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For a whole set of reasons which I shan't go into – they're far too long and complicated to even begin to explain here – the fact is that I found myself and the whole of my Unit barricaded into the top floor of an old warehouse in Manchester with Ian Bann, the mad bomber.

“Can't we shift it?” Melia asked, not for the first time.

She was referring to the bomb that sat on the sturdy old wooden table in the middle of the room. We were sitting around it in a variety of chairs, apart from Caulfield, our Deputy Director, who was slumped in one corner of the vast, dirty room, nursing his broken arm and moaning, quietly.

“You don't need it there,” she reminded Ian, our captor.

It was true. He held the 'dead man switch' in his hand. If it ever fell out of his grasp, or we knocked it off, or he suddenly fell unconscious, the radio signal would detonate the bomb and we'd all die. It was a fact. It was something we'd had to get used to over the last few days.

“Is it making you nervous?” Ian rasped, his voice hoarse after so much shouting out the window at the police, gathered in the courtyard of the building, five floors below.

I tried to catch Melia's eye. Don't let him think it's making you nervous, I wanted to say. That's precisely what he wants. It's what he's always wanted. He started his bombing campaign five months ago to make people nervous, and it was the lure he used to get us to follow him in to the building. How were we to know that he had the top floor prepared, and that once we came through the door, he could cut us off so neatly? All of us, six fully grown adults, and him, the teenage terrorist.

“I like you,” Ian reminded Melia.

It was unfortunate. One unfortunate consequence of having a young thug in amongst us, was that he and his raging hormones would sure as hell be attracted to the only female in our group. That, and the fact that Melia is one of the most glamorous and enticing blondes the Service has ever had the good fortune to recruit. Sure he was attracted to her. I was attracted to her. Even Caulfield, when he was well, was attracted to her. Only Ted, who was older than most of us, didn't seem to entertain such thoughts.

Melia stood up. “You smell,” she reminded him.

She walked over to the corner of the room where the sink was, and started to fill the kettle. Again. It was what we did. Regularly. One advantage of having a well-prepared hostage taker look after you is that he makes sure he stocks up with teabags. We had started with a dozen boxes and there were still some left.

Ian Bann smelt. It was true. But then, we all did. More than four days with no proper bathroom and anybody would have the same problem. Even Melia. Secretly, I think Melia was counting on it. It was her one excuse to keep the pint-sized thug at bay. Even he was hesitating to get anywhere near her while she reeked so bad. I looked at him. He was swaying. He'd had to manage for nearly a hundred hours now on only the smallest amount of sleep. We were okay, we could sleep in shifts and keep an eye on him. But he had to watch us all, and that meant keeping awake, for at least the majority of the time.

“What does anyone want?” Melia asked coquettishly.

It was a joke. We had tea or tea. There was no choice. Tea, we all said, sounding off like a platoon of real soldiers. I was squirming. Soldiers? We had been caught and corralled, like amateurs. Worse, we were still here, days later, having failed on all attempts to escape. We were hopeless. Awful. Depressingly bad at our job.

I'd been talking about it to Ted, the night before, whispering into the darkness.

“He was clever,” Ted assured me, creaking his old bones on the uncomfortable chair and trying to find some position that didn't exaggerate his lumbago.

“We should have been smarter,” I reminded him. We should. We had skills on our side, refined over many years. We had experience, and talent. Why has it suddenly come to nothing?

“We caught him,” Ted reminded me.

That was true. After the local police had failed, and after the Regional Police Task Force had tried and failed, the Manchester bobbies had called down to London and asked the Ministry for help. They were happy to oblige – it was good for interdepartmental co-operation – plus they figured we had a good chance, seeing as how Melia and I were local people. We knew Manchester well, knew who to ask and who to avoid, who to believe and who to bribe. It was a fact that after only a few days I found a couple of people who were willing to talk to me. A few more meetings, some money spent, and we were raiding a house in Longsight in the east of the city that used to belong to a drug dealer I once knew and sent to prison. Ian Bann wasn't there. He had gone, but there were clues. If we hadn't got overconfident at that point, we would have realised he had left them deliberately. We would have hesitated when we got to the warehouse overlooking the Rochdale Canal in central Manchester, and we wouldn't have come haring up the stairs without even drawing our side arms. Then he wouldn't have been able to corner us. 

But he did.

“He caught us,” I reminded Ted.

Ted pointed over to the window. “We've got him cornered,” he said quietly.

You could have called it that, if you include six police cars, a van or two, a dog team and a Forensics squad, then yes, we had him. Fortunately for us they were content to wait out the siege on the ground floor. They had been warned, forcibly enough, that if they tried to storm our floor, then Ian would drop the switch and we'd all be meat and bone, flying through the air into the car park and the canal. I was hoping that Gibson had arrived, our boss. I was confident he could persuade local law enforcement to stave off any attempts at rescue. But then, that probably meant he was assuming that our little group could help ourselves and get ourselves out of the trap. So far we hadn't done a very good job.

Looking around, I reviewed the damage. Caulfield had a broken arm. Gus, from Hull, had a huge black eye and a nasty looking gash over the other eye. Sanjay, from the London office, had paint all over the front of his fatigues. Red paint. He also was missing one shoe. (Don't ask. It's a long story.) That left me and Ted, fine so far, and Melia, tired, slightly emotional and sick as the rest of us at the predicament our foolishness had brought us into.

It was late in the afternoon and as Melia finished making the tea and bringing round the mugs, I could see that Ian was fading, his concentration not good. If he fumbled for a moment, then we could get a few minutes to have our usual nightly conference, working out ideas and considering plans. This time, I promised myself, it was going to go better. Soon, I decided. It was autumn and the days were getting shorter. Dusk arrived a little sooner every night. Soon it would be dark, with only the guttering camping lamps that Ian had brought with him to illuminate the dim room with its thick stone walls and exposed beams. There had to be something, I was musing, some item or piece of equipment we could use to our advantage. There were building materials piled in one corner, lathes of wood, boxes, a ladder and a length of rope. Maybe we could use some of that stuff. All we had to do was overpower him. Six of us, and one of him. How difficult could it be?

“Hello in there,” a voice boomed.

Ian sat upright, startled. It was a consequence of his choice of old warehouse for hiding that there was no phone handy that the hostage negotiators could use. Ian must have a mobile phone, we all knew that, but it seemed like he had chosen to switch it off, days ago. That left one means to communicate. The megaphone. One advantage to the use of that method was that there weren't any windows in this part of the warehouse, just looming empty spaces which had probably once been boarded up. Now they were open to the sky, thin slivers in the walls, which of course were as old and as thick as the table we sat at.

Ian looked us all over, decided we were all enjoying our tea too much to threaten him, so slowly moved over to the nearest window opening. He risked a quick look out, then pulled his head back in, just in case there were snipers taking aim at his head, which of course, knowing our Unit, there would be.

“What now?” he shouted back at them.

“We have curry,” the voice said.

I grinned. This was what, in the anti-terrorism business, we call 'psychology'. Those outside knew that we hadn't eaten in days, apart from a few odd biscuits that our tormentor had brought with him, and that we'd all be ravenous. A spicy, delicious curry was enough to tempt any good resident of Manchester. Slowly, imperceptibly, the aromas were wafting up to us on the languorous evening breeze.

Strangely, Ian turned to us. “How are they going to get it up here?” he demanded.

He expected too much of us. He thought we'd had experience in hostage situations and knew how these things were organised. But how? We were on the top floor of an immense old stone warehouse in the middle of the biggest city in the North West of England. Did the team downstairs have ladders? A hoist? Could they lower it down from a helicopter?

Melia sneered. “Give them permission and they'll bring the containers up the stairs and leave them outside the door,” she suggested.

Ian looked aghast. “Then I open the door
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