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			COURAGEOUS HERO OR COLD-BLOODED KILLER? 

			THE TRUTH MUST COME OUT.

			 

			Undercover cop Chris Sketty became a hero when he almost died trying to stop the most brutal terror attack in UK history. With the suspects either dead or missing, the real motive remains a mystery.

			 

			But someone is convinced Sketty is a liar.A criminal mastermind.

			A murderer.

			 

			Blackmailed into revealing the truth, Sketty will share a twisting tale of betrayal, deception and murder . . . with a revelation so shocking that nothing will be the same again.
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			Tonight 

			Sketty

			‘So, you’re quite the hero, Mr Sketty.’

			The man addressing me in a soft Edinburgh accent is Dr Ralph Teller, a short, round individual of about seventy, who reminds me in appearance of Richard Attenborough, the owner of Jurassic Park in the original movie, and the one responsible for all those dinosaurs running loose and misbehaving. Dr Teller has a surprisingly cheerful demeanour considering that he suffers from an advanced and degenerative form of multiple sclerosis, which has left him permanently confined to a wheelchair, and will, in his own words, finish him off for good before too long. Right now, we’re sitting opposite each other in the room he calls his snug, although it’s at least as big as my living room at home. A log fire burns enthusiastically in the grate, casting shadows across the pitted stone walls, while outside the window, cold December rain lashes down.

			‘I can promise you, Dr Teller,’ I tell him, ‘I would have preferred not to have been a hero. I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

			‘The bravest men are often the most reluctant to participate in the fray,’ he says sagely, taking a sip from his whisky, and I get the feeling that this is a phrase he’s just made up, and that he makes up a lot of phrases like this. You see, I’m certain that Dr Teller (the Dr bit comes from his PhD in anthrozoology, whatever the hell that is) is not only a pseudo-intellectual, but also a fraud, the type of guy who’s always got a hidden agenda, and the playfully cunning look in his eye as he observes me over the rim of the glass just reinforces my impression.

			Teller puts his drink down on the gnarly wooden table next to him, his hand shaking and shivering, and tries to make himself comfortable in the wheelchair before he speaks again. ‘I invited you here because I wanted to hear your story. In your own words. And I know what an imposition it is for you to come all this way to see some curious old man, which is why you’ll find that the money I promised should already be in your account, if you’d like to check.’

			Teller has paid me the princely sum of a thousand pounds to come out to his mansion in the Oxfordshire countryside and talk to him, which is actually less than the going rate. Right now, everyone who’s anyone wants to interview me, and I’m a man in demand.

			‘I’ll check later,’ I tell him, keen to get this over with. There’s a tension in this room and I have a worrying feeling that a trap is being set for me. I need to be careful, but then I knew that before I came here, which is why I’m drinking sparkling water that I’ve opened myself and not the whisky on offer. I take a drink of the water now and say: ‘Where do you want me to start?’

			‘Where all stories start, Mr Sketty. At the beginning. However,’ he adds, his eyes glinting brightly and malevo­lently in the room’s dim light as he leans forward in the wheelchair, ‘I want the truth, not your embellished version of events.’

			I immediately tense. ‘I’m not sure I follow you.’

			‘I think you do,’ he says with a confidence I don’t like.

			‘Look, I came here voluntarily to talk to you about the case. But I’m not prepared to be accused of being a liar.’ I put down my drink, thinking that agreeing to talk to this old man was always a bad idea. I don’t need the money and I certainly don’t need the grief. ‘Perhaps it’s best if I just leave.’

			I start to lift myself out of my armchair. My bad hip has become stiff from me being sat down for the past ten minutes while we did the various small talk. Dr Teller doesn’t seem remotely perturbed, however. Instead, he’s actually smiling, the sly bastard, and there’s something predatory about it. ‘Before you go, Mr Sketty, you might want to see this.’ He reaches round in his wheelchair, moving slowly, and retrieves a plain cardboard folder from under the table, leaning forward to hand it to me.

			I don’t much want to take it, but curiosity gets the better of me. It contains a couple of dozen pages of printed A4 paper, complete with photographs, and as soon as I start reading, I can see this is trouble. This man Teller, a doctor of anthrozoology, for Christ’s sake, knows everything about my career. And I mean everything, including parts that I’ve kept extremely well hidden. I take a deep breath, retaining my composure. ‘How did you get the information in here?’

			‘My wife died at the Villa Amalfi,’ he says, mentioning that terrible night all those years ago that changed both our lives forever. ‘She was everything to me. Everything. And I lost her. Just like that.’ His face contorts with a savage, almost primeval pain that for a moment makes him look like a man possessed by some evil spirit, then he shakes his head angrily as if banishing it. After a moment, he composes himself. ‘I’ve had fourteen long years to research this case and everyone’s part in it, including yours. It’s been my focus. My passion. My very existence. And the combination of time, determination and very large sums of money is a particularly effective means of finding things out.’

			‘If you know so much, what do you need me for?’

			‘There are still a few gaps, and I believe you’re the man who can fill them.’

			‘And if I don’t tell you?’

			‘Then I’m afraid that everything in that folder gets made public.’

			‘So you’re blackmailing me?’

			‘I wouldn’t put it like that. At the moment, I’m simply giving you an incentive to talk.’

			He takes another dainty sip of the whisky while I consider my options. But in truth I don’t really have any. The information in this folder is incendiary.

			Slowly I lower myself back into the chair and we eye each other warily.

			‘Take me through it right from the beginning,’ he says.

			And so that’s where I start.
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			I can tell you the exact minute it began. 6.42 a.m. on 23 November 2005, when I watched my daughter die in front of me.

			After that, it was all over. It just took me a long time to realise it.

			But I suppose for the purpose of this story it all started the night we nicked Claud Bradbury. I was in an unmarked surveillance car with my partner and old mate, fellow DC Ty Quelch. A beautiful name for a beautiful man. I loved that guy. We’d worked together on and off for about three years, ever since I’d joined SO11, which at that time was the Met’s Organised Crime Branch. He’d already been there a year, and so he’d been the one to show me the ropes. He’d also saved my neck on an op when a suspect had pulled a knife and lunged at me. Ty was like a grand master of tae kwon do, or whatever the equivalent is, and he’d done this amazing move, which he’d tried to teach me and I’d never picked up, and in the space of about three seconds he was sitting on the guy and in the process of cuffing him.

			The daft thing was, we weren’t even after Bradbury that night. Instead we were on a surveillance job on an estate in one of the less gentrified parts of Balham, keeping an eye on an address where we had intelligence that there was going to be a major delivery of heroin. Surveillance is boring. It’s lots of hanging about and talking crap while you wait for something interesting to happen, and this was one of those nights. It had got so bad that Ty and I had resorted to playing I Spy, to which an urban street at night didn’t offer a great deal of fodder, and we’d just about exhausted that and were wondering whether the dealer was ever going to show when this giant of a man, clearly on something, came lumbering into view on the other side of the road. His jacket was all askew and half hanging open, and it looked like there was blood on his head.

			Ty and I looked at each other, then back at the guy, who must have been about six five, and an absolute minimum of eighteen stone (not a lot of which looked to be fat), and who had a face that could best be described as fierce.

			‘Who the fuck is that?’ said Ty, since no one matching this individual’s description was meant to live at the target house, and he definitely wasn’t in the state to be doing any kind of delivery.

			‘I don’t know,’ I said, ‘but he’s not stopping at our place.’

			And he wasn’t. He came lumbering past the target house, banging into a parked car and bouncing off it, and continued up the street in our direction.

			Ty and I slid lower in our seats, not wanting to be spotted, although it didn’t look like this guy would be doing much spotting, and watched as he stopped on the other side of the street, almost directly opposite our car, fumbled in his pockets for something that he clearly couldn’t find, and then commenced banging on the door of one of the houses, yelling for whoever was inside to let him in. This carried on for about a minute, during which time lights came on in the adjoining houses, and at least one person poked their head out from behind the curtain, but then poked it straight back in again, not wanting to get involved.

			Finally the door opened, and a harassed-looking woman appeared. I was in the driver’s seat and I could clearly see the terrified expression on her face at the sight of him. He didn’t wait to be let in, just shoved her aside and stalked past, slamming the door behind him.

			Then, a couple of seconds later, I heard a scream – faint but unmistakable – coming from inside.

			I turned to Ty. ‘Did you hear that?’

			‘I heard something,’ he said.

			‘It was a scream.’ I let the driver’s-side window down an inch, and immediately heard the sound of crockery breaking. ‘We can’t just sit here,’ I said.

			‘Chris, we have to, buddy. We’re on surveillance. We can’t get involved. Let me call it in.’

			Another scream came from inside, and then I was sure I heard a kid crying, and that did it for me. ‘We haven’t got time, Ty. Someone’s getting hurt in there.’

			‘Shit,’ he said, but he didn’t try to stop me as I yanked open the driver’s door and ran across the street. By that point in my career, a year on from Grace’s death, I’d earnt the occasional nickname of Bonkers Sketty for my habit of charging into trouble with no thought for my own personal safety. Like now. Although I was glad that Mr Tae Kwon Do was following close behind, because I wasn’t that bonkers and didn’t want to have to face a monster like this man – who we later found out was thirty-five-year-old Claud Bradbury, a low-level thug and domestic abuser with a string of convictions long enough to hang your washing on, who was also (unfortunately for us) a part-time cage fighter – on my own.

			The door was locked, so I hammered on it hard, yelling that we were police and to open up fast, hoping my tone might encourage him to calm down, and hoping too that they didn’t hear me in the target house, a dozen or so doors down.

			All I got back was an unintelligible roar from somewhere beyond the door, mixed in with more screaming. The problem was, the only weapons we were carrying were expandable batons, and right then, they didn’t feel like much protection.

			I looked at Ty. ‘You’re the one who knows tae kwon do.’

			He shot me a look and shook his head angrily before pulling out his baton and telling me to get out of the way.

			I didn’t need asking twice – like I said, I wasn’t that bonkers – and I moved to one side, extending my own baton while he launched a kick at the door, which did nothing except send him stumbling backwards. He then took another couple of steps back, and this time did a flying kick, with exactly the same result, except when he stumbled backwards, he landed on his arse. I would have laughed but I never had time, because a second later the door flew open from the inside and Claud Bradbury came charging out, waving what appeared to be a table leg, and went straight for Ty.

			I don’t think Bradbury even noticed me, which was a bad move on his part, because the anger and excitement came surging through me then, and without even thinking about it, I whacked him on the arm holding the table leg with the baton. As he turned round, I leapt on him, legs akimbo, like a ballroom dancer, sending him staggering backwards, where he immediately tripped over Ty. The two of us went down hard, but if I thought that was the end of his resistance, I was sadly wrong. I’m not the biggest of guys – five nine and a half, and at the time probably the lighter side of eleven stone – and the bastard literally flipped me over his head and sent me crashing into the neighbour’s bins, which thank God were plastic and did a reasonable job of cushioning my landing.

			As I clambered to my feet, picking up my fallen baton, Bradbury leapt up and, with alarming speed for a man who only five minutes before had been reeling drunkenly down this very street, grabbed the table leg and squared up to Ty, who went into one of his tae kwon do defensive postures. At the same time, the woman who’d answered the door appeared in the doorway, her shirt ripped and face bloodied. One eye was already swelling over, and she was unsteady on her feet. From inside the house I could hear at least two children – young by the sound of it – crying fearfully, and I remember it was that which gave me the red mist, and almost cost me my career.

			Bradbury had his back to me, and as he swung the table leg at Ty, who only just about managed to parry it, I ran up behind him and wrapped the baton round the back of his head. I can’t honestly remember whether I meant to hit him there, but it certainly did the trick. He lurched to the side and went down on one knee, which gave me the chance to drive my own knee into his face, and this time he went down properly, collapsing on his back on the pavement while I jumped on top of him, and used both hands to push the baton sideways-on into his face.

			I’m certain I would have carried on hurting him, but I never got the chance, because the woman he’d been assaulting jumped on my back, got me in a surprisingly tight headlock and yelled at me to get off him.

			By this time, people were poking their heads out of their windows all over the place, several of them filming the melee, which I knew then was probably not going to look good for me, and I was lucky that Ty intervened and dragged her off, kicking and screaming. Which was when Bradbury started struggling again, yelling abuse as he tried to wriggle out from under me and howling all kinds of shit about police brutality.

			Reinforcements in the form of a local patrol car arrived to find the four of us out the front of the house wrestling like a dishevelled pair of tag teams, and they managed to help us nick Bradbury and get the woman, who was his common-law wife, back inside the house.

			I was once told by a crusty old DS of thirty years’ standing to always avoid getting involved in domestic disputes, as they never ended well for you, and I’ll tell you this: to my dying day I wish I’d never got involved in that one.

		

	
		
			3

			I was suspended on full pay for six weeks after the Claud Bradbury incident while those leeches in the IPCC, as it was known then, investigated my conduct to decide whether or not I’d used excessive force during the arrest. My plight wasn’t helped by the fact that a) someone had captured me on camera whacking Bradbury round the head with the baton while his back was turned, and then kneeing him in the face while he potentially wasn’t in a fit state to fight back, and b) that his common-law wife, the woman we’d been trying to protect by our intervention, had said not only that she wasn’t pressing charges against her old man, but that she wanted me prosecuted for assaulting him.

			So when I was called in for a meeting by my boss’s boss, the joyfully named DCI Perry Stilton, at one of SO11’s old operations centres, a two-storey prefab unit on a bleak-looking industrial estate in Feltham – the type of place that wouldn’t have looked any worse with a communal urinal directly outside it – I was pretty certain it meant I was going to get fired. At twenty-six, I might have had seven years’ largely unblemished service within the Met, but I didn’t think that was going to help me now.

			And the truth was, when I parked my car outside and walked up to the front door, I really didn’t care any more. In my mind, I’d already decided on a career change, although to what I still wasn’t quite sure.

			But as it happened, I was in for a surprise. Or to be more accurate, a series of surprises.

			Firstly, the door was locked and there didn’t appear to be anyone in the reception area, and when I pressed the buzzer I had to wait so long that I was beginning to wonder if I’d got the wrong day.

			Then a woman I’d never seen before – about thirty, with long, very light auburn hair tied in a ponytail, and wearing a dark trouser suit – opened the door. She was tall and lean with the broad shoulders of a swimmer, and even in her flats she still had a good inch on me.

			‘Chris Sketty?’ she asked, with a half-smile, a raised eyebrow and an accent that spoke of a good education.

			I nodded and showed my warrant card. ‘That’s me.’

			‘I’m DS Rose Bennett, how do you do?’

			‘I do not that good at the moment,’ I said, shaking her proffered hand. She had a firm, dry grip that expressed confidence and made me think she was probably going places in the Met.

			‘Come with me,’ she said, and led me through the empty reception area, up the stairs to the second floor and along an equally empty corridor to an office at the end.

			‘Where is everybody?’ I asked her. The SO11 ops centres, which were effectively just secure bases that could be used by different teams for certain jobs, were usually hives of activity.

			‘We wanted privacy,’ she said over her shoulder, stopping at the office door and knocking.

			That was when I got my second surprise, because when she opened the door, there was only one person inside: a small, olive-skinned woman of about forty with very short black hair, who sat behind the room’s only desk.

			I looked round, puzzled, but couldn’t resist a small joke, since I was probably about to be fired anyway. ‘No Stilton?’

			‘No,’ said the woman behind the desk, getting to her feet. ‘DCI Stilton’s not going to be joining us. I’m DCI Marina Reineke of SO15, or as they like to call us now, Counter Terrorism Command. And you’ve met my colleague Rose.’

			I nodded dumbly. Counter Terrorism Command had only been formed a few weeks earlier, an amalgamation of SO13 and SO15 (the Met have always loved their acronyms), and as far as I knew, they had absolutely no interest in internal discipline procedures.

			‘Please,’ said Reineke, pointing at a chair. ‘Take a seat.’

			My plan had been to stand, so that if I was going to be summarily dismissed, I could simply turn on my heel and walk out without having to listen to anything else, but given this unexpected and somewhat bizarre turn of events, I did as she requested, while Rose Bennett took the other seat, crossing her long legs and taking out a large A4-sized notebook with a flowery cover from a briefcase by her chair, which she placed on her lap.

			‘Do you mind if I ask what this is all about?’ I asked, looking at them both in turn. ‘I was under the impression that this was a disciplinary hearing.’

			‘No, it’s not,’ said Reineke. ‘Your disciplinary hearing’s going to be held in two weeks’ time, but the results of the IPCC investigation are already in. They’re recommending your dismissal.’

			‘No surprise there,’ I said. ‘What is a surprise is that it has anything to do with Counter Terrorism Command.’

			‘We’re coming to that,’ said Reineke, ‘but I’m reliably informed that the disciplinary panel will decide to issue you with a final warning, in light of your otherwise excellent record and, of course, your personal circumstances.’

			My personal circumstances. It was a very bland way of describing Grace’s death, but I preferred it to any outpourings of sympathy from people I didn’t know. I’d had enough of that over the past year.

			‘That’s good to know,’ I said. ‘And interesting that you know it.’ I decided to be direct. ‘So why am I here?’

			‘We have a job that might interest you.’ DCI Reineke leant forward in her seat, elbows on the desk, eyeing me carefully. She might have been small of stature, but there was a steel about her that I strongly suspected made people sit up and listen. ‘Now, I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot here, but what we want to discuss with you, whether you take the job or not, is not to go outside this room. If it does, you’ll face criminal charges.’

			Now I was intrigued. Even so, I shrugged, playing it cool. ‘Okay.’

			She stared at me for several seconds, as if making sure I fully understood the importance of her words. I just sat there waiting.

			Seeing that she wasn’t getting any further reaction, she commenced her spiel. ‘For some time now, ourselves and MI5 have had an individual who goes by the alias Kalian Roman on our radar. We have no idea as to his identity, or even what his true endgame is. However, what we do know is that he’s been financing and equipping a variety of extremist groups up and down the country over a long period of time. Five years ago, we broke up a Newcastle-based neo-Nazi cell who were planning a series of shootings of left-wing politicians and ethnic-minority public figures across the north. Their planning was well advanced and, more worryingly, they were well armed, with the kind of firepower that would have been very difficult for them to get hold of on their own. Those firearms came from Kalian Roman, as did twelve thousand pounds in cash to finance their activities. Because we had all four of them on tape talking about exactly what they were planning to do, they all pleaded guilty and cooperated. But the thing is, none of them had ever met Kalian Roman. In fact, they’d never even spoken to him. It seemed he’d approached them online, established a rapport, and the relationship had grown from there.

			‘Then, three years ago, an almost identical thing happened, except this time with an al-Qaeda-inspired cell of Islamic extremists based out of Birmingham who wanted to carry out an indiscriminate bombing campaign against civilians. Again, we got them at a very late stage in the planning process, and they were already in possession of ten kilos of high-grade C-4 plastic explosives and detonators. None of them cooperated, but we had them on tape mentioning Roman by name as the weapons supplier. There was also the Berkhamsted bomber. Remember him?’

			I nodded. ‘The radicalised Islamic fundamentalist who blew himself up in Pizza Hut? Yeah, I remember him. Don’t tell me Kalian Roman supplied the bomb there too.’

			‘According to information found in the bomber’s flat, Roman supplied him with the explosives and he built the bomb alone. Luckily it didn’t detonate properly, otherwise it would have destroyed the bulk of Berkhamsted town centre.’

			‘How on earth does he get these people to trust him, if they’ve not even met?’ I asked.

			‘By establishing his credentials. After he’d made contact with the Newcastle cell, he gave them the location of a bag containing two brand-new Glock pistols with a hundred rounds of ammunition that he claimed to have hidden in woodland in Northumberland. Apparently the cell members kept an eye on the area for three days to make sure there was no police presence, then one of them went in and found the weapons exactly where they’d been told they’d be. After that, they assumed he must be kosher, since the police would never have allowed those guns to be in circulation. He did something similar with the Islamic extremists. The point is, when he gets involved, he delivers the firepower, which makes him extremely dangerous, especially as we still have no idea where it’s coming from.’

			‘It’s an interesting story,’ I said, and then asked the obvious question: ‘But what’s it got to do with me?’

			‘We didn’t hear any mention of Kalian Roman again after the Berkhamsted bomb, and we hoped he might have stopped his activities, but then three months ago, one of our low-level informants – an ex-soldier with right-wing extremist connections – told his handler that an attempt had been made by one of his former colleagues in the army, a Martin Greene, to recruit him into a cell actively planning terror attacks against government and left-wing targets. Greene told our informant that the cell was being bankrolled and armed by someone with major connections. He didn’t say who it was, but when we put a bug in Greene’s flat, we heard him mention Kalian Roman by name in one of his phone calls.’

			Reineke paused. ‘Our informant was frozen out after that, we don’t know why. Greene went to ground too and disappeared from his rental flat, and hasn’t been seen or heard from since, so it’s possible he got spooked. After that, we thought the lead might turn into a dead end. But then, with some help from GCHQ, we managed to ID the individual Greene had been talking to on the phone about Kalian Roman. That individual is a serving police officer, a detective sergeant in the Met, and we have reason to believe he may be involved. The problem is, he’s also highly surveillance-aware, making it near enough impossible to bug him, even if we could get the authorisation, which I don’t believe we would.’ She gave me a wintry smile. ‘And that’s where you come in, DC Sketty. Would you consider an undercover information-gathering role?’

			‘I’d consider it, yes,’ I said, wanting to hear more before I committed to anything. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Rose Bennett writing something in her flowery notebook. She’d been writing things down in there since the conversation between her boss and me had begun. Or maybe she’d been doodling. It was hard to tell.

			‘It’ll certainly help your career if you do,’ said Reineke. ‘My understanding is that DCI Stilton is keen to transfer you out of SO11.’

			Which was no big surprise. Like too many senior figures in the Met, Stilton was a politician at heart, and clearly saw me as a loose cannon who might cause him trouble if I remained on his watch.

			‘Well, I guess I’ll have to very seriously consider it, then,’ I said, feeling in better spirits now that I might actually be in demand by my employers for once. ‘Where’s the officer in question based?’

			‘He’s part of a team called the Gang Intelligence Unit. They’re based out of Hammersmith nick, an offshoot of the CID there.’

			‘I’ve heard of them. Is that Devon Andrews’ outfit?’

			Both women looked interested, as though they hadn’t been expecting this. ‘You know Devon Andrews?’ said Bennett, joining the conversation for the first time.

			‘No,’ I said, turning her way, ‘but I’ve heard about the GIU. Apparently they’re doing a good job.’ The GIU was one of those units the Met periodically set up to deal with whatever issue was getting the public’s and press’s attention. At that time, in the early 2000s, youth gang crime had become a major problem across London (which of course it still is), and so a number of GIU units were set up across the various boroughs to combat low- to mid-level organised crime. The most successful, or at least the one that seemed to garner most of the publicity, was GIU West, which was led by DI Devon Andrews, a tough ex-boxer with a busted nose that covered half his face and close to twenty-five years’ service, all of them spent on the mean streets of west London. The Met’s PR people considered Andrews the perfect choice for the job. Not only was he highly experienced, he was also black, which went a long way to deflecting any claims of racial bias made against the team. It had crossed my mind more than once to put in an application to join them. ‘Don’t tell me Andrews is your suspect?’

			Reineke shook her head, again with that wintry smile. ‘No, I don’t think he’s an extreme right-winger, somehow. Our suspect is his right-hand man, DS Barry Cleaver. He’s the one you need to get close to.’

			‘The Met have upped their budget for the GIU units,’ said Rose Bennett, ‘and there’s currently a vacancy within Devon Andrews’ team for a DC. They’ve insisted on interviewing any prospective candidates, but they haven’t talked to anyone yet.’

			‘We’d like you to apply for the position,’ continued Reineke. ‘It seems they’re quite an aggressive outfit, with very proactive methods of policing, so with your record – both the good and the not-so-good parts – you should make a very decent fit. The idea is for you to join the team, get close to the target and find out what you can from him. This may mean pretending that you share his extremist views. If the target is indeed part of a terrorist cell, we want him to trust you enough to invite you to become part of it. But the key for us in Counter Terrorism is to find out who Kalian Roman is so that we can stop him before he actually makes one of these plots work.’

			‘It’s not going to be easy,’ I said, although I’d already pretty much decided to take the role. ‘If the target is as careful as you say he is, he’s not going to open up to some newbie on the team. It could take months.’

			‘We understand that,’ said Reineke, ‘and obviously we’ll be working other angles, so it would be best to consider it as a potentially longer-term role. Your job would be to record Cleaver saying something incriminating enough for us to use against him, so he can be turned. DS Bennett here would be your handler and your first point of contact.’

			Rose Bennett closed her notebook and gave me what I’d call a businesslike smile. ‘I wouldn’t be keeping lots of tabs on you, or demanding weekly progress reports. We’d communicate via secure email and meet when and if you are making real progress so we can discuss the best way to gather evidence against the target in a way that doesn’t compromise your safety. You’ll also have a dedicated phone number so that if something urgent comes up, you can get hold of me day or night, 24/7.’

			I looked at her. She came across as confident and capable, but could I trust her to get me out of a difficult situation? The jury was out on that one. ‘Who else would know about my role apart from you two?’ I asked.

			‘Only my direct boss, the head of Counter Terrorism,’ said Reineke. ‘That’s it. As far as DCI Stilton is concerned, you transferred out and joined GIU.’

			‘And if I say no?’

			She shrugged. ‘Then you leave here, forget this meeting ever happened and go back to work at SO11 with your final warning hanging over you.’ That smile again. ‘See how long you last.’

			‘Are you interested in taking this role, DC Sketty?’ asked Rose Bennett coolly.

			And so I made the decision that would change my life forever.
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			When I walked into Hammersmith nick the following week for my interview, I was excited. Not because I felt I’d be righting wrongs and preventing terror attacks (I honestly didn’t think I was going to have any luck getting the information Reineke and Rose were after). No, I was excited because I desperately needed a role that I could get my teeth into, which would help me forget the mess my life had become by that point.

			The rot for me had started one day eighteen months earlier when my wife, Karen, noticed that our five-year-old daughter, Grace, was having difficulty walking. By the time Karen had made an appointment with the doctor, Grace was developing headaches so bad that they’d make her vomit. We were terrified. Up until that point, she’d been perfectly healthy, but within a week she’d been diagnosed with something called diffuse intrinsic pontine glioma, or DIPG for short, a rare, and extremely serious, brain-stem tumour that mainly affects young children. Long-term survival rates are as low as one per cent. And without going into details, Grace didn’t survive. She was given a rapid course of radiotherapy, but it did little, if anything, to stem her deterioration, and she died four months after the diagnosis.

			The blow was like nothing I’ve ever felt, either before or since. Our happy family – and I tell you this with hand on heart, we were truly happy – was simply destroyed, just like that. At the time of Grace’s diagnosis, I’d just been accepted for a job with the New South Wales police, based in Sydney. We were going to emigrate and start a new life in the sunshine, where the plan was for us to try for a second child, something we’d held back on because of finances. Karen and I were still young, having met as childhood sweethearts when we were still at school. We had our whole lives in front of us. So did Grace, even more so. I remember she’d been so excited about the beaches and the kangaroos and the koala bears, and everything kids get excited about.

			We had our whole lives in front of us.

			And then we didn’t.

			With Grace’s death, mine and Karen’s relationship became increasingly strained. We simply couldn’t seem to move on. The Australian job fell through when I couldn’t persuade her to come with me, and eventually we decided on a trial separation, which became a permanent one when Karen struck up a relationship with the grief counsellor she was seeing, a Kiwi called Bryan, who at the time of my GIU interview she’d just moved in with.

			And so, in twelve short months, a happy family of three had become a fucked-up one-man band.

			The interview, which DI Andrews insisted upon because he didn’t like people being foisted on him, took place in his office, a cramped room at the back of a larger open-plan office at the rear of the building, from where he ran GIU’s operations. Also present was his right-hand man and my target: DS Barry, or Baz, Cleaver. Cleaver was a shaven-headed, well-built gym bunny in his late thirties. He had small hands for a man of his size, and a very round face that would have looked far better on a jolly fat man, but which he compensated for by wearing the kind of fierce, pit-bull-like expression that smacked of some deep-seated insecurity, and I guessed he’d been bullied at school. I already knew that he’d changed his name by deed poll to Barry ‘Baz’ Cleaver from the significantly less brutish name of Nigel Locock, which was all part of the image he was trying to create of a man not to be trifled with. In fact, I knew quite a lot about Baz Cleaver, courtesy of Rose Bennett, who’d done a good job of filling me in on his background.

			I didn’t pay him any undue attention, though, just shook his hand, along with Devon Andrews’, and took a seat opposite Andrews while Cleaver stood off to one side with a foot perched on a stool, watching me interrogation-style, like he was hunting for any sign that I was hiding something. The bad cop.

			And a complete contrast to Andrews, who I liked straight away. He was a big guy with a big grin, revealing a gap between his two front teeth, but there was a depth to him, and a warmth, that I wasn’t expecting. ‘Look, Chris,’ he said, ‘before we begin, I wanted to say that I was sorry to hear about your daughter. I’m a dad of two, so I can’t imagine what you went through.’

			Cleaver mumbled something that sounded like agreement with his boss, although I couldn’t really tell.

			‘Thanks, I appreciate that,’ I said, looking at them both in turn.

			Andrews pushed back on his chair until it was against the wall, and asked me why I wanted to join the team.

			I wasn’t nervous. I didn’t need to lie. So when I spoke, I told the truth. ‘Because I’m tired of reacting to crime. I’m tired of dealing with arseholes after they’ve already left their trail of destruction. I want to be in a team where the work’s proactive. Where I’m getting out there and stopping the crimes before they happen, and where, you know . . .’ here I paused for a moment before continuing, ‘where you don’t necessarily have to hold back the whole time.’

			‘I see you have a bit of a problem with holding back,’ said Andrews, keeping his expression neutral.

			‘We read about your little fight with the domestic abuser,’ said Cleaver, who had a voice that was an octave too high for his overall demeanour, with just a hint of the nasal about it. ‘The one who’d been beating up his girlfriend.’

			‘I don’t have a problem,’ I told them evenly. ‘I was making an arrest. The guy was attacking me and my colleague. I did what I could to stop him causing either of us injury, and I didn’t hit him after he was incapacitated.’

			Andrews smiled, steepled his fingers under his chin. ‘I bet you wanted to, though, didn’t you?’

			I wondered if this was a trick question. According to Rose, who’d spent more than two hours prepping me for the interview, there were rumours that members of Andrews’ team – himself and Cleaver included – had used excessive force and threats of violence. But I figured that if I appeared too eager to tell them how much I’d wanted to hurt the guy that night, they might smell a rat.

			In the end, I told them ninety per cent of the truth. ‘I was angry, and he was acting like a wild man. And he was a big guy too, with a history of violent offences and assaults against police. So yeah, I reckon he deserved more than what I gave him. And maybe a part of me felt like giving him a sly couple of extra punches, but in the end, I know it wouldn’t have done me any good, so I’m glad I didn’t. And in that situation again, I’d do the same as I did. Fight back. Incapacitate the suspect. Remove the threat. Nothing more. Nothing less.’ The ten per cent I missed out was that I’d had to force myself, through a huge effort of will, to hold back from beating him to an absolute pulp, because in truth, I’d wanted to really hurt him. Believe it or not, even months later, I still did, and when the film of our fight on the pavement was shown back to me at my first disciplinary hearing, watching it actually made me feel excited, something I’m not proud of.

			Either way, though, both men must have liked my answer, because two days later I was told I had the job.

			I was now a member of Gang Intelligence Unit West and my undercover career had begun.
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			I had two more meetings with Rose Bennett, where we went through all the regulations I had to follow. She also gave me a rundown of how to work my main tool for intelligence-gathering: a state-of-the-art stainless-steel watch containing a miniature audio recorder and camera that you’d only be able to find if you took the whole thing apart. And that was it. I signed a contract and I was on my way.

			On my first day on the job, DI Andrews – or the Chief, as he was universally known, and which I’ll call him from now on – took me for a ride round some of the neighbourhood gang hotspots in an unmarked BMW X5 the team had just taken possession of, because the local crims had got to know the other cars they drove. Baz Cleaver rode with us too, sitting sprawled across two seats in the back, leaving me to get a bird’s-eye view of our territory from the front. Although based out of Hammersmith nick, we also covered adjacent boroughs where they had specific gang-related problems, a wide area that stretched as far west as Ealing and as far north as Kilburn.

			As we drove, the Chief gave me his philosophy. ‘You know, Chris, some people think this is a war between the police and the bad guys, and in a way it is. But it’s not like a normal war where you go out there every day and fight an evil enemy. It’s more like a cold war. You try to outwit your foes. You make sure they see you as a serious enough threat that they don’t want to take you on. But you also try to educate them, and the people around them, so they realise that what they’re doing is pointless in the long run. There are some real bad people out here, don’t get me wrong, and we’ve got to do everything we can to take them down. But most of the criminals round here aren’t like that. They’re just people who grew up with nothing, and if you present them with an alternative, they’ll take it.’ He turned and looked at me. ‘Where did you grow up?’

			‘Hemel Hempstead,’ I told him, because he probably knew that anyway, and I didn’t see much point denying it, even though it made me appear like a middle-class white boy from the suburbs, which clearly I was.

			‘So, you had it all right. Nothing wrong with that. I bet most of the kids here wish they’d grown up in Hemel Hempstead.’

			‘I bet they don’t,’ I said with confidence. ‘It was boring as hell.’

			The Chief looked over his shoulder. ‘Didn’t you grow up that way, Baz?’

			‘No chance,’ grunted Cleaver. ‘I’m Canvey Island. The Chernobyl of England. Hemel Hempstead’s like fucking Barcelona in comparison.’

			The Chief laughed, a deep bass sound that filled the car. ‘See, there you go, Chris. You had the best start of all three of us. I grew up round here. But you probably knew that, didn’t you?’

			‘I’d heard,’ I answered, because there wasn’t much about the Chief’s past that was secret. Being one of Scotland Yard’s poster boys tends to give you a high profile.

			‘A place called the Finchampstead estate,’ he continued. ‘Less than half a mile from where we are now. It’s gone now, demolished back at the end of the nineties, and I don’t think it’s ever been sorely missed. You see that apartment block over there?’ He pointed to a flashy-looking glass building about six storeys high set between a coffee shop and a Caribbean restaurant, both of which looked busy. ‘That land it’s built on used to be a piece of waste ground. We’d play footie on it when we were kids. We found a dead body there one summer. An old homeless tramp. We heard later he died of natural causes. He’d been there for days by the time we found him, and the smell was something else.’

			The Chief shook his head slowly, a slight smile on his face as if he was reminiscing about a past holiday somewhere mildly exotic, not a rotting corpse. ‘They were different days then, you know. Shit ones in a lot of ways. Everyone wanted to escape. Be a footballer, a musician, or whatever. Things have got better. But they’ve still got to change further. We need to give people hope. I managed to get out. I became an amateur boxer, got trained by a local police sergeant called Vic Hislop. I wasn’t good enough to go pro and it was Vic who encouraged me to join the force. My friends all thought I was mad. So did most of my family. But you know what? I’ve never regretted it, and when it comes to Judgement Day, I think I’ll be able to hold my head high and say I did more good in this world than harm.’

			‘I think we’re all hoping that,’ I said, ‘but right now, my track record on that front’s looking pretty skewed. The guy I had a fight with and almost lost my job over looks like he’s just going to get community service because his missus won’t press charges, and I even heard a rumour that he’s planning civil charges against me.’

			The Chief fixed me with a look that seemed to go right through me. ‘So, in your world the bad guys seem to be winning. Is that the way you see it, Chris?’

			I thought of Grace then. Sweet, innocent Grace whose life was stolen from her while scum not fit to clean her shoes wandered the world scot-free. ‘Sometimes it feels that way,’ I said.

			He clapped me on the shoulder. ‘Well, you’re in the right place to do some good now. Isn’t that right, Baz?’

			‘There’s definitely no shortage of bad guys to go after,’ said Cleaver from the back, without a hint of irony. ‘Especially in this place.’

			‘Ah yes,’ said the Chief, looking over towards a series of buildings appearing on our right. ‘The Cliveden Forest estate. We’ve been concentrating on cleaning up this place for months now, and we’re not having the easiest of times. The problem is, the gang who operate here are much better organised than most we have to deal with.’

			‘How so?’

			‘Well, for a start, they’ve got a proper leader. The guy’s name’s Jayson Jason, believe it or not.’

			I laughed. ‘Are you serious?’

			‘Absolutely. Poor kid never stood a chance with parents that lazy.’

			It struck me that this was true. I’m no bleeding-heart liberal, but that doesn’t mean I don’t accept the fact that some people really are doomed from the start, and it’s maybe best not to judge them until you get the whole story.

			‘Anyway, JJ, as we like to call him, runs his outfit with an iron fist. He’s twenty-nine now, old for a gangbanger, and he’s been in and out of nick all his life. The last time was five years for attempted murder, and since coming out three years back, he’s taken over all the crack, heroin and even weed dealing in the whole area
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Hero or criminal?
Tonight we find out.

‘An absolute master of the adrenaline-fuelled ride’ PETER JAMES





