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            Foreword

         

         The compelling story of Britain’s biggest gunrunning investigation, known as ‘Operation Abonar’, is based largely on real events that have remained mostly unreported for twenty-five years. It is told from a personal perspective by the former Detective Inspector who led the enquiry as his first major Scotland Yard investigation. Only weeks before he had joined the shadowy ‘Directorate of Intelligence, SO11 Branch’. The context is 1997, a time of escalating gangland violence in Glasgow, Manchester, Dublin and London. Rivals are fighting over drugs and turf, seeking to settle feuds with fully automatic machine guns needing thousands of rounds of ammunition. Some are also wanting silencers to surprise their enemies in drive-by shootings. Others have got hold of even heavier weaponry not previously seen in the UK.

      

   


   
      
         
            Author’s caveat

         

         Certain events, names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals, and some characters are an amalgam of many and created to help the story flow. Any similarities between these and a real person are purely coincidental. The reader should also understand that conversations are an indication rather than a verbatim account of what was said. This book is dedicated nonetheless to my former colleagues who worked with me on ‘Operation Abonar’ and in Specialist Operations at New Scotland Yard.

      

   


   
      
         
            PROLOGUE

         

         
            Conservative Party Conference, 6th October 1993

            
                

            

            “Prison works. It ensures that we are protected from murderers, muggers, and rapists, and it makes many who are tempted to commit crime think twice… This may mean that more people will go to prison. I do not flinch from that. We shall no longer judge the success of our system of justice by a fall in our prison population.”

            – Michael Howard, MP, Home Secretary, 1993 to 1997.

         

         1997

Monday, 20th January

         It was just before midnight in Moss Side, Manchester. For a brief moment, the moon shone through before surrendering the night sky again to heavy clouds. The street lighting coloured the drizzly air in a hazy amber hue. A group of four young men had gathered outside a house in Westerling Way talking loudly and aggressively. Given the upsurge in violence between rival gangs on the estate, an anxious neighbour had dialled 999. As PC Kennedy turned the marked police car slowly into the road, he gave his younger less experienced colleague, PC Thompson, a reassuring smile. They scanned the street looking for the suspects. Between the intermittent sweeps of the windscreen wipers the Constables soon spotted them outside number 29. Each was wearing an anorak with its hood pulled up partially hiding their faces.

         Not sure what they would encounter, PC Kennedy parked a few yards short and, leaving the headlights on full beam, he and PC Thompson stepped out to investigate. The young men each extended a hand to protect their eyes so as not to be dazzled. PC Kennedy spoke into his radio to update the station of their arrival. That immediately warned the group that the two silhouetted men now approaching were police officers. They chose not to retreat and instead purposefully crossed the road to take advantage of the shadows there. As they did so, the shortest of them swiftly pulled a black object he had 10been hiding inside his anorak and pointed it at the Constables. Then the terror began.

         A deafening burst of automatic gunfire tore through the air like the amplified sound of ripping cardboard. From the machinegun’s barrel, furious white flame lit up she shooter’s face exposing his wide-eyed stare as his hand jerked uncontrollably upwards. Ducking instinctively, the Constables both felt and heard the first bullets whistle past only inches from their heads. The gunfire went on punctuated by the stream of spent cartridges ringing emptily on the tarmac.

         “Fuck. Get down! Get down!” PC Kennedy screamed as he scrambled almost on all fours to find cover behind the nearest parked car. PC Thompson dropped to the ground too and did his best to roll towards what he hoped would be safe refuge under a van. Both heard the repeated thuds and whistles as the bullets intended for them smacked into a house wall and ricocheted off just feet away.

         Neither Constable had been shot at before and both now feared they would die ignominiously on this dismal wet road in Moss Side. Feeling his heart racing with fear, from his crouched position behind the car, PC Kennedy frantically rubbed his hands across his body checking for wounds and, finding none, raised his head skywards and mouthed “Thank you God”. At that same moment, PC Thompson had gone into shock. With the gunfire still making his ears ring, he was agitatedly mouthing words into the radio but found his voice had shut down.

         The shooting seemed to last forever but had ended in just two seconds. Once PC Kennedy was convinced it had stopped, he nervously raised his head just above the bonnet of the car he had used for cover. Wiping away sweat and drizzle from his face, he watched with huge relief as the four men jumped a garden wall and fled the street cheering with delight. Choosing not to pursue them, he radioed for assistance before going to help his colleague. PC Thompson too had not been shot but was unable to stand unaided due to his state of shock. So instead, PC Kennedy helped him over to a low garden wall where he sat shaking, speechless and staring fixedly ahead.

         Forensic officers later recovered twenty-one 9mm cartridge cases along with fragments of six bullets. Each of these had copper jackets with an unusual blue tip.

         
             

         

         More than a month later, in the early hours of Wednesday, February 26th, acting on intelligence about this shooting, detectives from Greater Manchester 11Police (GMP) executed a search warrant at 67 Anthony Close, West Gorton. The three occupants woke to the double crash of the battering ram breaking down the front door followed by the repeated shouts of “Armed police! Armed police!” The six-man team of Specialist Firearms Officers (SFOs) swarmed through every room to contain those inside. Once they had secured the property and handcuffed the two men and a woman found upstairs, their team leader handed over the scene to the detectives waiting outside.

         Climbing into the loft, DC Balfour’s torch picked out a holdall-sized embroidered tapestry bag beside the water tank. He crawled across the dusty rafters to reach it. The fact it showed no signs of dirt suggested someone had only recently hidden it there. Lifting the bag awkwardly in his crouched position, he was surprised by its weight.

         “This better be what we came for” he thought, now noticing the dust on his clothes. He unzipped the bag and the matt nickel plating of the objects inside reflected his torchlight. DC Balfour had found three Smith & Wesson ‘Model 36’, snub-nosed .38 calibre revolvers. With them were two clear plastic food bags full of ‘.38 Special’ ammunition with lead bullets.

         He called out to his supervisor, DS O’Neill. Poking hid head through the open loft hatch, the DS responded, “what you got mate?”

         “A holdall with three revolvers and a couple of sandwich bags of bullets,” DC Balfour told him in a hushed voice, not wanting to alert the people detained downstairs.

         “No machine guns then?” asked the DS.

         “No, not yet.”

         As he spoke, DC Balfour swung his torch back around the loft until its beam landed on a red carrier bag branded ‘Kwik Save’.

         “Oh hell,” he thought as he scrambled precariously back along the rafters to get it. As he lifted the plastic bag, the five-kilo weight alerted him to something big inside. He nudged open the edges with his torch.

         “Bingo, sarge!” he whispered. Taking his trophy back to show the DS, he told him excitedly, “two MAC-10s with two 30-round magazines”. Then checking the latter he added, “and they’re fully loaded with those same blue-tipped 9mm bullets we keep finding at shootings”.

         
             

         

         Subsequent forensic examination and comparisons with the spent ammunition recovered on January 20th identified one of these two MAC-10s had been used in the Westerling Way shooting. In addition, both guns were stamped on 12the right side of the receiver with the manufacturer’s name, ‘SF FIREARMS P.O. BOX 218 TUNBRIDGE WELLS KENT’. However, someone had obliterated the serial number using an electric TIG welder thereby creating a line of dots of melted metal. This method prevented any chance of recovering the digits forensically. The examining scientist also found a combination of gunsmithing features that made these MAC-10s unique when compared to all the others he had seen. These included:

         
	a smooth bore barrel with an external screw thread to allow a silencer to be fitted

            	the breech bolt (that works on springs, sliding back and forth when the trigger is pulled to both fire the bullets and eject the spent cases) was of a never-seen-before design with the extractor set at forty-five degrees

            	the feed ramp (over which the bullet slides from the magazine into the barrel) was a new design too with a seam weld setting it in place, and

            	the loading port and pistol grips had been modified to accept magazines from an ‘Uzi’ machine pistol.

         

Sunday, 23rd March

         Gangland shootings continued almost daily in Manchester due to the ongoing feuds over turf and drugs. The night shift had become the most dangerous time for GMP officers, as most incidents happened after dark.

         It had just gone 10pm as the two uniformed Constables on foot patrol turned the corner into Lydbrook Walk in Ardwick. The noises of the council estate settling down for the night gently reverberated around them in the chill dampness of early spring. The bright street lighting allowed the Constables to easily spot two men ahead of them dressed in dark clothing acting suspiciously. Their behaviour suggested one was buying drugs from the other. The Constables looked for somewhere in the shadows from which they could observe and move closer without being seen. Disappointingly, the streetscape offered no such cover, so the two men had spotted the officers too. At first, they hesitated, not sure whether to bluff it out or run. But, as the officers picked up pace, the two decided to sprint up an alley heading off the estate to the west. The officers gave chase. 13

         “16-53 to Charlie Kilo, urgent assistance!” PC Newberry shouted into his radio as they pursued their quarry. “Chasing suspects, Lydbrook Walk, across the recreation ground towards Langport Avenue.”

         As they left the alleyway, one of the men dropped a small plastic bag, which the second Constable, PC Woodage, deftly scooped up as he continued the pursuit. Subsequent forensic analysis found it contained a gramme of brown heroin.

         The two fugitives separated in Langport Avenue. Their pursuers decided to go after the slower one, who was now weaving through the tangle of back alleys leading to Dartford Close.

         As more officers joined the chase and closed in, the fleeing man realised he was cornered. Stopping next to a parked BMW, momentarily he crouched down behind it. As he stood up again, the two pursuing officers caught up with him. PC Newberry put the suspect in a wrist lock and then slammed him face-down firmly on the BMW’s bonnet.

         “Why did you run, mate?” he asked while his colleague bent down, shining his torch under the car. The light illuminated the matt black finish of a small-framed submachine gun.

         “I think I know why,” PC Woodage announced as he extended his baton to drag the gun out from under the car. “So what have you to say about this then? Is that why you ran?”

         The gun found was another MAC-10, with all the same distinctive features of the two recovered in West Gorton. Its Uzi magazine contained another twenty-one blue-tipped 9mm bullets.

         Wednesday, 23rd April

         Devon Dawson was known to the Metropolitan Police in Brixton, south London. Originally from Jamaica and aged 29, he was an active drug dealer who regularly used violence to secure and enforce his share of the lucrative local market. He had spent the evening standing outside the ‘Green Man’ pub at the busy junction where Coldharbour Lane crosses Loughborough and Hinton Roads. This was his turf for selling one-gramme bags of cocaine. He hid these down his underpants along with the cash, so kept one hand almost permanently in the elasticated waist band of his shell suit ready to trade. It was around 10pm when a young man approached and stopped short of 14Dawson. He nodded to him, signalling he wanted to buy. Dawson shouted out, “yo, so you want some blow? Better show me the money. Not doing credit for no one.”

         Given the constant vehicle traffic around him, Dawson hadn’t noticed the car drawing up alongside with its windows down. It’s doubtful he even had time to comprehend what was about to happen. The ten-round burst of fully automatic gun fire tore through his body. Each bullet jerked him around as if he was doing some frenetic dance move. His life ended in that single second it took for the gunman to squeeze the trigger. Whilst everyone else on that stretch of narrow pavement ran and ducked for cover, Dawson fell dead. His blood had spattered across the now bullet-chipped drab brown tiles of the pub wall. It marked out where some had ripped clean through his body due to the close range of the shooter.

         Detectives recovered at the scene ten 9mm cartridge cases. The pathologist who conducted the subsequent autopsy removed four bullets from Dawson’s body; each had a distinctive blue tip.

         
             

         

         Five days after the shooting, police were searching for Michael Senior, another Jamaican-born drug dealer. As Dawson’s fiercest business rival, he was the principal suspect for his murder.

         Two detectives in an unmarked car radioed for armed backup when they spotted Senior in Branksome Road, Clapham, south London. He was a rear-seat passenger in a red Nissan saloon being driven by a close associate.

         The Armed Response Vehicle (A-R-V) crew in the marked Rover 800 were quickly up behind the Nissan with blue lights and headlights flashing indicating to the driver to stop. As soon as he did so, two armed officers ran forward; each with a hand on their Glock 9mm pistols ready to draw if threatened. Seconds later, the detectives pulled up in their car behind.

         “Keep your hands where I can see them,” the armed officer told Senior firmly as he opened the car door next to him.

         “Why you stopping me? All this police harassment,” he protested, sucking his teeth. Begrudgingly, Senior then got out of the car shouting, “I’ve not done nothing!”

         Stepping forward, DS Harvey immediately handcuffed the man, telling him, “I doubt that cos’ you’re nicked for the murder of Devon Dawson.”

         Later that same day, the detectives searched Senior’s home at Dumbarton Court, Brixton Hill. They recovered a MAC-10 that Senior had hidden in 15a kitchen cupboard. The gun was still loaded with twenty-five 9mm bullets in its Uzi magazine; each one with a blue tip.

         Subsequent forensic examination confirmed it was the gun used to kill Dawson. Senior only admitted to storing it for someone he wouldn’t name. To this day, Devon Dawson’s murder remains unsolved.

         Senior’s MAC-10 shared all the features of the three recovered by GMP in January and March. It was now evident someone was arming gangs with these easily concealable submachine guns along with the blue-tipped 9mm ammunition. They were doing so in numbers that foreshadowed a murderous escalation in violence that the police in London and Manchester had to stop.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 1

            Scotland Yard

         

         April 1997

         The whole wing of the eight-storey ‘Victoria Block’ at New Scotland Yard (NSY), where my office was on the fourth floor, had recently been refurbished to allow new cabling to connect us to the digital age. Contractors had raised the floors and lowered the ceilings to accommodate the improvements. Sadly, they had done nothing to upgrade the original toilets. Purpose-built in 1967, ours and the interconnecting eighteen-storey ‘Tower Block’ were approaching the end of their utility as the headquarters of the Metropolitan Police Service (MPS). Extraordinarily, the structure held out another 16 years until its closure in 2013.

         My narrow, seven-foot-by-fifteen-foot office had two desks on either side of the window at the far end away from the door. One provided a home to a desktop computer, the other was where I did most of my work, with two chairs alongside for visitors. Next to the first desk was a heavy duty, four-drawer steel cabinet for storing classified files. Above that, screwed to the wall, was a large whiteboard. A tall two-door steel locker behind the door acted as a wardrobe. The office was on the gloomy north side of the building, overlooking the junction of Caxton Street and Broadway. I had been promised one on the south-facing sunny side, overlooking Victoria Street, but my boss had taken it instead. He was Detective Superintendent Anton Baxter. I had readily accepted the compromise because I largely owed my new position to him.

         
             

         

         In mid-1995 I had been a uniform Inspector on the Territorial Support Group (TSG1) based at the high security Paddington Police Station. A year later, I was asked to do a three-month attachment to the Support Services Review as an operational adviser. The job entailed identifying cost-savings that would not hinder policing capability by outsourcing many of the support services the organisation had built up over its 150+ years. The review resulted in savings totalling £400 million. I was then at a loose end.

         It was by happy coincidence I bumped into Anton in the corridor. We knew each other from when he was an Inspector and I a probationary Constable at the same police station in 1981. We had a friendly catch-up, during which I mentioned my need for a new challenge. He was on his way to a meeting with the Director of Intelligence, Deputy Assistant Commissioner (DAC) Alan Fry. His boss, the Assistant Commissioner (AC) for Specialist Operations, David Veness, had just tasked him with delivering an ‘Aglow Level2’ counter-terrorism exercise. DAC Fry needed a team to get it done and had summoned Anton to find them. Fortuitously, DAC Fry also knew me from the early 90s when I had been a uniform Inspector at Hammersmith and Shepherds Bush. He had been the DAC in charge of ‘6-Area’ that covered the west of London. We had got to know each other very well due to my successful handling of several high-profile major incidents. Within minutes, my desk phone rang, and later that day I was in a meeting with him and Anton. The following morning, I started a six-month secondment to the Anti-Terrorist Branch, known as ‘SO13’. The role reached its natural conclusion with the running of the exercise over the first weekend in January 1997.

         Anton had encouraged me to apply for a permanent role at Scotland Yard. After a competitive selection process, I was delighted to be the successful candidate. And so it was, once the secondment to SO13 ended, I was appointed as a Detective Inspector to the Directorate of Intelligence, known as ‘SO11’. Anton was my new boss. Without that chance corridor-encounter, I would never have had the incredible opportunity to make a level transfer from uniform to become a ‘Scotland Yard Detective’. Hence, I was very happy to let Anton have the better office.

         
             

         

         SO11 was known as the ‘covert policing branch’. Our primary responsibilities were technical and conventional surveillance. We worked alongside other specialist units in the police, intelligence, military and law enforcement agencies, both nationally and internationally. We gathered information on London’s most dangerous gangland criminals. To protect our often-sensitive methodologies, we rarely gave evidence in court. Instead, we provided actionable intelligence ‘products’ to other branches in Specialist Operations (SO), who then acted as our executive arm to make the arrests and bring prosecutions. Hence, the media liked to call us the ‘Shadowy Intelligence Branch’. Our Latin motto was ‘Skelatus Non Skelus’ [The criminal not the crime] to reflect our focus on covertly gathering intelligence about the people committing the most serious crimes and so catch them in the act.

         
             

         

         I was head of what was euphemistically titled ‘Corporate Services’, managing a mix of 50 experienced detectives and civil staff in a cooperative of nine business units. We were the strategic hub for all criminal intelligence gathered and processed by the MPS. Our principal purpose was to identify linked series crimes. The nine included InfoS (Information Systems), the central unit that processed all intelligence held by the MPS about criminals and their addresses. The Firearms Intelligence Unit (FIU) that monitored the criminal use of firearms and all recoveries of guns and ammunition around the UK. The team liaised directly with the Forensic Science Service, MI5 Weapons Intelligence Branch and other law enforcement and intelligence agencies. A group of Sergeants worked in the Prison Intelligence Unit (PIU) embedded within the Security Sections at each of London’s nine prisons. They gathered information on every inmate while incarcerated. The Telephone Intelligence Unit (TIU) provided the focal point between detectives and the UK Communications Service Providers (CSPs), processing telephone data to support major crime investigations. The Computer Crime Unit was in its infancy then and focused largely on researching Suspicious Activity Reports (SARs) submitted to us from London’s financial institutions. My only operational role was managing the Covert Operations Room, known as ‘Central 500’. This was at the western end of the fourth-floor corridor and where we ran all life-at-immediate-risk operations, such as kidnap and extortion investigations. It was within the secure ‘Fordham Suite’ of rooms, so named in memory of DC John Fordham. He was killed in 1985, and many would argue strongly it was murder, whilst on surveillance duties for ‘C11’, as the Branch was then known.

         Mine was meant to be very much a Monday to Friday, nine-to-five job based for the most-part on the fourth floor. Having been operational since joining the MPS in November 1980, this was not what I was used to. Thus, to compensate, I put myself permanently on call, turning out at all hours to open and manage Central 500. That had already helped me gain valuable experience, working alongside senior detectives from the Organised Crime Group (OCG), known as SO7. They were based on the fifth floor. When necessary, we brought in tactical advisors from other units, such as those from SO19, the Specialist Firearms Command. In addition to kidnap investigations, during my two tours in SO11, we also took charge of the arrests of Edgar Pearce, the ‘Mardi Gra3 Bomber’, and David Copeland, the ‘London Nail Bomber’.

         
            1 TSG: Territorial Support Group – teams of specialist uniform officers highly trained in public order policing.

            2 Aglow Level: highest level of counter-terrorism exercise involving senior officers, government officials, and Ministers playing out their roles in person in a three-day scenario that usually ends with UK Special Forces effecting a hostage-rescue.

            3 Mardi Gra: although he misspelt it, this was the pseudonym Edgar Pearce gave himself.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

            Week 1

         

         Tuesday, 29th April

         I sat at my desk reading the FIU reports into the murder of Devon Dawson and the firearms’ recoveries in Brixton and Manchester. I was fortunate to have DC John Bryan running the unit. He was an exceptionally diligent detective who made sure I was well-briefed. In his mid-fifties, he was a career detective and still full of energy despite his approaching retirement. He was generous in spirit; especially towards me, and I was grateful for his active support. He became a good friend and mentor in my early months in the Directorate.

         John’s frequent exits from the building to smoke his pipe would often follow with a knock on my door. He would then pass on some piece of thoughtful analysis about the intelligence he was working on. This morning was no exception. I felt his presence darken my office doorway and the aroma of recent pipe smoke told me who it was without looking up.

         “Guvnor, may I?”

         “Of course, John,” I said, pointing to the nearest ‘visitor chair’. Instinctively, he glanced at the papers on my desk. A common trait of detectives is to check what the boss is reading. It’s part of the survival instinct, as it provides early warning of a file that is either about you or some ‘grief’ heading your way.

         “Ah good, I see you’ve got my reports. I think I’ve spotted a pattern,” he said with a hint of excitement in his voice.

         “Yes, thank you. Good analysis by you and Mark. I read your note saying while no one’s yet naming the supplier of these guns, it’s the same gunsmith who manufactured the four MAC-10s.”

         “Not just that, Guv,” the excitement in his voice rose, “may I get the files and show you?”

         “Sure, meet me in the Fordham Suite briefing room. There aren’t any ops on right now, so we can make use of the extra space and its free coffee machine.”

         
             

         

         Ten minutes later we reconvened in the briefing room. This was a large, light-grey painted room, dominated by a twelve-seat, rectangular boardroom table filling the centre. Along the right side was a bank of three desks with computers for use by analysts. A locked door in that wall gave access to the secure corridor that led to the actual Operations Room. Two large whiteboards covered the opposite wall. A large projector screen dominated the back wall alongside the offset doorway. At the far end of the room, the windows provided a view of Victoria Street and the offices opposite. However, we kept the blinds drawn permanently to avoid giving away when the suite was in use.

         John had brought along his civil staff analyst, Mark. He was a shy, quiet man in his late twenties. His modest persona belied a sharp mind that, like John’s, could quickly assess contrasting pieces of information, sometimes in minute detail, to identify a pattern others might easily miss. John and Mark were ideally suited to their jobs. With eight other units to manage, I relied on shrewd, analytical and meticulous people like them.

         “Okay Guv. Look at these,” John began, visibly excited by what he was about to reveal. “A linked series of three arms caches. The first on November 12th last year. Customs called the SO13 Reserve to say they’d got anonymous information about a load of guns hidden in an A-reg Ford Fiesta abandoned in Whitechapel. SO13 passed it on to the local uniform, who found the car unlocked. In the boot was a green holdall containing twenty handguns of various types.”

         “Wow,” I uttered almost involuntarily in surprise, to acknowledge I knew such a large find was extremely rare.

         “And that’s not all, Guv. There were several plastic sandwich bags containing all the different calibres of ammunition needed for each gun. Oh, and seven half-kilo blocks of cannabis.”

         Mark passed the photographs for me to thumb through as John continued, “the important commodity here are thirteen Russian Tokarev pistols. That’s because they also appear in the other two caches. Nasty handgun. Its 7.62 bullet can defeat our body armour.”

         “I don’t recall you showing me Tokarevs before,” I commented.

         “No, they’re a first for the FIU. But here’s another interesting common denominator. Mark, show the Guvnor the next set of photographs, please.”

         Mark handed me another album.

         “Someone’s used an electric TIG welder to remove all the identifiable marks we need to trace their origins. That’s unusual too. We’ve not seen that before either.”

         I nodded to concur the obliteration marks all looked to have been made with the same tool.

         “Right, the second cache,” John carried on with more energy, now reassured by my interest. “February 26th this year, Customs called SO13 again. This time it’s with anonymous information about a B-reg Vauxhall Cavalier abandoned in the Wickes car park in Plaistow. As before, the caller said we’d find guns hidden in the boot. SO13 passed it on to the locals and, again, uniform found the car unlocked.”

         He paused while Mark handed me the corresponding album.

         “So, as you’ll see, the same type of green holdall as the Whitechapel job, but this time it’s twenty-seven handguns.”

         “Wow,” I said again, confirming he had got my attention. “So that’s now forty-seven from just these two.”

         “Yes, and remember, there’s another to come. So this second cache included six more Tokarevs. Again, we’ve got sandwich bags filled with ammunition for them and the others. Oh, but no cannabis this time.”

         I looked at the pictures before commenting, “okay, I get the Tokarevs linking these two, but in this second one are some nickel finish Smith & Wesson revolvers. I just read in the GMP reports they also found three like these. What do we know about them?”

         “Nothing yet, but I’ll check and get back to you. Mark, can you pass the Guvnor the photographs of the third cache, please? You’ll see more Tokarevs amongst them.”

         Mark spread out another set of photographs for me to view.

         “This third cache was found on March 1st,” John continued, “someone left them in the boot of a D-reg white Maestro, unlocked and abandoned in the car park of the Tollgate Hotel near Gravesend, Kent.”

         “Don’t tell me, another call from Customs.”

         “Absolutely right, Guv. This time, though, they called Kent Police HQ. The caller claimed he was acting on anonymous information. When the locals searched the car, they found eighteen guns and, as before, sandwich bags with the right ammunition for each one.”

         “I see some interesting variations this time,” I commented looking at the variety of guns in the photographs.

         “Yes, Guv, it’s a much more eclectic mix than the previous two. This time someone had wrapped each one in an oil-soaked hessian-type cloth and marked them in pen with a three-letter Cyrillic code. We haven’t seen that before either.” His tone suggested some annoyance at this being another factor beyond his knowledge. He paused while Mark showed me the relevant photographs.

         “As you’ll see,” John explained, “there’s also a World War Two era 30-calibre ‘Browning Automatic Rifle’, a BAR. It was wrapped in blue towelling strapped up with brown packing tape. Its serial number was removed in the same way as the others using a TIG welder. Odd that because the gun’s so old it’s unlikely to be traceable.”

         “It’s a particularly unusual addition compared to the previous two,” I commented.

         “Yes, Guv, and there’s another more exciting one,” he said with great relish. “This time two cardboard boxes branded ‘Emerald Margarine’ containing four new MAC-10 submachine guns, four silencers, and eight Uzi magazines. They were also wrapped in the same blue cloth as the BAR.”

         Wanting to show I had been paying attention, I commented, “and I see they’re stamped with the same ‘SF Firearms’ markings as the MAC-10s recovered by GMP. They’re also of the same type used to murder Devon Dawson”.

         John looked impressed as he said, “yes, and there’s another connection I want to show you.” The excitement in his voice was building as he said, “one of the sandwich bags contained over 100 rounds of the blue-tipped 9mm bullets. We’ll need to check with the Lab, but these appear to be identical to what GMP recovered and the MAC-10 ammo used in the Brixton murder.”

         He paused, politely waiting for me to catch up as I went through all the photos.

         “What’s with these blue-tipped bullets? I’ve not seen these before,” I asked.

         “No idea, Guv. We can ask Marco and Hamish. They’re bound to know.”

         “I’m surprised you haven’t done that already, John,” I said jokingly.

         “I’m on to it, Guvnor, just haven’t done so yet,” his voice feigned annoyance. “Marco will know where else they’re turning up from his Lab4 reports. I’m hoping Hamish over at MI5 will know who makes them.”

         “Okay, so what do you both think is going on with these three caches?” I asked, wanting their knowledge to help steer my thoughts on our next steps.

         “We’ve got a series of common denominators,” John replied, sounding authoritative, “not least that Customs are in the middle of this. Same types of handguns, including the nasty Tokarevs in all three, and each comes with the matching calibre ammunition.”

         “And,” Mark added, “they’ve all had their serial numbers removed in the same distinctive way. Plus, as you’ve just pointed out, Guv, we’ve got the nickel finish Smith & Wessons that may be the same as those found by GMP.”

         “Right. So what do you propose guys?” I asked.

         John hesitated as he summoned the courage to ask for something outside his usual remit. “Well, Guv, I think we’re dealing with one source of supply, and I’d like to start an investigation to identify who it is.”

         I delayed replying while I considered how to run such a major investigation, as this would be a first in my new role, but something we should lead.

         “Okay, agreed,” I announced. “Yes, we should ramp up an investigation to identify the source, and quickly. We need to get ahead of whoever’s involved. John, I want you to take some initial actions, please.”

         Eagerly, he opened his daybook. This A4-size, half inch thick red notebook is standard equipment amongst Scotland Yard detectives. Known by its stores’ inventory as ‘Book 40’, we used them as both a diary and notebook. John clicked his biro in readiness.

         “First, I want you to contact the three SIOs5 at Greenwich, Plaistow, and Gravesend. Find out where they’ve got to with their enquiries. I’m hoping they’ve done house-to-house, reviewed CCTV, and all the usual background enquiries into the three cars.”

         “Yes Guv.”

         “Second, run transaction enquiries on the PNC6 in case they haven’t. Hopefully the cars have been stopped or sighted by police and we’ll get some helpful leads.”

         “Yup, we can get those done very quickly.” The fervour in his voice confirmed he agreed with my thoughts so far.

         “Third, talk to your equivalent in GMP. Ask them whether they know who’s supplying these guns to their gangs. Ask the three SIOs for our caches who they think supplied theirs and who they were meant for.

         I waited while John furiously finished writing, his pen moving so fast it was scratching the paper.

         “And fourth, call the wonderful Marco at the Lab and ask him whether he’s seen the guns yet and, if so, what he knows.”

         I let John catch up before continuing.

         “For my part, I’ll have a word with Hamish at MI5. I’ll also visit SO13 Reserve to check their records for the two calls from Customs. John, would you phone Kent about theirs?” I noted his nod and so carried on, “and get the name of the Customs officer and their phone number too. Unless you can think of anything else, that should be enough to kick us off.”

         “Yup, that’s all good. We should have some if not all the answers for you in the morning.”

         “Great. Meet me in my office tomorrow at 9:30 for a catch-up. Oh, and one more thing.”

         “Yes Guv?” John said, sounding apprehensive.

         “Let ‘Information Room’7 know of our interest in shootings involving submachine guns. If they get reports of one anywhere in London, I want them to call me immediately. Give them my pager and mobile numbers.”

         
             

         

         I left the briefing room knowing we were on to something major but, at that point, I had no idea of the enormity of what was to come. Going back to my office, I dialled the number for SO13 Reserve.

         
            4 Lab: short for Metropolitan Police Forensic Science Laboratory.

            5 SIO: Senior Investigating Officer - the most senior detective assigned to lead a major criminal investigation.

            6 PNC: Police National Computer - database of all registered vehicles and their owners and all persons with a criminal record.

            7 Information Room: short for the Central Command Complex - Information Room (CCC-IR) based on the second floor of New Scotland Yard, which was the communications hub for 999 call-handling and despatch for police in London.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 3

            SO13 Reserve.

         

         I buzzed the intercom on the fifteenth floor to gain access from the lift lobby. I could see DS Tim Broughton observing me through the glass screen of the SO13 Reserve Room opposite. I waved and he pressed the door-release.

         Tim had a reputation as a formidable detective during his time on the Flying Squad. He had been in the thick of high-risk operations arresting armed robbers in the 90s. He and his team had often taken them out ‘across the pavement’ as they fled from a bank after robbing it at gunpoint. He had a friendly but assertive manner that came with the confidence of knowing his job. He was the perfect choice as the guardian and gatekeeper in charge of SO13’s Reserve. Like our own facility downstairs, it acted as both a call centre and visitor reception point. Anyone coming to our floors had to convince the staff they had a genuine reason to enter the restricted areas beyond.

         Tim ushered me into his office. I could see he had tried to bring order to the clutter on his MPS regulation black linoleum-topped teakwood desk. His attempts at filing papers in various trays had spilled out to cover the surface. The bookshelves behind had exceeded their capacity too, with the excess files lying horizontally, perched precariously above the ones stacked below.

         “Well Guvnor, we haven’t seen you in a while. What can I do for you?” he asked, welcomingly as he cleared papers from a chair to let me sit.

         “I’ve just picked up a gunrunning investigation, and I need your help with one of my enquiries.”

         “Okay, what did you have in mind?” his tone suggesting some hesitation in case it was onerous.

         “I’d like to see your logs for two calls to the Reserve from Customs.” His face relaxed as I continued, “they were on November 12th last year, and February 26th just gone. They called to let you know where to find firearms hidden in two cars.”

         “I remember them. As it happens, Guv, I took both calls,” he said, now delighted at the ease with which he could help. “The Customs guy didn’t want to give me anything to identify a suspect. He was keen we just go and get the guns. He told me there’s no point plotting up to see who might collect them. It was as if we were doing him a favour,” he sighed in obvious frustration. “Typical Customs. You know what they say, Guv, it’s all about product not prisoners with them. Doesn’t matter whether anyone gets arrested. They’re measured on seizures not prosecutions; you know.”

         I nodded to acknowledge his greater experience, although I suspected it was a myth perpetuated by detectives after years of jealous rivalry between our two organisations.

         “I’m hoping you recorded the caller’s name and phone number?” I then asked.

         Tim eased the ring binders with the handwritten call logs out from the shelf behind him. He thumbed through the one for November first and then February’s. He left them open at the relevant pages before sliding both towards me.

         “Harrison, Ben Harrison is the name he gave. Same guy both times,” he announced, clearly pleased at proving his diligent record-keeping.

         “And these are his phone numbers?” I asked reading the content.

         “Yes, but that’s the odd thing, Guv. I could see from my phone screen he was calling from a mobile, so I wrote the number down immediately. But when I asked him for his number, he gave me a landline instead. I wrote that down too, as you can see.”

         “I’m going to need photocopies of these, please. That won’t be a problem, I hope?”

         “No, not at all, Guvnor,” he said, immediately getting up to run the two logs through the photocopier in the corner.

         I started making notes in my daybook while he carried on recalling the conversations with the Customs officer. “On both occasions, Harrison told me he’d received a call only a few minutes before from an informant about where to find the guns. As you can see, that informant knew the street names and precise location where the cars were parked. He even knew the car registration numbers.” His voice changed to reflect the wisdom of his experience as he continued, “now, that’s too much detail for an informant, unless they’ve got a hand in the job themselves. I imagine you get something similar through your Crimestoppers unit too, Guv.”

         “Yes, we do, but you’ve got me thinking why Customs called you and not Crimestoppers.”

         “Well, I imagine it’s because he or she is getting some form of reward way beyond just the cash you offer. How many guns have you recovered so far?”

         “Well, forty-seven from Whitechapel and Plaistow and another eighteen from a third find in Gravesend, so that’s sixty-five in total. Plus, there’s more than a thousand rounds of assorted ammunition.” I noticed Tim was losing interest, so I added, “we need to find who supplied these, because the same types are being used in shootings; one with a MAC-10 where GMP officers were targeted. Another MAC-10 was recovered only yesterday used in a Brixton murder.”

         “Well, I wish you luck, but don’t expect much help from Customs, Guv,” he told me as I left.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 4

            SO11 TIU

         

         My priority on returning to the fourth floor was to catch up with the Telephone Intelligence Unit (TIU) supervisor, Pete Dobson. I needed him to fast-track some discreet enquiries. Pete was in his early thirties, with boyish good looks and a pale complexion that he kept overly moisturised. It gave his face a semi-permanent sheen. He used a rather camp mannerism to display disapproval that I was very much alive to. Lowering his head enough to stare at me over the rim of his glasses, he would then cup his cheek in one hand and cover his mouth with the little finger. The accompanying frown warned that he wanted to dissuade me, for example, from tasking his staff with what he perceived would be something tedious.

         I had to tread carefully with Pete. Until my arrival, he had taken great pride in his role as Secretary of the national ‘ACPO(S)8 Telecommunications Industry Strategy Focus Group’, known for short as ‘ACPO Telecoms’. Chaired by DAC Fry, membership was limited to senior law enforcement officers, government officials, and some talented people from the confidential side of the industry: the CSPs. However, DAC Fry had replaced Pete with me to reward my drive to put the TIU at the forefront of pioneering the formidable techniques we were developing with the CSPs. Together, we had made major advances in the use of telecoms data to investigate organised crime gangs and arrest people for some very serious offences, including murder.

         Pete had resisted my wanting to create a 24-7 response involving an on-call rota for his staff. He wanted instead to maintain more regular hours and weekends off. I needed his team to step up and share the burden of supporting live operations. Reluctantly, he had allowed them to participate, but chose not to do so himself. DAC Fry liked what we were achieving; especially through our support to Central 500 operations. In a fast-moving, high-risk kidnap investigation, the TIU was critical to identifying the telephone used by the hostage to give ‘proof of life’, as this would also locate the stronghold where they were being held. Until my arrival, Pete restricted the TIU’s services to mostly fulfilling requests for subscriber checks and itemised billing. This had limited the tactics available to the OCG. It meant their principal option had been to put the ransom on the road in the hope it would draw the hostage-takers into bringing their captive to the pay-off. I was able to change that by demonstrating how we could now use data to get ahead of them to locate and rescue the hostage with much greater certainty. All this innovation had earned me the nickname of ‘Whizzy’.

         I punched in the six-digit code to unlock the door to the TIU. Pete had arranged the office into three banks of four desks for his twelve-strong team made up entirely of civil staff. Each had a computer and a three-tier document tray. Pete had positioned his own desk separately at the far end of the room, with two large whiteboards behind him and a bank of fax machines alongside. It gave the appearance of a classroom with the teacher at the front. Almost full height windows overlooked Victoria Street on the left. That glimpse of the outside world somewhat compensated for the intensity of the administrative work undertaken in the room.

         Respectfully, Pete stood up acknowledging my arrival, “yes Sir. Is this a social or do you need something?”

         “Bit of both, please, Pete. How are you? How’s the team?”

         “Under pressure, as usual, Sir. Thankfully no kidnaps this week so I’ve still got all my staff,” he commented, with his right hand now cupping his cheek.

         I noted the warning signal and quickly added, “I do appreciate what you all do here, Pete. Having two of yours on call has radically changed things for the better. And I’d say that’s good for Corporate Services too, wouldn’t you?”

         He sat back down in his chair; his expression remained disapproving as he glared at me over his glasses. Sensing he was about to list all the negatives; I changed the subject. “I need your help with the subscriber for this mobile,” I said, writing the number for Ben Harrison into his daybook. “I also need the itemised billing for the period from October 1st last year through to today.”

         Pete now took over writing his own notes to keep up.

         “I’ll need all the incoming calls for the same period. Cellsite9 locations too. Going forward, I want the mobile on live trace, so we get all its incoming and outgoing calls immediately. Keep it running until May 31st. By then we should know enough to tell whether it’s worth continuing.”

         Pete looked as if he was going to protest, so I kept talking to prevent the interruption.

         “Can you also get the subscriber for this landline?” and I copied Harrison’s other number into his book. “I’ll type up the Data Protection authorisations and have them back to you in a few minutes. I’d be grateful if you’d start working on them right away, though. It’s for a confidential investigation I’ve kicked off into gunrunning.”

         “Interesting,” he commented, “not had one of those before.”

         “Yes, and I want single line reporting, Pete. That means, for now, only you know what’s going on and only you report back to me directly. I’ve no problem with you tasking my enquiries out to your staff, but I don’t need them knowing the context. Is that clear?”

         “Yes, Sir. I’ll get on to it now.”

         “Thank you. When can I expect the results back?”

         Looking over his glasses at me impatiently, he replied, “subscriber checks could take an hour. As you know, itemised billing takes a day or more. Incoming, and cellsite locations take longer.”

         “Okay, but press the CSPs to fast-track these, please,” I added as I walked away.

         Sitting back at my desk, I typed up the data protection authorisations on my computer. As a Detective Inspector, I could only authorise a subscriber check. Everything else needed a Superintendent to approve. Having printed off mine and the Superintendent’s authorisations, I tucked them into a folder and then went to find Anton, hoping he would be in his office.

         I had quickly learned the language used by Scotland Yard detectives when addressing each other. ‘Guvnor’ for Inspectors and Chief Inspectors, and ‘Boss’ for Superintendents and Chief Superintendents. ‘Sir’ tended to be reserved for more senior ranks. Of course, we mixed them up to suit the circumstances; particularly if a well-timed ‘Sir’ conciliated a quicker path out of trouble.

         I knocked on Anton’s open door, “Boss, may I? I need a couple of telecoms data requests authorising.” I noted the difference between our two offices, as unlike mine his was filled with mid-morning sunshine.

         He looked up and, thankfully, broke into a welcoming smile. He had a reputation for disliking interruptions and not suffering fools gladly. Having worked for him before, we knew each other socially. He lived not far from me and often when he had a duty car, would give me a lift home. Anton was in his forties, so ten years older than me. He preferred navy blue suits, which complemented his height and solid build. He had thick dark brown hair, with no obvious signs yet of greying or thinning. He would often brush his fringe back vigorously with one hand, as if conscious he’d let it grow a little too long to remain smart.

         I explained my rationale for the call data requests.

         “Interesting approach. Okay, I’ll authorise these, but be careful. I don’t want you making an enemy of Customs.”

         “No Boss,” I replied quickly by way of reassurance.

         “And you better create an official docket for the investigation. Get an operation codename from Special Branch too. Document everything.”

         “Will do.”

         “Oh, and remember,” he added, running a hand through his hair, “your role is here on the fourth floor, not galivanting out in the field. Let me know immediately if you get something significant. I’ll then decide who’s going to develop the job operationally.” He paused to let me acknowledge his instruction with a nod before continuing, “and let me have whatever you’ve got so far on Friday. We can then catch up on Monday after ‘prayers’10. Okay?”

         “Yes, Sir.”

         
            8 ACPO: Association of Chief Police Officers, the collective term used for the overarching business leads for the 43 police forces of England, Wales, and Northern Ireland. The eight Scottish forces used the term ACPOS – ‘S’ for Scotland.

            9 Cellsite (locations): the capability of the CSPs to locate a mobile handset by either triangulating its position live on the network through its connections with the closest masts or historically by the mast(s) used during a call.

            10 Prayers – colloquial term for the weekly catch-up meeting between senior officers.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 5

            First Lines of Enquiry

         

         Wednesday, 30th April

         The following morning, as planned, John and Mark came to my office for our first review of the investigation. On the way in, I had collected from my pigeonhole in the ‘Branch Office11’ two envelopes that Pete had left for me. These contained the subscriber checks confirming the mobile and landline recorded by Tim were registered to HM Customs’ National Investigation Service (NIS) in London.

         “We’ve been in touch with the CID12 at Whitechapel and Plaistow,” John began, and then waited for me to open my daybook while I also mentally noted the aroma of pipe smoke. “Well, it’s pretty much the same story for both,” he continued. “The cars were bought for cash a couple of days before they were found with the guns. Advertised in the ‘Thames Valley Trader’, both sellers met the buyer in Eltham, somewhere just off the High Street. No address. They did the deal on the roadside and didn’t get the details of the new owners. Nothing helpful on the PNC either.”

         “Damn,” I said, despite expecting that would be the outcome. “Still worth checking, though.”

         “Yes, Guv. Sadly, there is no CCTV where we need it in Eltham High Street.” Then with a more positive voice, he added, “if you’re in agreement, I’d like to offer the SIOs our E-fit13 people to work with the car-sellers. Hopefully, they can create a face from the descriptions. Are you okay with that?”

         “It’s worth a try. Yes, make the offer. Let me have the numbers for the sellers’ phones too. I’ll get reverse billing authorised in the hope it identifies the ones used by whoever arranged to buy them.”

         “Will do, Guv,” Mark replied enthusiastically.

         “What more have you got?” I then asked them.

         “Both cars have been forensically examined,” John added in a manner that forewarned of the outcome. “No useful marks. Wiped clean, and still with all the rubbish the previous owners had left.”

         “Damn. And the guns and ammunition?” I asked, hoping for something we could exploit.

         “No fingerprints on the guns and nothing useful on the sandwich bags either. Whoever’s involved made sure they left nothing to help us identify them.”

         “What about CCTV? There must be some of the Wickes’ car park, surely?”

         “Nothing for Whitechapel, and the system in Plaistow wasn’t working.”

         “Hmm, so, have the SIOs sent the guns to the Lab?”

         “No, Guv,” Mark said, clearly wanting to contribute too. “Neither are willing to go to the expense of forensic examinations unless there’s an arrest. All they’ve done is take photographs. I’ve been in touch with NCIS14, but they can’t help unless we can provide serial numbers. I’ve asked them anyway to check whether they’ve seen these makes and models before. Hopefully, they have, and we can connect ours with whatever intelligence they’ve got about a supplier.”

         “Thanks Mark, good idea,” I said, wanting to encourage his proactivity.

         “Guv,” John cut in, sounding a little more positive now, “GMP confirmed a TIG welder was used to remove the marks on their MAC-10s and Smith & Wesson revolvers. Marco said the same had been done to the MAC-10 used to murder Devon Dawson.”

         “Okay, so the TIG welder is certainly a common denominator in London and Manchester. Any intelligence on who was hiding the guns found in Whitechapel, Plaistow and Gravesend?”

         “None at all,” John said in a tone that reflected his growing annoyance that none of his enquiries had born fruit. “All three SIOs drew a blank. They’ve got no possible lines of enquiry.”

         “What about GMP? Any information about who’s supplying theirs?”

         “No, they’re as mystified as we are. They assume it’s someone down here because the MAC-10s were manufactured by a Kent-based company, SF Firearms in Tunbridge Wells.”

         “Okay, so what do we know about them?”

         “No longer in business,” Mark said, again keen to show his enthusiasm. “I’m waiting for confirmation from the Sussex Force Intelligence Unit, as the business was actually on their turf, not Kent’s. The guys at NCIS said the company went bust a year or so ago. They’ve had multiple police enquiries since about its MAC-10s, but always drew a blank with the former owner, Christopher Perkins. He told them that in ‘95 he surrendered all his surplus stock to Sussex Police for disposal as scrap. He can’t explain how they keep turning up.”

         “We’ll be making our own enquiries, Guv,” John added.

         “Not yet with Perkins,” I told him firmly. “We don’t want to alert him right now to our enquiries, as he could well become a suspect.”

         John nodded saying, “sure Guv, we’ll work around him for now.”

         “Good. Let me know what you turn up. I read that GMP thought theirs had been reactivated. The similarities with the ones found at the Tollgate Hotel suggest they were too.” Looking at John to reinforce this as an action, I added, “we need to look into that possibility too.”

         “Yes Guv, we’ll add that to our enquiries.”

         “What news from the Kent SIO about their job at the Tollgate Hotel?”

         “Well, she’s done a far more thorough job examining their guns,” Mark said, handing over an album of detailed photographs. “She sent me these this morning via one of their traffic officers, who came up on a solo motorcycle. As you can see, the same TIG welder marks as Whitechapel and Plaistow. There’s no doubt all three are linked to the one supplier.”

         I flicked through the images. “Very impressive. Any chance we can get our SIOs to do the same.”

         “No. We’ll have to do it ourselves,” John answered. “If we want to see the guns, they’re now in the property stores at Greenwich and Plaistow.”

         “We do, and all together. Get the three SIOs to send everything to Marco at the Lab,” I told John. “I want to make our own comparisons to confirm they all come from the same source.”

         “I’ll get that done,” John replied, still with his head down writing.

         “Thanks. So, Mark, what more from Kent? Forensics? CCTV? Anything helpful?”

         “Same as the others, I’m afraid. The car was bought for cash a day or so before. Interior wiped clean. No forensics. No CCTV, and no one saw the car being left in the hotel car park. Interestingly, though,” and he paused momentarily for effect, “the deal to buy it was done in the same side road off Eltham High Street.”

         “Wow. Okay, do we have anything about suspects associated with that area?”

         “Nothing immediate,” John cut in, “but I’ve asked InfoS to see what they can dig up.”

         “Right, what about the original call to Kent Police?”

         “They faxed me a copy of their CAD15 record,” Mark said eagerly, passing over the paper for me to read. Once again, it was Ben Harrison from Customs using the same numbers as for his calls to SO13.

         “Okay, so have the three SIOs now spoken to Harrison?”

         The sigh that preceded John’s reply signalled more bad news, “they’ve all tried the mobile and landline numbers, Guv, but both go to voicemail. They’ve left messages, and a guy from NIS did call back. Wouldn’t give a name. Said Harrison wasn’t available, and the investigation was confidential, so he couldn’t say any more.”

         “How very odd. What else? There must be something positive from all your enquiries,” I asked.

         John and Mark just shrugged to confirm they had not got very far.

         I paused to gather my thoughts before asking them, “okay, I’d love to get your first impressions of what we’ve learned so far?”

         John looked at Mark and then spoke for them both, “first, it’s clear we’re on the receiving end of an informant-led Customs’ job. Clearly, they’ve got their own agenda, which means they’re not fussed about who supplied the guns and their end-users. They’re just happy we got them off the street, for which they’ll take all the credit.” Then, just like Tim had commented, he added, “since their objectives won’t include identifying the supplier, they won’t be interested in helping us do so instead. I sense the three SIOs know this too, which is why they’re not doing more.”

         “I keep hearing this about Customs, but let’s not make any assumptions until we’ve asked them ourselves,” I said firmly.

         “Yes Guv, but us taking on an investigation that might compromise their informant means they won’t be happy with us poking around.”

         “I understand that John, so we need to find a way to secure their cooperation,” I replied, not wanting to allow his negativity to prevent us from persevering. “With sixty-five firearms and a thousand rounds of ammunition now recovered, it appears at least one crime gang wanted to stockpile weapons. That foreshadows an escalation in violence, which means we must find their armourer quickly.”

         “It’s early days for us, Guv, but we’re focused on doing just that,” John responded more positively.

         Good, so we need Customs and the SIOs to work with us too, as we should anticipate more guns to come.”

         “Why’s that,” John asked, clearly trying to catch up with where my thoughts had got to.

         “Well, after the Whitechapel seizure, the gang sought to replace what they lost with the ones recovered at Plaistow and more. Having lost them too, they tried again at Gravesend, only this time with the MAC-10s and the BAR thrown in. Whilst Customs have disrupted whatever was going on, I think we should expect whoever lost it all will want to replace everything and quickly.”

         “So, you think there are more in the pipeline, Guv?” Mark said, obviously energised by the prospect.

         “Right now, we can’t be sure, Mark, but, yes, we should anticipate there are. So we can’t just leave it that Customs won’t talk to us. Every day increases the risk of another murder or shooting as more guns leak on to the criminal market. There may even be more unrecovered arms caches out there waiting to be distributed.” I paused to note both were nodding as they recognised the potential.

         “Therefore,” I continued, “we must find out who’s behind the supply chain.”

         “We’re right with you, Guv,” John said, now sounding much more enthusiastic. “Are we going after the Customs’ informant too?”

         “Yes, but let’s keep that to ourselves. Mr Baxter has given permission for us to make discreet enquiries about Ben Harrison’s mobile. Let’s see what that turns up. Hopefully, it’ll provide the leverage we need to convince him to help us.”

         “Sounds good. We’ll hold off making enquiries with our Customs’ contacts until you say so, Guv.”

         “Thank you, John. That would be wise. Once we’ve got enough, I want you to set up a meeting with Harrison. I want the SIOs for Whitechapel, Plaistow and Kent there too. Invite GMP’s to come along as well. We also want someone from the Brixton homicide squad.” To emphasise my objective, I told them forcefully, “We must get all the SIOs to put pressure on Customs. Hopefully, they will help convince Harrison to task his informant with giving us the source, his network, and who he’s supplying.”

         “Absolutely, Guv. We’ll start getting that meeting organised.”

         “Thank you. Oh, and please let me have your file on these three recoveries. I want to send a copy over to Hamish.”

         “Sure, I’ll have it topped and tailed and back to you shortly.”

         “Good. I’ll use it to convince him to host our meeting with the SIOs at Thames House. Hopefully, MI5’s involvement alongside our own will stimulate greater collaboration.”

         John and Mark nodded.

         “Okay. Thank you both for the briefing. Early days, but we’re making progress. This is the biggest gunrunning job we’ve had. Reconvene tomorrow, please, same time, and for the rest of the week.”

         As they stood up to leave, I added, “oh, and John, would you do me another kindness please?”

         I saw him flinch momentarily as he responded with, “Sir?”

         “Phone Special Branch and ask them for an operation codename.” His face revealed his relief at this simple task. “Mr Baxter wants to get our investigation registered formally. That way he can give us the necessary top-cover should Customs start questioning why we’re investigating them.”

         “Sure, I’ll get that done too.”

         I had adopted the expression ‘Would you do me a kindness?’ from my time working for AC Veness. He used it to great effect whenever he wanted you to do something that was likely to be onerous. You felt obliged to get it done because it would be a ‘kindness’ to him and he was our big boss. My own staff quickly recognised the significance of this term when I used it too. Hence, I noticed, like John, they often flinched in anticipation of what might be coming.

         Picking up my desk phone, I called Mark Daly, my opposite number at HM Customs. He advised that Ben Harrison was a Senior Investigator in the NIS and one of their foremost informant handlers. He was rarely at Customs House, so Mark kindly gave me the contact details for his boss, Mick Burridge.

         
            11 Branch Office: administrative secretariat.

            12 CID: Criminal Investigation Department.

            13 E-Fit: police forensic artist.

            14 NCIS: National Criminal Intelligence Service, which ran the National Firearms Tracing Service within its INTERPOL National Central Bureau. They took responsibility on behalf of UK investigators to trace through the global firearms market the ownership of a firearm used in crime to identify the point where it was either stolen or passed into the illicit gun trade.

            15 CAD: Computer Aided Despatch – record of the initial call to police, action taken and result.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 6

            Get it Done

         

         Sitting at my desk later that morning, I noticed my open doorway darken. Instinctively, I looked up. It was Detective Chief Superintendent (DCS) Brian Mills, the SO11 Branch Commander. An absolute gentleman in every way. Courteous to a fault, with steely blue eyes and an air of supreme confidence gained from years of hands-on operational experience as a career detective. Much of it involved running the types of high-risk intelligence-led investigations SO11 was renowned for. His office was next to mine, on the right. He was a smoker, and so his was tainted by the smell of stale tobacco. Sometimes, it permeated through to mine to warn when he was alongside. Brian was in his 50s and so old-school he refused to have a computer. Instead, he hand-wrote everything. Occasionally, he would pop in and ask me to type up his notes, leaving behind the relevant file. I did so willingly, as the documents were always an interesting read.

         Brian had called me into his office soon after I joined SO11. The previous week he had brought his daughter into work and introduced us. She said my face seemed familiar but could not recall where from. Two years earlier, I had agreed to have some family pictures taken by a photographer friend. He promised me he’d use them just for his stock library. “My daughter’s remembered where she’d seen you,” Brian announced as he handed me the magazine ‘More’, aimed at a readership of mainly teenage girls. His mischievous look told me he was rather pleased with himself as he said, “you’ll find your photograph in a double-page article. It’s under the banner headline, ‘My baby’s father is the married man next door’.”

         Brian laughed at my obvious embarrassment as I recognised myself from the photograph. Thankfully, he accepted my innocent explanation. However, for weeks afterwards he would produce the magazine to his visitors and bring them to my door. Almost proudly, he would point at me saying, “and that’s the married scoundrel right there.”

         Wondering why Brian was standing in my doorway this time, I asked, “Boss, do you need my secretarial skills?”

         “No, not on this occasion, Michael. My office, please.”

         I grabbed my jacket from the back of the chair and followed him.

         “Push the door to, would you, and have a seat.” His flat tone signalled bad news. He reclined in his executive-level chair and revolved it slightly side-to-side, revealing his discomfort at what he was about to say. I too had one of these chairs, despite them being the preserve of more senior ranks. I had “borrowed” mine on leaving SO13 and moved it into my new office. I was conscious, though, that Brian had earned his by privilege of rank.

         I followed the protocol and looked at the papers on his desk hoping to glimpse what might be coming my way. My mind began to race: ‘had Customs already called him wanting to know why I was making enquiries about Ben Harrison?’

         Lifting a brown folder from his desk, Brian let me know what was troubling him. “Michael, I’ll get straight to the point, I’m not able to support your application for promotion this year.”

         I sat back and took a deep breath. Then, with a voice of resignation quietly exclaimed, “sugar, bloody, damn.” My wonderful godmother, Mrs Elizabeth Ive, had taught me this reaction to adversity. Her Methodist upbringing meant she found it almost impossible to swear. This was as bad as her language got. I too rarely swore, so found her three words a useful way to express my emotion without causing offence. Brian sensed the disappointment I was suppressing.

         “Look Michael, the facts are these,” his voice was now matter-of-fact. “I know you’ve had six years in the Inspector rank but until now in uniform. You’re a ‘Branch Detective’ here in SO11; not a real one who’s been through the Detective Training School like the rest of us. To be a DCI, you still need to earn your colours as a true detective. I’ve been allocated three slots to recommend DIs for selection and, I’m sorry, I’ve got three far more qualified than you.”

         I considered the ramifications as he spoke. I had been the youngest Sergeant ever at twenty-two, with just four years’ service. I had made Inspector within ten years at twenty-nine. I was ambitious but, in 1995, the MPS placed a moratorium on promotions. I then looked for broader experience to give me a better chance when the system re-opened. Since I had chosen to become a detective, I could not now revert and try for a uniform promotion instead.

         “Shame we couldn’t have done this over a pint, Boss,” I said, trying to appear positive.

         Brian smiled, “we can still have a chat over a pint,” he said, warming to the idea of staying on after work. Reassuringly, he then added, “look, I’ll get you on the next Detective Inspectors’ Course. That’ll get you qualified for the CID. You can then move around without being returned to uniform.”

         I nodded to indicate my appreciation.

         “And you’ll be in a far better position for promotion to DCI too. How does that sound?”

         “Thank you, that’s most kind,” I replied, still suppressing my disappointment.

         “Good. That’s it for now. Let’s go for a pint this evening.”

         Returning to my office, I closed the door and slumped into my borrowed executive chair wondering if I’d ever rightfully be entitled to one. I stared at the framed photograph on the desk of my wife, Olivia, and our four-year-old daughter, Rebecca. This career setback would only add to the tensions at home. It meant I would have to put in even more hours at work to get the recognition needed for a decent chance at promotion. The phone rang as I pondered on this. Answering it cheerily, I hoped not to give away my underlying frustration.

         “Michael, how are you? It’s Stuart Jackson.”

         Stuart and I first met in 1996 when he was the Staff Officer to the Commissioner, Sir Paul Condon. He was then a Chief Superintendent awaiting promotion to Commander. As part of the Support Services Review, I had helped assess the value-for-money of maintaining the ‘MPS Band’. Based on its high costs and unproven benefits, our recommendation was to close it down. Returning its forty or so members to full-time operational duties would immediately achieve a benefit from the £3 million in opportunity costs alone. The Management Board listened to us and, whilst its chair, The Receiver16, Philip Fletcher, agreed, the Deputy Commissioner, Sir Brian Hayes did not. He was incandescent with rage. Anticipating Sir Brian’s reaction, I had briefed Stuart in advance. He in turn told the Commissioner. According to Stuart, when Sir Brian then stormed into the Commissioner’s office declaring, “have you heard what they want to do with the Band?” Sir Paul replied, “yes, just think what else we could do with the three million. Time it was disbanded,” and chuckled at his pun.

         Returning my thoughts to Stuart’s phone call, I said, “are we re-forming the Band, Sir?”

         Laughing, he said, “no, no, I think you’re forgiven for that.” Then with a hint of uncertainty in his voice, he asked, “I’m hoping my research is correct and you now look after prisons, guns and telephones?”

         “Yes, Sir, that’s correct.”

         “Good,” and with more confidence he continued, “can you be in the Commissioner’s Private Office in thirty minutes? I have something you might be able to help me with.”

         Half an hour later, Stuart welcomed me to the eighth floor. I could not help noticing his bright new Commander’s epaulettes. “Congratulations on the promotion, Sir, is that very recent?”

         “Thank you, yes, last month.”

         “Dare I ask which ACPO job you got?”

         “Police Adviser to the Prison Service based at the Home Office, which is why I need to see you.” Then in a more hushed voice he asked, “first, may I check you are security cleared?”

         “Yes, I am.”

         “Good, good. What I’m about to tell you is highly confidential,” he said still in a semi-whispered voice. “It’ll soon become clear why I want your knowledge of prisons, guns and telephones.”

         Placing my daybook on my lap, I asked, “do you mind if I take notes?”

         “Not yet,” he replied sternly, before lowering his voice again to say, “let me explain things first. If you convince me you can help, then certainly, take notes. Otherwise, I’ll ask you to forget the whole conversation.”

         I looked past him momentarily at the sign on the closed door. It read ‘Commissioner’. Stuart followed my gaze. “Oh, he isn’t in. Out on a visit with his new Staff Officer. It’s given me the opportunity to meet you here. I’d rather not do so at the Home Office, as will become clear. Sir Paul may return soon and also want a word.”

         Stuart was softly spoken and surprisingly mild mannered for a man who held considerable authority. I felt sure that if provoked, he could also bang the table. This was the first time I had been into the Commissioner’s private suite. Everything was so different compared to the more stark, functional surroundings and drab grey colours of the other floors. Thick carpet replaced the standard linoleum, and armchairs and sofas offered much more comfort than the regulation upholstered hardwood seats the rest of us were used to. As I drank the coffee Stuart offered, I noted even the crockery and spoons were more upmarket than those available in the fourth-floor canteen.

         “Michael, I’m going to run past you a scenario I’ve had dropped on me very recently,” his voice suggested some annoyance. “I‘m keen to know what you can do to help me. You see, we need to get ahead of a situation that’s both operationally and politically challenging. It’s also potentially career-damaging for some very senior government officials involved.”

         “Sir, I’d be delighted to help in whatever way I can,” I answered, my mind now racing.

         “Thank you. Oh, and the Commissioner has taken a keen interest, so you’d better be confident about what you can deliver.”

         “Of course, Sir,” I said with confidence to reassure him.

         “Right, to summarise, in March, someone senior in the Home Office began negotiating on behalf of the Home Secretary with a solicitor acting for a serving High-Risk Category A17 prisoner. The latter wants to trade his early release by telling us where some very heavy weaponry is hidden in London.”

         Silently, I mouthed my usual “wow.”

         “So now the background,” he began to explain, “the inmate is in a prison outside London, so not one of yours. His solicitor contacted the Home Office direct to say his client had picked up information on his wing that a London crime gang is holding rocket propelled grenades, RPGs. He’s offering to help the Home Secretary seize them in exchange for immediate parole. He’s not offering anything to help us make arrests, so he won’t name his source.”

         “Goodness,” I said, not knowing what more I could add.

         “Yes, and I’m sorry to tell you the Home Secretary has already agreed, but only in principle, not yet in writing. Now, all that is very likely to change in twenty-four hours. With everyone predicting the Conservatives will lose tomorrow’s election, and Labour will get in, we’ll shortly have a new Home Secretary. He or she will want to know about this immediately, as finishing the deal will be on their watch. Still with me?

         “Yes Sir. I’m just surprised the Home Secretary agreed, even if it was only in principle. The political fallout will be massive when the media gets hold of this.”

         “Precisely, and not only will Michael Howard be made to look an absolute fool, so will every one of the officials who’ve been advising him. Their jobs aren’t at risk with a change of Minister, but their reputations are. We can expect them to do everything to protect their careers and pensions.” With a sense of foreboding he added, “thus, you can see how very messy this could get.”

         “Yes, which means we’ll have to be very careful with our enquiries.”

         “Quite so. I only got to know of this last Friday when the Home Office official acting as the go-between asked for my advice. He said the Home Secretary had finally realised that dumping the job of recovering the RPGs on us without warning would not look good; especially after nearly two months of negotiations. When I briefed the Commissioner, well, as you can imagine, Sir Paul was none too impressed to learn the Home Secretary hadn’t come to him immediately.”

         “This begs the question as to what precedent the Home Secretary thought he was setting,” I commented. “I mean, once word gets out, solicitors by the dozen will be queuing up offering to trade every type of contraband imaginable to negotiate their clients’ release too.”

         “Quite so, Michael, quite so.” Stuart then paused before continuing, “now, despite all the obvious distractions Michael Howard has due to the election, the Commissioner has got him to agree on how to proceed. The Home Office official I mentioned will, for now, continue to be the point of contact with the solicitor. He will act only on my instructions. It must be that way, as the Commissioner doesn’t want to alert the solicitor to wider police involvement.”

         I nodded, following the logic of this approach.

         “He wants to give the appearance that we’re nothing more than the recovery agency once we’ve been told where to find the RPGs. That gives us the opportunity to run a discreet investigation in tandem so we can get ahead of what’s going on.”

         “That makes sense,” I said, getting excited by what was potentially coming my way.

         “Yes, the Commissioner is very keen we develop a negotiating strategy that does just that. I’ll be meeting your boss, DAC Fry, at 5pm to get it sorted. I’ll then be briefing the Home Office official about what to say in his next call to the solicitor.”

         Stuart paused to look at me and seemed reassured by my nods.

         “The matters I want your advice on are these. First, what can we do about the Category A prisoner and his solicitor? Second, what can you do to put us on the front foot in these negotiations so we can seize the RPGs before any trade? And third, what intelligence is available to confirm they even exist?”

         I paused before replying; both to give me time to think and also sound convincing when I did that I knew what to do. “Okay Sir, in response to your first question, I’ll use my Prison Intelligence staff to talk to their opposite numbers at the prison and quickly develop a full profile on the inmate. We’ll be asking for his associates on the wing, especially those with London connections; visitors; telephone conversations, dates and times, etc. I’d also want to know every time the solicitor visited.”

         “Sounds good. What else?”

         “Second, I’ll get my TIU to build a profile on the solicitor from his mobile phone calls, including the locations where he made them. We’ll check his office and home phones too. We’ll start with the very first call he made to the Home Office. I’d also want to go back in time to identify who he called and vice versa to initiate it.”

         I paused to check that Stuart’s expression had confirmed I was on the right track.

         “That should give us a solid picture of who the solicitor is talking to about the trade, both inside and outside the prison,” I then added. “I’ll also put all the numbers on live monitoring going forward. Do you have the phone numbers being used by the solicitor and the Home Office official, Sir?”

         “Yes, I do,” his voice now sounding less guarded.

         “And the dates and times for that very first call right up to and including their most recent one?”

         “Yes, I can let you have those, and the accompanying notes of what they discussed,” he added. I was relieved his voice now revealed an enthusiasm to proceed.

         “Excellent. Well, that’s how we would help you get ahead of what they’re planning. As to your third question,” again, I paused to inject some gravitas to my thinking, “I’ll do my own research with MI5’s Weapons Intelligence Branch. I’d want their take on whether such weaponry could be in London and, if so, where it came from. Those would be my first three actions. Do they help?” I finished, hoping to have displayed sufficient rigour in my approach.

         “Yes, yes, bloody perfect, Michael,” he replied, his voice now evidently excited. “It’s much more than anyone has done in the Home Office and what I can do from where I sit. I’m very grateful for our chat. Thank you.”

         I waited in anticipation of him now giving me the full facts. After a period of extended silence that made me feel uncomfortable, I asked, “would you like me to make a start now, Sir?”

         “Sorry, Michael, yes, yes, of course. I was just thinking about the consequences of failure. Hmm, let me worry about that.” Then, picking up a brown folder from the chair next to him, he said, “right, here’s the file I’ve put together for my own purposes. I’ve drawn it mostly from what the Home Office official gave me.” As I reached to take it, Stuart hesitated, saying, “but I can’t let you take it away or photocopy it. You’re very welcome to read it here, make notes, and then give it back to me.” In a hushed tone, he continued, “you’ll understand there are sensitivities about there being any official record. That way, if it all goes wrong, it’s easier for the Home Office to deny everything.”

         “If you say so, Sir,” I replied, unhappy with the implications of his statement. I chose to move on, though, by asking, “would you help me with a ‘who’s who in the zoo’?”

         “Yes, of course,” he replied encouragingly, “the senior Home Office official is Colin Murray, deputy head of the Prison Service. You’ll find his phone numbers in the file, with a chronological list of dates and times along with his own notes of each conversation with the solicitor.”

         Stuart paused helpfully while I copied the information.

         “The inmate’s name is Fred Donovan. He’s a major Manchester criminal. Sentenced in late ‘95 for conspiracy to supply amphetamines, he’s fifteen months into a ten-year stretch at HMP Full Sutton on the Category A Wing.”

         Stuart waited for me to catch up with my notes while I scribbled hurriedly, hoping I would be able to decipher them later.

         “His solicitor is Patrick Gudgeon, also from Manchester. You’ll find his mobile and office numbers in the file. Colin Murray indicated there’s some history between them, so you might want to look back further than March 13th when this all started. Colin said he couldn’t discuss whatever had gone before, so I didn’t enquire further.”

         “If you don’t mind Sir, I need to spend a few minutes writing down the dates and times for all these calls and copying the notes about what they discussed?”

         “Carry on, but remember, when the time comes, we’ll need to review whether any of it can or should be turned into evidence.” Once again, he lowered his voice before adding, “I sense the Home Office won’t want the full story coming out in court should your enquiries lead to an arrest.”

         I nodded to let him know I had heard him but kept my head down while continuing to make detailed notes. When I finished, I told him, “I need to manage expectations, Sir. It may take the CSPs a week to get all the data we want.”

         “Okay, we’ll just have to be patient then,” he said with some resignation. “Whilst the Home Office is doing what it does best, prevaricate, speed is still of the essence. Gudgeon is putting Colin under considerable pressure to give him a letter from the Home Secretary to confirm the agreement. He’s claiming any delay risks the RPGs moving and Donovan not then hearing where to. He’s upping the ante all the time, warning they could be used any day in some horrendous crime.”

         I picked up on his anxiety and replied reassuringly, “I’ll press on everyone that speed is of the essence, Sir.”

         “Thank you. For now, the election has bought us a couple of weeks, maybe a month at most. Gudgeon does accept the Home Secretary’s attention is elsewhere right now. Colin’s assured him he’ll brief the next incumbent, if there is to be one, very soon after he or she takes up office.”

         “Sir, in addition to you talking to DAC Fry, would you also call my immediate boss, Detective Superintendent Anton Baxter? It will help me enormously if he hears it from you direct that you want me working on this.”

         “Yes, of course,” he replied immediately in a reassuring tone, before saying enthusiastically, “I’m going to recommend you be my first point of contact. I will let you know immediately about any calls between Murray and Gudgeon. That way you can react to what’s happening on the telephones.”

         “That makes sense, Sir. In the meantime, I’d like to put Colin Murray’s phones on live monitoring, so we know immediately either the number he called or just called him. We wouldn’t have to wait days for the billing. Live monitoring will also reveal the caller’s number even if they think they’ve blocked it by prefixing their call with 1-4-1.”

         “That seems very sensible.” Then in a more hushed voice he asked, “I assume you’ll only go digging further when I tell you a particular call is relevant.”

         “Yes, and that’s how I’ll write it up.”

         “Good, well I’m happy with that. Now, here’s my card, with my new phone numbers so you and I can keep in touch.” I took it, handing him mine in return.

         “As regards the negotiating strategy,” he added, “I’ll be briefing DAC Fry that our primary objective is to recover the RPGs by any lawful means. The Commissioner made it abundantly clear to the Home Secretary he has great difficulty doing deals with prison inmates. He doesn’t want Donovan getting any benefit; especially if he won’t name his source.”

         “I agree.”

         “So part of your job, Michael, is to find the evidence, even if it’s only on balance of probability that Donovan hasn’t been straight with us.”

         “All received and understood, Sir.” I thought for a moment before asking, “when should I tell Mr Baxter to expect your call?”

         “Within the hour, oh, and recommend he join me at 5pm in my meeting with DAC Fry.”

         I was about to get up when I stopped to impart some of my own knowledge on the subject, “You know, Sir, an RPG is a very unlikely weapon for London criminals to use.” Looking him in the eye to reinforce my point, I told him, “I get to see a lot of intelligence files on weapons. There’s never been any mention of RPGs in a UK context. That may be because they’ve got no practical use, not even for cash-in-transit robberies. As Michael Caine once said in the ‘Italian Job’, they’re likely to do more than just “blow the bloody doors off”.”

         Stuart laughed, “yes, quite so.”

         “My knowledge comes from monitoring the biker-war going on in Sweden. It’s between the ‘Hells Angels’ and ‘Bandidos’ outlaw motorcycle gangs. They’ve been firing RPGs and bombing each other’s club houses for a couple of years now. Thankfully, we just don’t have that type of weaponised gangland violence on our streets.” I then added, “well, not yet anyway.”

         Stuart nodded as he took in the information.

         “I should tell you I’m also running an investigation that could be related,” I decided to tell him. I then explained what we knew about the three recent recoveries of firearms and ammunition in Whitechapel, Plaistow and Gravesend.

         “My goodness, Michael,” he said when I finished, “if all these are connected, it could be that what we’re witnessing is, as you suggest, the build-up to a massive surge in gang violence across the UK.”

         “Yes, Sir, quite possibly it is.”

         Just then, Sir Paul Condon entered the room. Instinctively, I stood up. His expression suggested he recognised my face but could not recall the name.

         “Sir, you’ll remember this is Detective Inspector Michael Hallowes,” Stuart said helpfully. “He’s now in SO11. Head of guns, phones and prison intelligence,”

         “I do recall Michael, I do. Good to see you, again. I think we’re all forgiven for the Band. Are you fully briefed?”

         “Yes Sir, I am.”

         “Good. Remember the objectives: protect the integrity of Scotland Yard, and recover the weapons, if they exist. Oh, and make sure Donovan stays in prison. If I have my way, he’ll serve out his sentence in full. Understood?”

         “Perfectly, Sir.”

         “Good, well, get it done, Michael, get it done.”

         
            16 The Receiver: formal title for the equivalent of a Chief Financial Officer.

            17 Category A: highest security risk, with the potential for extreme violence, or likelihood of escape.
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