliament Square. ‘I’ve worked that ground a lot.’

‘Negotiators are in a junior school,’ said Dodge. ‘Same street.’ 

The man Kerr had chosen to lead his undercover team was a former RUC agent runner in his early fifties. Everyone called him Dodge, irrespective of rank, but no one knew why. In another life he had survived an IRA assassination attempt near the border and moved his wife and daughter overnight twice, so they guessed it had something to do with that. 

‘How bad is it?’ 

Dodge steadied himself as Kerr slid round the square. ‘Two male hostage-takers.’ Dodge often claimed he had given up smoking, but the cough always gave him away. ‘Serious traces with Europol and heavy duty.’ 

‘Any demands yet? Threats against Mel?’

‘Don’t know.’

‘What’s the firepower?’

‘Shotgun and handgun. At least. Hostage-takers believed Turkish.’

‘Believed? For Christ’s sake, Dodge.’

‘The tossers are only just giving us the full story.’ Despite the engine noise, as Kerr wove in low gear through the congestion around Parliament, Dodge’s tone was conversational. He could have been out on a Sunday-afternoon drive with his family. ‘They took Melanie in the van on the dummy run to South Mimms services, showed her the handover spot in the lorry park, then straight back. Everything as planned.’

‘Did she let us know?’

‘Coded text around midnight.’ Dodge was looking dead ahead. ‘She did everything right, John.’ 

‘Of course.’ Kerr knew Dodge was making a point. In the pub he was the life and soul, buying more than his share and sneaking outside for a guilty smoke. But in the field he was always deadly serious. Renowned for his meticulous attention to detail, he had never lost an agent yet. 

‘They drove back to the address,’ he said, ‘unloaded some gear, then all three went out for grub.’

‘What coverage did they have on them?’

‘Uninterrupted mobile surveillance. That’s what they’re claiming, anyway. But we think they had a loss.’ 

Kerr was accelerating hard now, racing east along the Embankment, with County Hall and the London Eye across the river to their right. ‘Uniforms gave them a pull as they were parking up on the way back,’ continued Dodge.

‘Set-up or coincidence?’

‘Everyone’s insisting it was a routine stop. Whatever, the bad guys panicked, whacked a couple of shots at the patrol car and escaped into the stronghold. You know the rest.’

Traffic was thinning so Kerr cut the siren. ‘No, Dodge,’ he said, ‘I bloody don’t know.’ Melanie was thirty-four, but to Kerr she was like a daughter, the more so since his own daughter had stopped speaking to him. ‘How the fuck does Melanie suddenly become a hostage?’ 

‘The uniforms were shitting themselves and got out of the way. But the driver saw them drag a female from the van. They were covering her with the shotgun. She was struggling hard, fighting.’

‘And the rubber-heelers didn’t tell us our officer was compromised for, what, three hours?’

‘Nearer five. “Need to know”. Usual bullshit.’

‘With Melanie at the end of a shotgun? We subcontract our best and brightest because they can’t do the job themselves, then they keep us out of the loop? Who the fuck do they think they are?’ Kerr was silent for a second as he kicked through a clear space in the road, but he wasn’t waiting for an answer. ‘Next time they can screw up with their own officers. I’m gonna crucify them.’

Dodge looked at him. ‘I believe you.’

Kerr had held misgivings about the role of the Anti-corruption Unit from the outset. They had the lead because this operation was complicated by the connection, somewhere along the line, to a corrupt police officer. The primary purpose of the infiltration was to identify and trap this individual. ‘How did Melanie get blown, Dodge? There’s no way she would have slipped up. She’s too good. Who betrayed her?’

‘Perhaps no one. Maybe the patrol car spooked them and they’re using her as a human shield. She may be their means of escape.’

In covert ops there were no absolutes, only compromise, half-truths and missing pieces of the jigsaw. ‘What do we know about the informant they used for the intro?’ said Kerr.

‘Not much. Think they graded him B2.’

‘Which is probably an inflated write-up,’ said Kerr, ‘so he might have snitched on her.’

‘Our undercover officer compromised by the rubber-heelers’ snout?’ Dodge whistled. ‘Jesus. There’s a strapline for the commissioner.’ 

‘And that’s not the worst case, Dodge. What if something leaked to this bent cop and he sabotaged the whole thing?’

‘Or her cover may be intact,’ said Dodge. ‘Let’s go with what we know.’

They turned north towards Hackney, using the siren again, and came head to head with a black Range Rover, double-parked and blocking the road. The driver was sitting behind the wheel with the engine running, a stocky, cigar-smoking cliché of stubble, dark glasses and bling. Complacent and unprepared, he simply shrugged when Kerr waved him out of the road, gesturing that his passenger was in one of the shops. 

Kerr waited a couple of seconds with the siren going, then was out on the street, sprinting to the Range Rover. He had the driver’s door open before the man could react. Jerking him out of the vehicle, he shoved him into the line of parked cars, leapt behind the wheel and reversed at speed into a potholed builders’ yard. Dodge started to follow his boss out of the car, but too slow.

When the driver went to remonstrate, Kerr swung him into an armlock and threw him against a wall, so hard Dodge could see his face distorted against the rough brickwork, sunglasses crushed, cigar smoke curling up from the pavement. For a moment Kerr leant close, speaking urgently into the man’s free ear, then walked calmly back to the Alfa, tossing the Range Rover keys into the gutter.

‘Couldn’t you just have asked him?’ laughed Dodge, as Kerr accelerated away, checking his mirrors. 

‘Any witnesses?’

‘Don’t think so. But he’ll complain.’

Kerr glanced sideways and shook his head. ‘No, he won’t.’

‘What did you say to him?’

‘Doesn’t matter.’ They came to a junction and Kerr fell silent as he negotiated a knot of traffic through the red light.

‘You’re all right. No one saw a thing.’

‘For all we know Melanie was compromised before she even got in the van.’ Kerr’s voice was low, despondent. ‘This is my fault, Dodge.’

There was nothing more to say. They drove on a couple of miles, Kerr deep in thought as he coursed through the traffic. Eventually Dodge looked at him again. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘I’m gonna bring her back, of course.’ The Glock sat comfortably against Kerr’s ribs.


Three

Thursday, 13 September, 07.36, Hackney

The stronghold was in Ferris Street, just south of London Fields. It stretched diagonally for half a mile between Hackney Road to the south and Mare Street to the east, with speed bumps every twenty metres. It was a mixed residential thoroughfare of crumbling council blocks alongside grand Victorian terraces converted into well-maintained private flats. Halfway down, the street made a gentle curve to pass beneath the railway line. 

The hostage-takers were holed up in a ground-floor converted flat twenty metres west of the railway bridge. Three doors up from the target address there was a primary school. The cops had taken it over as their control post, filling the playground behind the blue metal railings with vehicles. 

The whole area was eerily quiet, with nothing moving. Residents’ cars remained parked on each side of the street, rush hour cancelled for the duration. 

Local cops had diverted the traffic, sealing both ends of the street and setting up an inner cordon to create a sterile area within fifteen metres of the stronghold. Residents had been evacuated from the nearest four houses each side of the target house, and from seven across the street. Most had gone to work, but about twenty rubberneckers loitered, a couple still in their nightclothes, on the safe side of the white tape. A pair of bored, hi-vis PCs, arms crossed, chewing gum, stood apart from them.

Kerr had cut the siren but everyone heard the engine racing as he swung into the street, and turned to watch. The cops stopped chewing and stiffened, evidently weighing the possibility of being mown down. He skidded to a halt over the police line and flashed his ID. 

‘DCI Kerr, SO15.’ Kerr still regarded himself as a Special Branch officer, although he wasn’t allowed to use the term any more. These days, it was all policing by numbers. His élite unit now lay buried in a flow chart.

The younger and shorter of the cops took a step forward. His face was raw with acne scars and the oversized helmet sat low on his head, emphasising his squatness. He looked unimpressed as he bent down to check Kerr out. ‘Guv’nor says no one’s to come through.’ There was a white flash of spearmint and Kerr felt a speck of saliva against his cheek. He could see the tape of the inner cordon thirty metres ahead and, just beyond it on the left side of the street, the school. He peered through the windscreen at a sniper on the roof opposite. ‘I need to speak with the negotiators right now.’

‘Sure you do.’ The cop stood upright and started chewing again, back in his comfort zone. A clipboard had appeared and he made a show of reading it. ‘But you’re not cleared.’ The boy tried to stare Kerr down but stepped back with a snapped tape curling round his boots as the Alfa leapt forward. ‘Oi!’ he called after Kerr.

Kerr parked on the nearside of the school, out of sight of the stronghold. He spotted a pair of snipers behind the garden walls across the street. 

The primary school was a peeling mid-sixties block with large square windows and a flat roof. Kerr stepped out of the car and held up his ID to the snipers. He looked unofficial in his green-flecked jacket and grey trousers, but Dodge was wearing his suit, so he gestured to him to lead the way. At the school gate a PC was wielding another clipboard, but he was young and Dodge’s fat swagger conveyed seniority. 

The radio crackled with a message from the man on the outer cordon as Dodge introduced himself on the move, shovelling grit into his Belfast accent. ‘Negotiators are expecting us,’ he growled. Senior, experienced and battle-hardened. The PC pointed out the room as they slid past.

The negotiating cell was in the head teacher’s office. Directions were unnecessary, as they had already taped their sign on the door. Dodge hung around outside to deter intruders and give Kerr time. Negotiators operate in pairs: one to negotiate, the other to signal ideas or reminders. Kerr eased the door open. He entered silently to find two detectives in shirtsleeves and headphones sitting at the cramped desk. They were hunched over the phone, which lay dead in the middle, as if their combined will might bring it back to life. 

He didn’t recognise either of them, which was good. ‘John Kerr, Anti-corruption Unit,’ he lied, offering his hand before they could react. He was expecting the secret Masonic handshake and they did not disappoint. ‘Just checking if you need any more from us.’ 

Number One slanted his headphones and pointed to the whiteboard in the corner, used to record threats, demands and deadlines. Trendy waterproof coat slung over the back of his chair, he had gone for the tieless look, with the top buttons of his red check shirt undone and the sleeves tightly rolled to display tanned biceps. Pinned to the wall beside the board was a rough drawing of the stronghold: kitchen, bathroom, front room and bedroom. Communal front door, then a lobby with doors to the two flats. The one to the left led up the staircase, the other into the stronghold. No sign of any rear access. ‘Not unless you can add anything to that.’ 

Top left on the white board were Europol mugshots and identities of the two perpetrators with their religion, Muslim, and a scrawled felt-tip summary of the convictions acquired in their rampage through Europe. Two were for armed robbery. Both were flagged as extremely violent, but it was the word ‘RAPE’ that screamed out at Kerr. Under ‘hostage’, where Melanie’s cover name should have been, they had simply scribbled ‘FEMALE’ followed by a question-mark. He needed answers quickly, but his voice was casual as he asked, ‘Anything happening?’ 

Number One nodded at the phone. ‘We’ve established contact three times. Guy on the left of the board slammed the phone down eleven minutes ago and we’re waiting for him to get back.’

‘Any demands?’

‘Breakfast is as far as they’ve got. They’ll probably want a car to the airport by this afternoon. But they’re going to prison or the mortuary.’ He was a young man trying to sound tough. The Lodge had sent a novice to bargain for Melanie’s life, and this made Kerr angry. 

‘Are they all together in one space?’ he asked.

‘Snipers have a sighting in the front room.’

‘So, how soon will you raise them again?’

Junior glanced at his mate. ‘We’re giving them time to reflect.’

‘Reflect?’

‘Consider their options.’ Number Two was obviously the strategic thinker. In his early forties, he was wearing some sort of club tie over a white, short-sleeved shirt, his arms a mass of freckles and ginger hairs. His suit jacket hung neatly on an old wire hanger, like he was in for the duration. ‘No rush. We let them sweat for a bit. I sent out for some hot grub but the perps get nothing till they accept “Merlin”. That’s our code for . . .’ 

‘The field phone. I know.’ Kerr’s eyes darted back to the whiteboard. Underneath it a black attaché case held the instrument. Deployment of the phone into the stronghold was always an early objective in siege negotiation. It allowed secure, unbroken communication. 

‘That’s our current negotiating position.’ He spoke like a salesman, and Kerr suppressed another surge of anger. 

‘What about release of the hostage? Doesn’t that come first?’

‘Negotiators negotiate,’ he said. ‘We don’t make the decisions. It takes as long as it takes.’ Number Two was now playing the old sweat, veteran of a thousand sieges. Kerr wanted to punch his fat ginger face. 

Instead, he took a deep breath and gestured to Melanie’s non-person blank on the board. ‘Why the question-mark?’

‘We’re not sure about her.’

‘Sorry?’ 

‘She may be an accomplice.’ 

Kerr froze. Why had no one told them Melanie was one of the good guys? ‘Have they let you speak to her?’

‘They may be using her to up the stakes,’ Number Two said, ignoring the question. ‘It’s been done before. Until they’re bundled up on the pavement we treat everyone as potential hostiles.’

On the whiteboard Kerr took the felt tip and underlined ‘RAPE’. ‘Doesn’t this bother you?’ he asked, struggling to keep his voice low. 

‘They’ve made no threats like that.’ 

‘But you should be negotiating her release – you know, in exchange for scrambled eggs on toast.’

Number Two paused for a moment to stare up at Kerr. ‘Tell that to the co-ordinator,’ he said, then turned away. ‘You shouldn’t be in the cell.’

Kerr was staring at the wall again, memorising the room plan, calculating distances from the front door. ‘Ground floor, yeah?’

But then the phone rang again and they were making secret signs at each other, John Kerr forgotten.


Four

Thursday, 13 September, 07.47, the stronghold

Through the glass double doors Kerr saw a PC arriving with breakfast on a tray: three Styrofoam takeaway boxes and cups from a local café. From that moment he acted through instinct. ‘Cheers,’ he said, holding the door open to take the tray from him, ‘perfect timing.’ He checked the contents: black coffee, congealed scrambled egg with sausage and bacon. 

He exited the school and turned left towards the stronghold three doors away. There was the same unnatural quiet, but the whole street seemed to stiffen around him. Then the air was crackling with urgent walkie-talkie voices and he knew they were all talking about him. Snipers were visible now, a sprinkling of black spikes pointing at him as the uniforms tried to work out what was happening. Shadows were making frantic signs from the undergrowth, but he kept walking.

By the time he reached the stronghold he hadn’t spilt a drop. Pause for a final memory check of the layout. At the communal front door he knocked, stood back a pace and waited, a quartet of rifles sizing up his back. Shouting in English drifted through the front-room bay window to Kerr’s right and he guessed they were giving Number Two a hard time. 

Then there was yelling in Turkish. Kerr was expecting an order to leave the tray and retreat, which would make things more difficult, but the door opened. The hallway to the right was narrow and dark, and one of the hostage-takers had the double-barrelled shotgun ready to fire. Perhaps the Turk was seeing a second prisoner, an easy civilian target, a lightweight with breakfast in his hands and ‘HOSTAGE’ stamped across his forehead. He looked comfortable with his weapon, moving it like an extension of his body. 

At times of uncontrollable anger or crisis, people talk about a red mist descending. For John Kerr, who had faced more extreme situations than most, it was different. Such scenes were always stark white, a big chill in which every object was frozen. 

In a single photograph Kerr saw the finger curled round the trigger. He calculated his odds against the shaven-headed, overweight thug, unprotected in soiled vest and jockey shorts. In a second frame he sensed the half-open door into the front room two paces to his right and tracked the unseen second target’s voice, placing him with the phone by the window. The door opened inwards and he could see Melanie’s combat boots and untied lower legs. They stretched from an armchair in the corner to the left of the doorway, the rest of her body just out of sight. From the hallway he could reach her in three strides. Less than a second. The second thug would be distracted by the phone. ‘Breakfast?’ enquired Kerr, the solicitous waiter. His target jerked the barrel, drawing Kerr forward. ‘Shall I leave it just here?’

‘Inside.’ The guy beckoned. 

Kerr stepped over the threshold into the hallway, using his foot to shut the door. The shotgun lowered as his target took a careful step back through the entrance to the stronghold, then leant forward to check the food. He looked at the forbidden meat and swore. 

‘Yeah, sorry about that.’ Kerr thrust the tray up and over him, three cups of coffee cascading over his shaven head, face, neck and shoulders. He yanked and twisted the shotgun barrel away from him as his victim bellowed in pain and rage, dropping forward to meet Kerr’s knee jerking into his face and snapping his teeth. Then Kerr knocked the shotgun aside, took a step back and kicked him hard in the crotch. In two swift movements Kerr unholstered the Glock and pistol-whipped him. He fell silently. 

Through the internal door, Melanie’s legs had disappeared. Stepping over the shooter, Kerr charged into the front room, raising the Glock to fire as he came face to face with his second target. With the phone in one hand the Turk was raising the handgun with the other, but leaning back on a dining chair. Kerr instantly recognised the weapon. It was a long-barrel Smith & Wesson medium-frame .38-calibre revolver, and it was pointing right at him. Kerr’s finger closed on the trigger for a rapid pair of shots. Then, in that split second, he realised why the target was leaning back. Face deathly pale, hair scraped back, Melanie was kneeling behind him. He recognised the faded denim jacket she sometimes used for surveillance, then saw that her wrists were bound with tape but looped tightly around the Turk’s neck, yanking his head back. 

Before the thug could break free Kerr launched himself into the air, catching him square in the face with both heels. There was another crack, nose, teeth or cheekbone, as the chair tipped backwards, sending all three of them into a sprawling heap against the wall, Kerr’s Glock spinning away from him. Kerr snatched the Turk’s revolver and grabbed the man by the throat to keep his head still. The Smith & Wesson felt nice and solid, weightier than the Glock, so Kerr used the barrel to stab him in the eye. He screamed as blood spurted through his fingers and Kerr hit him again on the temple. ‘Hold onto him, Mel.’ 

 There was scuffling in the hallway as the first target came round, so Kerr re-holstered the Glock and turned back to batter him with his accomplice’s revolver until he was unconscious again. 

The landline was still connected and they could hear an urgent male voice. Kerr picked up the receiver. ‘This is John Kerr. We are safe. We are not under duress. Do not, repeat not, order any action until I give the all-clear.’ The voice at the other end was still going, but Kerr slammed the receiver down.

He checked both men, pulled Melanie clear and sat her on the sofa. ‘You all right?’

‘What kept you?’ She was grinning at him.

The phone was ringing again but he went to the kitchen for a knife and cut her bonds. ‘Where’s the rest of the tape?’

Melanie searched under the sofa cushion for the roll of brown duct tape and bound the wrists and legs of her gently moaning captive while Kerr dragged the other man in from the lobby. ‘Better hurry up,’ said Melanie, taping his mouth to stop him moaning, ‘or this one’s going to bleed to death.’

They trussed up both men and left them at opposite sides of the room. Then Kerr disarmed the shotgun and the handgun and laid them on the kitchen drainer. 

‘Ready?’ he said, when they were back in the hallway. ‘Let’s go to work.’

Kerr slowly opened the front door and held out his ID for all to see. As they made their walk down the street he held Melanie’s arm. To the watching cops it could have been for support or restraint, and Kerr made it deliberately ambiguous. A couple of senior uniforms were waiting by the school to receive them. Kerr identified himself and told them where they could find the hostage-takers, weapons and ammunition. He didn’t give Melanie a name, describing her as a source he needed to extricate immediately to avoid the media. Unimpressed, they ordered him to remain in the containment area for a ‘comprehensive debriefing’.

‘Understood. No problem,’ he conceded. Then he spotted an ambulance parked by his car. ‘Just need to get her checked out and make a couple of calls.’

Armed police were swarming into the stronghold now. ‘Five minutes,’ ordered one of the uniforms, distracted. ‘Wait for us at Gold Command.’

‘What?’

‘The caretaker’s office.’

‘Of course.’ Kerr walked Melanie to the ambulance. He told her to look injured but all attention was directed at the stronghold as they walked past the ambulance to the Alfa, where Dodge was waiting. 

‘Welcome back,’ he said, giving Melanie a bear hug and winking at his boss as he tossed him the car keys.

Kerr checked his BlackBerry as he and Melanie got into the car. ‘They’re being a bit arsy, Dodge.’

‘So I’m staying here to cover, yeah?’

Kerr pushed the Alfa into ‘Drive’. ‘Say I got called away.’

‘Great,’ said Dodge, deadpan. ‘That should calm them down.’

Kerr turned round and drove slowly until he was clear of the cordon. At the end of the street he swung right into Hackney Road. ‘Thanks, John,’ said Melanie. 

He flashed her a smile. ‘What went wrong?’

‘Haven’t the faintest. Nothing unusual, not a sign, until they got pulled. Then they went crazy, as if they’d suspected me of being a cop all along.’

‘Any signs before that?’

‘No. They made a couple of calls on the way to South Mimms. In Turkish. The only English word I heard, kept hearing, was “total”.’

They paused while Kerr wove through the vehicles along Bishopsgate, heading for the City. Traffic was heavy, so he went left at Houndsditch, racing down towards Tower Hill. 

‘We’ll get to the bottom of it. Do I get you checked out or is it straight home?’

‘Not a scratch.’ 

Channel Five erupted while Kerr was speaking. Melanie strained forward, touching his arm for him to pause. ‘That’s my team,’ she said. ‘Something’s up, John. We’re needed in Lambeth.’ She listened intently, quite at ease in her lurching, braking, hyperactive workplace. ‘Bloody hell. It’s Avon.’

Kerr immediately pressed the horn to activate the siren, accelerating hard. ‘Ahmed Jibril. The sleeper,’ he said. Kerr was overseeing seven live surveillance operations, but Avon was always somewhere near the front of his mind. 

‘Whatever,’ said Melanie, flicking on the blue light. ‘Sounds like he just woke up.’ 

They reached the river, the Tower flashing past to their left as they charged into Lower Thames Street. As they raced west beneath the underpass that would bring them onto the Embankment, a motorcycle pulled in behind them. It appeared from nowhere, headlight dead centre in Kerr’s mirror, the growl from its powerful engine bouncing off the tunnel walls. 

‘Alpha from Red One.’ 

Kerr spoke into the visor. ‘Go ahead, Jack.’

‘The Reds are short-handed. Can I have Mel back?’ Despite the wind noise, Jack Langton’s Geordie accent was as rich as if he had just ridden down from Newcastle.

Kerr shot out of the tunnel towards Temple. ‘What’s your location?’ 

‘Look in the mirror.’

Kerr was doing seventy, but Langton’s overtaking Suzuki GSX R1000 left him standing. Bike, rider and helmet were all black. Langton was Kerr’s deputy and ran the surveillance teams on the ground. Opposite the Inns of Court Langton braked sharply to a stop in front of him, and Melanie already had the door half open. ‘Thanks again, John.’ She leant over to squeeze Kerr’s arm. ‘You’ve got blood on your sleeve, by the way. And a bit of scrambled egg.’ 

Langton already had the spare crash helmet and jacket ready as Melanie sprinted to him and climbed aboard, then a black-gloved hand lifted in acknowledgement and the radio crackled something as he and his partner roared away. 


Part Two


Five

Thursday, 13 September, 08.12, safe-house, Lambeth

Ahmed Jibril was the third terrorist to obtain his UK entry visa with the secret authority of the Home Office minister herself. All were jihadis, secret members of Al Qaeda, determined to re-establish itself after the execution of its leader, Osama bin Laden, by the hated Americans in May 2011. These three were dedicated to waging war against the United Kingdom. They were specially selected for this mission because Al Qaeda believed they were ‘clean skins’, unknown to any Western security agency. Once past the immigration desk at Heathrow, they vanished without trace to the target cities of London, Manchester and Leeds, from whose alienated masses they spotted talent for military training in Pakistan and Afghanistan. Their holy mission was, of course, to prepare Al Qaeda cells for suicide atrocities. 

Ahmed Jibril had entered the UK as a student of dentistry, with a perfectly forged offer of a place at Birkbeck College, University of London. His clean skin had become defiled because he had breached Al Qaeda’s strict operational security. An unauthorised, unintelligible coded phone call lasting less than ten seconds to a contact in Lahore had been enough to suck him onto the Allies’ global radar screen. GCHQ had tracked the signal, and MI6, the Secret Intelligence Service, had traced the body.

But he had only come to the notice of Kerr’s team because the MI6 head of station in Yemen had owed his friend in London a favour and was a believer in doing the right thing. 

On 9 September – a Sunday afternoon when the intelligence world was slumbering in the Home Counties – without getting clearance from Vauxhall Cross, Joe Allenby scanned a photograph with a Yemen Airways flight number to the old Special Branch office at Heathrow, a glorified broom cupboard hidden behind a one-way mirror at the front of Terminal 3’s immigration hall. It gave Jibril’s full name and date of birth, and the header was marked ‘STRICTLY PERSONAL’ for the information of Detective Chief Inspector John Kerr. The picture was a ragged frame taken in the Yemeni capital, Sana’a, in the middle of the crowded medieval market-place. The image, blurry and skewed, had been snatched on a cheap digital camera by one of Allenby’s secretaries playing tourist. 

Late that night, while Jibril was in the air, Kerr’s most trusted friend, Alan Fargo, had unearthed three top-secret ‘UK EYES ONLY’ security traces linking Jibril to Al Qaeda. Fargo ran Room 1830, the Terrorism Research Unit, a square corner office on the Yard’s south side, looking towards Battersea Power Station. Access was by swipe card and PIN, and heavily restricted. Two sides extended six windows along from the corner, but the four highly vetted officers who shared the room with Fargo enjoyed no benefit from the view or natural light because the blinds were always closed. 

Room 1830’s primary purpose was to house a computer server known as Excalibur, which linked Fargo’s office to databases in MI5, MI6 and GCHQ. The computer was a featureless, gunmetal-grey rectangle, taller than a man, a metre wide and deeper than Fargo’s desk. It dominated the corner of Room 1830, to the right of the door, at the farthest point from the double-aspect windows. Government engineers from GCHQ had installed it shortly after 9/11, digging up Broadway outside the Yard one Sunday afternoon to connect the fibre-optic cabling from the street to the eighteenth floor. 

Like a dangerous animal, Excalibur was completely enclosed by a metal cage and protected with an alarm. There were five terminals on desks around the room, but only Fargo was vetted to go near the server itself. As its keeper, he had his workstation between the door and the cage. Excalibur gave off a low, incessant hum, of which Fargo had long since ceased to be aware, and a heat that kept the temperature at a constant 75 degrees. Fargo’s officers called their workplace ‘The Sauna’, and no one ever wore a jacket. 

Room 1830 was also the focus of intelligence about terrorist finance and cell-site analysis from mobile phones. People often described it as the beating heart of SO15, but Fargo downplayed its capability. The product depended upon the quality of the source intelligence: feed rubbish in, he was always warning in his Cornish burr, ‘and you get shite out’. 

Ahmed Mohammed Jibril, it seemed, had been born on 25 May 1981 in Karachi, Pakistan. In addition to the unauthorised mobile call, the results showed Jibril to have attended two training camps in Afghanistan, 04 and 05. 

The target in Allenby’s photograph was wearing a full beard, turban and calf-length white shirt. The man Kerr’s surveillance officers later saw collect a single case from the baggage hall at Heathrow’s Terminal 4 and walk swiftly to the Underground was contemporary and clean-shaven, dressed in faded jeans and Puffa jacket. 

Apart from his one and only slip-up, Ahmed Jibril was to be highly professional. He stayed in a furnished bedsit, flat nine, on the top floor of a converted, double-fronted Victorian house in a narrow street of terraces between South Lambeth Road and Clapham Road, south of the Thames. On the Monday of his arrival from Yemen via Dubai he had taken the Tube direct from Heathrow, paying cash for a one-way ticket to Stockwell. There were no stop-offs along the way, no phone calls or emails, no indiscretions. 

The change in appearance came as no surprise to the surveillance operatives, for the unexpected characterised their professional lives, as it had for generations of Special Branch officers before them. At the run-down letting agency across the road from Stockwell Underground station they watched him pick up the keys, a Yale and a Chubb, without paying any cash deposit, then followed him to the address. From the moment he had arrived in London Jibril had lived the life of a holy man during Ramadan. Or a terrorist who knew his every movement might be watched. 

Whichever, his behaviour made life hard for the team trying to keep track of him. To keep pace with the enemy, counter-terrorism officers need a staple diet of raw intelligence. They relish CCTV, voice recordings, accommodation addresses, flat, garage and car rentals, cash deposits, credit and Oyster card records. They crave emails, Internet searches, mobile-phone calls, texts, Facebook, Twitter and other traces of social contact. 

They follow a golden thread of interaction, for it is all they have. They can only guess where it will lead. It may snap at any time. And in the post-9/11 world the Islamic terrorist who operates alone is in a strong position.

From now on Ahmed Jibril would give them nothing. He appeared to have come to London with the express purpose of watching television. That was the other problem. Because the job was strictly need-to-know, Kerr’s operatives covered their target with half a surveillance team, six officers, establishing an observation post in a block of council flats across the street. Jibril’s sudden arrival had also meant there was no time to insert cameras and listening devices inside flat nine so they had to rely on a microphone Jack Langton attached to the external wall.

 At eight in the morning on the first day, Jibril switched on the TV at high volume. Then, at exactly eleven o’clock, he crossed the busy junction by the Tube station and sauntered down Stockwell Road to make a show of checking out the fruit and veg on display outside the Indian general store. 

On each short journey he crossed the road twice, wandered down a couple of one-way side-streets to check out the traffic, then doubled back, as if he had forgotten something. He always returned to his hideout by eleven forty-five. This was classic counter-surveillance, known to the watchers as ‘dry cleaning’: they knew Jibril had no need to take the polluted air around Stockwell, except to lure them into the open. There were no other sightings, and the glow from the TV disappeared around ten in the evening. 

Within seventy-two hours they had concluded that Ahmed Jibril was probably another neutral, ascetic loner, of long-term security interest but of no immediate significance. After talking it through with Kerr, Jack Langton reduced 24/7 coverage in the observation post to one officer, with three on the ground, and switched to other targets. Which, as it turned out, was probably what Jibril had guessed they would do. 

So when at 08.12 on the fourth day, Thursday, 13 September, he walked swiftly out of the door, he took them by surprise. As he turned right, striding towards the Underground, he should have been just about waking up. 

Tearing across Waterloo Bridge, Kerr spoke on the hands-free to Steve Gibb, the officer manning the observation post opposite Jibril’s address. Gibb was a trooper in 22 Regiment SAS on secondment to Kerr’s unit. Unassuming and inconspicuous, he was the smallest guy on the team, with the remains of a tan from a recent operation in Somalia. ‘What’s the score, Steve?’ said Kerr.

‘It’s the Yemen guy they slipped us under the counter, boss. He whizzed out of the house and off, off, off. Just as I was having a fucking leak.’ Gibb was a Glaswegian and sounded annoyed with himself, firing the words like bullets. ‘But I managed to get seven frames.’ 

Kerr imagined Gibb using the SaniLav and trying to work the camera at the same time, probably getting piss all over his hands. ‘You did well to catch up. How many do we have assigned?’

‘Half the Red team. Two vehicles and the rest on foot.’

Kerr heard Melanie’s voice again over the growl of Langton’s motorcycle. ‘You can sign me on. Jack’s dropping me off at the plot now.’

‘He’s making a right, heading north up South Lambeth Road,’ said Gibb, ‘and walking like he means business. Red Three, do you receive?’ Kerr heard a quiet voice bounce straight back to Gibb and the clunk of a car door as the surveillance operative got out to follow on foot. 

‘Yes, we have him.’

Kerr split the traffic waiting on the south side of the bridge and called up Langton. ‘Jack, confirm our guys are armed?’ 

‘Roger that,’ replied Langton. ‘Do we let him run?’

‘Yeah, we stay with him,’ ordered Kerr. ‘Mel, let’s have two of you on foot while I get back-up. Zulu, receiving, over?’ 

A soft burr came out of the ether: ‘Go ahead, John.’ 

Kerr
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