
[image: Image Missing]



Also by Stephen Leather


Pay Off


The Fireman


Hungry Ghost


The Chinaman


The Vets


The Long Shot


The Birthday Girl


The Double Tap


The Solitary Man


The Tunnel Rats


The Bombmaker


The Stretch


Tango One


The Eyewitness


First Response


Takedown


Spider Shepherd thrillers


Hard Landing


Soft Target


Cold Kill


Hot Blood


Dead Men


Live Fire


Rough Justice


Fair Game


False Friends


True Colours


White Lies


Black Ops


Dark Forces


Jack Nightingale supernatural thrillers


Nightfall


Midnight


Nightmare


Nightshade


Lastnight


If you’d like to find out more about these and future titles, go to www.stephenleather.com.




[image: Image Missing]


 


 


 


[image: Image Missing]



www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2017 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Stephen Leather 2017


The right of Stephen Leather to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 1 473 60411 7


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hodder.co.uk




For Sharan




Matt Standing wasn’t a great fan of defecating into plastic bags, but when you were five days into an operation that would hopefully lead to the death of one of the world’s most wanted terrorists, there wasn’t much choice. 


Sergeant Standing was on the top floor of a half-destroyed building on the outskirts of a town called Idlib in the north-west of Syria. The house had been hit by a missile a year earlier and all the occupants had been killed. Satellite surveillance photographs had identified it as being the ideal choice for the mission – it was on a hill overlooking the town and had easy access from the rear. The nearest neighbour was several hundred yards away and, other than the occasional browsing goat, no one went near the place. And it had a perfect view of the target house, almost a mile away.


There was no mains water and no electricity. They had brought water in plastic bottles and used night-vision goggles when they needed to see in the dark. Food consisted mainly of dry rations, though they had some fruit and hard-boiled eggs too.


There were three SAS troopers with Standing. Karl Williams was the group’s medic, a strapping six-footer from Bristol, a farmer’s son who had decided that a military career might be more fulfilling than milking cows. Grant Parker was an explosive expert. As a kid he’d loved blowing things up – everything from tree stumps to live frogs – and the SAS had turned him into the demolition expert he’d always wanted to be. He was also a trained sniper and a black belt in Shotokan karate. The third member of the unit was John Cox, the oldest of the group with two decades of SAS service under his belt. Cox was a big man with thinning red hair, a linguist, fluent in Arabic and near-fluent in Kurdish, with a smattering of European languages. He was also a signals specialist, in charge of the unit’s radio and satphone.


They had set up the observation point in the bedroom overlooking the target house. The staircase had been made of wood and had pretty much been destroyed. They had piled rubble against a wall so that they could reach the upper floor. They slept in the rear bedroom, where most of the ceiling had been destroyed, and used the roof to carry out their bodily functions. At night they peed off the terrace and onto the rear garden. They stored the faeces-filled bags in a pile against the wall and would take them away when the operation was over.


They had reached the house on quad bikes that they had hidden in a ravine some ten miles away, then walked under cover of darkness wearing night-vision goggles to find their way. Nowhere in Syria was safe, but Idlib was under the control of Islamic State and one of the most dangerous places in the world for Westerners. When Syria’s civil uprising had burst into life in 2011, Idlib had been a focal point of the protests and fighting, and ownership of the city kept passing between the rebels and the Syrian Army. The area had once been a source of olives, cotton and wheat, and the cherries produced there were said to be the best in the region. Small factories pressed the olives and the oil was sold around the country. No longer. In recent years the main export had been refugees, and families from the area could now be found scattered across Europe in their thousands. The town’s most successful football club was Omaya Sport but in 2015 it had had to withdraw from the Syrian professional league after an airstrike had destroyed its headquarters. Normal life had stopped in Idlib and there were no signs of it returning in the near future. Life meant survival, day-to-day getting by in a war zone.


Standing went back into the front room and took up his position again, lying prone and studying the building in the distance. The house they were watching was a simple two-storey sandstone building, no different from hundreds of others in the town and a match to the one they were holed up in: small windows, a roof terrace from which laundry fluttered, metal bars on the ground-floor windows. The building wasn’t the least bit special, but its occupants were. Specifically one occupant, a man of seventy-nine, who was, that very day, turning eighty. Like most Muslims, Houman Ahmadi did not celebrate his birthday, the birthdays of his children or of their children. Birthdays were haram. Forbidden. Like bacon and alcohol.


Houman lived quietly in the house. He was still active, despite his years, and each evening would sit on the roof terrace smoking hand-rolled cigarettes and drinking hot mint tea prepared by one of the two women who took care of him. One was his daughter-in-law, the widow of his third son, the other a distant cousin, whose family had died in a suicide bombing in the town’s market: a young man had detonated a truck full of fertiliser explosives as a convoy of police vehicles drove by. Eight police officers and two dozen civilians had died that day and dozens more were injured. Houman’s cousin had lost her husband and two children, most of her left arm and the sight in her left eye.


Houman had six children, fifteen grandchildren and twenty great-grandchildren. Most of his family had left the town soon after the fighting had started but he had refused to go. Three of his children had crossed the border to the north with their families and were in the main refugee camp in the south-eastern border town of Suruç. More than forty thousand refugees lived in the sprawling tent city with two hospitals, a dozen clinics and classrooms for more than ten thousand children. Two of his sons had taken their families to the Kilis Öncüpınar Accommodation Facility, a hundred miles to the west of Suruç, a makeshift town built from more than twenty thousand shipping containers where more than fifteen thousand refugees had sought sanctuary. Ten of Houman’s grandchildren – all fit young men – had set out on the long walk to Europe in the hope of getting asylum there. The families had given them whatever they had, knowing they were a lifeline. If one was granted the Holy Grail of citizenship in a European country, they would all be able to follow.


Houman had one more son, his youngest, soon to turn forty. His name was Abdul-Karim and he was one of the most wanted terrorists in the world. He was why Standing and his colleagues were defecating into plastic bags and eating ration packs that tasted of cardboard. Abdul-Karim Ahmadi – known by the men hunting him as AKA – was one of the top bombmakers and strategists for the Khorasan group, made up of hardline al-Qaeda terrorists who were determined to take the fight to the United States and Europe. He had been in America’s Top 10 Most Wanted list for more than a year, and there had been several failed attempts to assassinate him. The CIA had kept Houman Ahmadi under observation for more than a year, hoping that Abdul-Karim would get in touch. Houman had no phone or internet connection, and the only visitors he had were an imam from his local mosque and a shopkeeper who delivered provisions several times a week. He was just an old man getting to the end of his life. But in recent weeks his watchers had noticed a change in him. During his evening visits to the roof terrace, he was clearly finding it difficult to walk and needed the assistance of one of his carers to get up the stairs. Then one evening he was connected to a drip and both carers were needed to get him onto the roof so that he could smoke his cigarettes and drink his tea. Houman was dying, the CIA analysts at Langley, Virginia, had decided. And before he died, there was a good chance that his son, Abdul-Karim, would visit to pay his respects.


The equipment they would use to bring about the demise of Abdul-Karim, should he ever turn up at his father’s house, was at Standing’s side. It was about the same size and shape as an old-fashioned slide projector but it had nothing to do with entertainment and everything to do with destruction. It was a laser target designator, manufactured by US defence giant Northrop Grumman. Those who used it referred to it as a SOFLAM, which stood for Special Operations Forces Laser Acquisition Marker. The technique of using lasers to guide in missiles had been used to great effect in Afghanistan and Iraq, and the Americans were determined to make full use of it in Syria. The SOFLAM that Standing had been given was the PEQ-1C, which used only one battery rather than the five that were needed to power the earlier versions: the new model had replaced the flashlamp-pumped laser with a diode-pumped laser, using passive cooling. The P meant man-portable. The E designated it as equipment that used a laser. And the Q meant special. That was what Standing had been told by the Navy SEAL who had given it to him. Standing didn’t know the technical details but he did know that if he pointed it at a building less than ten kilometres away and pressed the magic button, the target would be bathed in a pulsing laser that was invisible to the naked eye but could clearly be seen by a drone fifty thousand feet in the air. The drone would release a Hellfire missile, and sensors in its nose would take it to the target with pinpoint accuracy.


Dan ‘Spider’ Shepherd was not a fan of defecating into plastic bags, though he had done his fair share of it during his years with the SAS. But working long hours on surveillance operations for MI5 meant that toilet breaks couldn’t be pre-planned. Among the equipment packed into the back of the Openreach van, there was a pack of self-sealing plastic sandwich bags. The van was the perfect choice for a surveillance vehicle: it was fairly roomy in the back and there were hundreds on the streets of London every day, many parked by the roadside as their technicians went about their business, maintaining the fibres, wires and cables that kept the country connected. On the off-chance that a member of the public got a look inside, the racks of surveillance and recording equipment wouldn’t seem out of place. 


Shepherd was in his early forties and his two colleagues were almost a decade younger, but he was clearly the fittest of the three. MI5 generally wasn’t concerned about fitness levels: the organisation regarded the fight against terrorism as a cerebral one and brought in physical expertise when it was needed. There were three Armed-Response Vehicles close by, each with three highly trained firearms officers on board. It was a big operation: the intel supplied by Shepherd’s boss – Jeremy Willoughby-Brown, presently ensconced in an operation room in Thames House – was that the object of the surveillance was planning to carry out a major terrorist incident, sooner rather than later.


Janet Rayner, a pretty no-nonsense brunette, her shoulder-length hair tied up with a scrunchie, was manning the comms. She had a cut-glass accent but had grown up on a rough council estate in north Manchester and had spent three years as an electrical engineer on cargo ships, running back and forth to the Far East, before joining MI5. She was in her early thirties but was still asked for ID in pubs and bars.


The youngest member of the surveillance team was handling the video feeds. Perversely, Paul Brennan looked a good ten years older than his true age, mainly because of his receding hair and bad posture, which he blamed on a childhood spent bent over a laptop. Brennan had a personalhygiene problem, but that hadn’t become apparent until they’d been stuck in the back of the van. Body odour was always a problem on stakeouts, but the van had little in the way of ventilation and Brennan clearly wasn’t a fan of antiperspirants.


All three of the team were wearing Openreach overalls and headsets. Shepherd was the only one who had drawn a firearm – a SIG-Sauer P226, the 9mm model and, in Shepherd’s opinion, one of the best-balanced handguns available. It had no external safety but had three safety controls – the slide stop, the magazine release and the de-cocker – which meant that it could safely be carried with ten rounds in the magazine and one in the chamber. It nestled under his left armpit in a nylon holster.


Further along the road a black cab was parked with its light off and two passengers in the back. The driver was a middle-aged MI5 surveillance officer. His passengers were Counter-terrorist Specialist Firearms Officers. They had replaced their wolf-grey fire-proof uniforms with plainclothes jackets and jeans, and while they usually went about their business with AR-15 CQB carbines, for this operation they were carrying Glock 17 handguns in underarm holsters. If more firearms support was needed, the three ARVs would be on the scene in seconds, BMW SUVs each with three uniformed officers on board.


At either end of the street MI5 surveillance experts were kitted out as motorbike couriers, and Shepherd had another surveillance vehicle – a driving instructor’s car in British School of Motoring livery. The driver was an MI5 surveillance officer, and his female passenger, holding a clipboard, was a CTSFO. She had a Glock in the door compartment next to her.


‘Tango One is on the move,’ said Brennan.


Tango One was a second-generation Somalian, who had spent his whole life in north London. His parents had fled war-torn Somalia in the early nineties, selling all their belongings to pay for their passage to the UK. The father was a doctor, the mother a teacher, and they had made new lives for themselves in their adopted country, raising four children. Dr and Mrs Daar did everything they could do to fit in. Mrs Daar always wore a traditional Somalian shash headscarf when she went out, but she teamed it with Western clothing. Dr Daar wore a suit most of the time, even when he wasn’t working at the local hospital. They had given their children Western names and didn’t object when their two daughters opted not to cover their hair. The girls had both gone on to study medicine, one at Edinburgh University, the other in Manchester. Their elder son was a computer programmer, working for Sony in their video-games division. The younger was the only member of the Daar family who had not integrated into British life. In fact, he held his parents and siblings in contempt and had moved out of the family home when he was sixteen. He had rejected the name his parents had given him – Alan – and now called himself Ali Mohammed. He had also rejected Western clothing in favour of the ankle-length dress known as a kameez, had grown a long, bushy beard, and had moved into a shared house with half a dozen young Muslim men in Stoke Newington.


Ali Mohammed did not have a driving licence. He either travelled by public transport or had a friend drive him. Over the last week it had been the same man who had picked him up, a British-born Pakistani by the name of Tariq Tareen, designated as Tango Two, who attended the same mosque as Daar. Tareen had been placed on MI5’s watch list not long after he had returned from a six-month visit to Pakistan three years earlier, ostensibly to attend a cousin’s wedding but almost certainly because he had been invited to an ISIS training camp on the Pakistan–Afghanistan border. At the time Tareen had slipped in and out of the country without anyone noticing, but an informer at the mosque had supplied a list of young men he claimed had attended the training camp. As a result, Five had put Tareen under surveillance. He ran a pro-jihadist website from his bedroom in his parents’ terraced house in Southall, and was a regular at anti-Israel demonstrations in the city.


Like Daar, Tareen had an unkempt beard, but he favoured more Western clothes, usually a quilted jacket with baggy trousers and a black-and-white checked scarf tied loosely around his neck. He drove a red Nissan Juke. During the month that Shepherd and his team had been watching the two men, they had made frequent visits to a storage facility in Hammersmith. Daar had rented a large storage unit and, over the past two weeks, had been stocking it with everything he would need to construct small but powerful bombs. After his second visit to the storage facility, MI5 technicians had installed a tiny CCTV camera in the ceiling and had kept the unit under twenty-four-hour surveillance. Daar and Tareen had visited several electronics supply firms, purchasing wiring and soldering irons, and chemicals that could be used to produce explosives, including acetone, hydrogen peroxide, sulphuric acid and more than a dozen bags of ammonium nitrate fertiliser. Twice the men had driven up north and parked at the London Gateway service station between junctions two and four on the M1. There they had been met by two British-born Pakistanis from Leeds and transferred a number of bags to the Nissan. Shepherd’s team had identified the men from Leeds – both were on MI5 watch lists.


‘Victor One is pulling up now,’ said Rayner. That was the Nissan Juke. Tariq Tareen was at the wheel and had been followed from his house in Kilburn, north-west London.


‘Tango Three is on the move,’ said a voice over the radio. It was Steve Turner, one of MI5’s top surveillance experts. He was sitting inside a second Openreach van, stationed outside a house in Ealing, in charge of a second team that was ready and waiting to follow Tango Three – an Iraqi who had arrived in the UK two years earlier. The Security Service knew that Abdul Hakim Khalid was an Iraqi but the Home Office had granted him asylum as a Syrian refugee based on fake papers he had obtained in Turkey. Khalid was one of tens of thousands of migrants who had walked across Europe and arrived in France, claiming to be a child. In fact, he was already twenty-three years old and had been shaving for seven years. A shopkeeper in Bristol – a genuine Syrian refugee, who had been in the country for five years – had agreed to claim that the new arrival was his cousin and Khalid had been brought into the country in the autumn of 2016. After a brief photo opportunity with his ‘cousin’, Khalid moved to London where he stayed with a group of former ISIS fighters who had all, one way or another, lied their way into the United Kingdom. MI5 had the house under constant surveillance and had obtained warrants to tap the phones of all the men who lived there.


Khalid had visited the storage unit with Daar several times, sometimes just the two of them, sometimes with other occupants of the house in Ealing.


‘Tango Four is with him,’ said Turner, over the radio. ‘They’re getting into Victor Two.’


Victor Two was a white van owned by one of the men in the house, though they all took turns to drive it. It was taxed and insured and had never been issued with a speeding ticket or parking fine. Tango Four was a British-born Pakistani. His parents had lived in the unforgiving border area where Pakistan butted against Afghanistan and had fled when their home had been destroyed by a Russian missile in 1987, killing their three children as they lay in their beds.


It had taken the parents two years to reach England, and another five passed before they were granted citizenship. Their son Mahnoor was born shortly after Mr and Mrs Bhutta had received their British passports. They were committed Muslims and had brought up their son to follow the ways of Islam: they made sure he prayed five times a day and attended religious lessons at their local mosque. It was at the mosque that Mahnoor was taught that Muslims were at war, that the West wanted them dead, and that it was the duty of every Muslim to fight back. A young imam at the mosque had opened Mahnoor’s eyes and shown him the true meaning of the Koran. Once Mahnoor reached his teens he spent more time at the Finsbury Park mosque, where he studied under Abu Hamza, the Egyptian cleric who preached Islamic fundamentalism and militant Islamism before his extradition to the United States. There, he was sentenced to life imprisonment for terrorism offences.


Abu Hamza’s imprisonment further radicalised Mahnoor, and he was sent for intensive training in Afghanistan, co-incidentally less than fifty miles from the house where the Bhuttas had once lived. On his return to the United Kingdom he had moved into the house where Ali Mohammed lived. It was the Americans who told MI5 that Mahnoor had attended the ISIS training camp and provided details of how he had entered and left Afghanistan, but by then he was already on the Security Service’s watch list.


For the next thirty minutes the teams kept the two vehicles under surveillance as they drove through the early-morning traffic. It soon became clear that both vehicles were heading for the storage facility in Hammersmith but they didn’t relax for a second. Shepherd knew that counter-surveillance techniques often played on the tendency for watchers to get bored by predictability and took advantage of lapses in concentration, so he kept his group on their toes by constantly changing lead vehicles and routes. Turner did the same with his.


Victor One arrived at the storage facility first and parked close to the main building. It was open twenty-four hours a day, though security was more reliant on CCTV than staff walking around. All visitors had to report to Reception where they showed ID, then walked through into the main building, which housed hundreds of individual units, from small ones not much bigger than a safety deposit box to spaces capable of holding a houseful of furniture or a car.


The larger units were equipped with fluorescent lights but none had its own power supply. That lack suggested the chemicals would be moved elsewhere to be processed.


‘Victor Two is stopping,’ said Turner, over the radio.


Shepherd stiffened, wondering what was happening. ‘What is Victor Two’s location?’


‘On the main road, close to Hammersmith Tube station,’ said Turner.


‘I have eyeball,’ said a courier on Turner’s team. ‘Looks like he’s picking someone up. IC4 male, mid-thirties, beard, white skullcap, long black coat and Nike trainers.’


‘Right. He’s designated Alpha One,’ said Turner.


‘Alpha One is getting into Victor Two,’ said the courier. ‘Victor Two is now mobile again.’


Rayner called up footage from a camera at the front of the storage facility. MI5’s technicians had arranged to take all CCTV feeds from the facility when they had put the hidden camera into the unit’s ceiling. ‘Tango One and Tango Two are waiting,’ she said.


‘That’s unusual,’ said Shepherd. ‘Normally they meet inside.’


‘Picking someone up is a new one too,’ said Brennan. ‘Maybe they need more manpower.’


‘Here they come,’ said Rayner, her eyes on the CCTV footage. The white van pulled up next to the Nissan. Abdul Hakim Khalid and Mahnoor Bhutta climbed out of the van and Alpha One joined them. Ali Mohammed and Tariq Tareen got out of the Nissan and all five men embraced each other.


Shepherd watched the screen as the five Asians walked to the entrance and went inside. Rayner flicked through to another feed, this one showing the reception area. Abdul Hakim Khalid and Alpha One were talking to the woman handling the comms. Alpha One took out his wallet and showed her his ID, then signed a form on a clipboard. 


‘Are you seeing this, Jeremy? Alpha One is signing in, not Ali Mohammed.’


Willoughby-Brown swore. Alpha One wasn’t known to them, which meant that if there was a storage unit in his name it wouldn’t have come to their attention.


The five men pushed through double doors to the main storage area. Rayner flicked through the various CCTV feeds from the facility. She flicked on to one camera just as the men walked out of its field of vision. ‘There they are,’ said Shepherd, then put up his hands when Rayner threw him a withering look. ‘Sorry.’


She clicked on another feed. And another. ‘I can’t get a view of the area they’re in,’ she said.


‘Are there blind spots?’ asked Shepherd.


‘There shouldn’t be,’ she said. Views flicked by on her main screen. ‘But I can’t find them.’ 


‘Jeremy, this is a totally different scenario we’ve got here. Did we know there was another storage unit?’


‘If I’d known I’d have told you, obviously,’ said Willoughby-Brown.


Shepherd wasn’t sure that was true because, more often than not, Willoughby-Brown operated on the need-to-know principle. ‘We’ve no idea what they’ve got in there,’ said Shepherd.


‘Can you get a body to walk by for a visual?’ asked Willoughby-Brown. ‘We need to know which container it is and what’s in it.’


‘We have a watcher wearing a company uniform, but there aren’t many people wandering around so we have to be careful,’ said Shepherd. ‘But, yes, I’m getting eyes on now. He’ll drop by Reception first to find out the unit number.’


‘I wasn’t meaning to teach you to suck eggs,’ said Willoughby-Brown.


‘And I wasn’t taking offence,’ said Shepherd. ‘I’m always grateful for your input.’ He tried to keep the sarcasm out of his voice, but from the way that Rayner was grinning he knew he’d failed. He looked over at Brennan. ‘Get Lofty on the case, will you?’


Brennan flashed him a thumbs-up.


Willoughby-Brown’s voice faded and Shepherd realised he was talking to someone else at his end. After a few seconds he was back. ‘Sorry, Daniel, we’re checking the feeds from the storage company and they’ve disappeared.’


Rayner was clicking though the various CCTV feeds from the storage company, frowning intently.


‘Any joy, Janet?’ asked Shepherd.


‘I think they’ve disabled the cameras where they are.’


‘Did you hear that, Jeremy?’


‘I did,’ said Willoughby-Brown. ‘We need to know for sure if this is a technical problem or if the targets have done this themselves. Because if they’ve blocked the feed that means it could be time-sensitive.’


‘I’m on it,’ said Shepherd.


Brennan twisted around on his stool. ‘Lofty’s going to Reception and then he’ll do a walk-by.’


David ‘Lofty’ Loftus was unusually tall for a watcher, closer to seven feet than six. Most MI5 surveillance experts were genuine grey men or women, with no unusual features that would be remembered, no unusual hair colours, neither too ugly nor too handsome. Average. That way they could blend more easily into their environment. The blander they were, the more they blended. But Loftus was so tall that he attracted attention wherever he went, and several times a day he’d hear a whispered ‘How tall do you think he is?’ behind him. Because of his height, Loftus usually did his surveillance from a vehicle, ideally one with plenty of legroom, but on this occasion he’d been assigned to the storage company and was wearing one of their security uniforms. The only spare uniform to hand had been extra-large and Loftus was the only one it fitted. It was dark brown with the name of the company on the shoulders and came with a black belt and a transceiver in a holster. He decided to remove the MI5 comms in case he got up close and personal with any of the Tangos: it wasn’t the sort of equipment used by run-of-the-mill security staff. He’d tuned the transceiver to a frequency the team was using, then put it back into its holster. The girl in Reception had given him the number of the unit. The customer’s name was Mahnoor Bhutta and he had shown a UK driving licence as identification. He was a relatively new client and had booked the unit just two weeks earlier. She had happily answered Loftus’s questions – she had been told that the company was cooperating with the police on a drugs case and that from time to time officers would be wearing company uniforms.


Loftus walked away from the desk and radioed in the details to Rayner, using the company transceiver, then pushed open the double doors that led to a corridor with bright yellow doors, left and right. They had keypad locks but many of the owners had also installed padlocks as an extra security measure. He went left, then pushed through another set of doors. There was a CCTV camera in a black plastic dome at either end of the corridor, but neither had a blinking red light to show they were working.


‘I’m in the corridor. The CCTV cameras look like they’re out of commission,’ he said.


He walked slowly along. The unit Bhutta used was number 432. The door was closed and the padlock had been removed. Loftus walked past it, then out of the double doors at the far end and used the transceiver again to call Rayner. ‘The door’s shut and there’s no padlock,’ he said. ‘I’m guessing they’re inside.’


‘Give me a second, Lofty.’


Loftus kept watch through the glass panel in one of the doors until she came back on. ‘Any chance of you listening in at the door?’


‘I can try,’ said Loftus.


‘Give it a go,’ she said. ‘You can always say you were checking to see why it was unlocked.’


‘I’m on it,’ said Loftus. He slid the transceiver back into its holster and pushed through the doors. His boots squeaked on the linoleum as he walked down the corridor. He slowed as he reached door 432. He put his hands either side of it and placed his ear close to the wood. He could hear a voice. Accented but speaking English. He heard the words ‘Downing Street’, then guttural laughter.


There was more talking, this time a different voice, but it was so muffled Loftus couldn’t even tell what language it was. He pressed his ear harder against the wood and the door creaked. He held his breath, then pushed himself back. As he straightened the door was yanked open. Daar was there, with Tareen at his side. Loftus opened his mouth to speak but Daar grabbed him by the jacket and pulled him in. Loftus stumbled, off-balance, and before he could steady himself his legs were kicked out from under him and he hit the concrete floor, hard.


‘For fuck’s sake!’ he shouted. He rolled onto his back and pushed himself away from the men. Daar slammed the door. ‘Who are you?’ he barked.


Loftus fought to control his breathing. He’d hurt his knee in the fall and scraped the skin off his right hand. He scanned the angry faces, recognising four from that morning’s briefing. Ali Mohammed. Tariq Tareen. Abdul Hakim Khalid. Mahnoor Bhutta.


‘I work here, mate,’ said Loftus. He pointed to his name-badge. ‘Maintenance.’ He pushed himself to his feet. ‘Where do you get off attacking me like that? I’m going to call the cops, that’s what I’m going to do.’ He reached for his transceiver but Khalid and Bhutta rushed him and grabbed his arm. He tried to fight them off but they pushed him against the wall. Khalid had his forearm tight against Loftus’s throat, making it hard for him to breathe, while the other man twisted the transceiver out of his grasp.


‘You were spying on us,’ said Ali Mohammed.


‘The door was unlocked so I was checking that everything was okay.’ He pointed at the transceiver. ‘Let me talk to my boss. He can tell you I work here. But the uniform is a fucking clue, right.’ 


Khalid pressed his arm harder and Loftus began to choke. Ali Mohammed started to talk to Tareen in a language Loftus didn’t recognise but which he figured was either Arabic or Somalian. Khalid released his grip and stood back, breathing heavily. The other two were standing by the door, blocking any escape. Loftus was suddenly aware of how much danger he was in. He was in a room with five jihadists planning a terrorist attack and out of direct contact with the team. There were a number of large black kitbags scattered around the storage unit. Loftus counted them. Ten.


Ali Mohammed continued to talk and Loftus got the feeling he was telling them what they had to do. He kept jabbing his finger at Loftus and his tone was definitely hostile.


‘I’m just checking that everything is secure, mate,’ Loftus said. ‘So if everything is okay, I’ll leave you to it, yeah?’ He took a step towards the door. 


Ali Mohammed pointed at his face. ‘Stay the fuck where you are!’ he said.


Loftus held up his hands. ‘Hey, there’s no need for language like that, mate,’ he said, playing the aggrieved employee. ‘I’m just doing my job.’ Loftus didn’t know if they were buying his ‘I only work here’ story, but even if they did he doubted that it would make any difference to the outcome. He was a witness, no matter who he worked for, and the discussion they were having was about what they should do with him. ‘Let me radio in, yeah? And we can get this misunderstanding sorted.’


He held out his hand for the transceiver but Ali Mohammed shook his head and switched the unit off. Loftus realised he wasn’t going to be able to talk his way out of the situation, and unless he could use the transceiver he wasn’t going to be able to call for help. He took a step back. One of the bags was open and when he glanced down he saw a gun inside – an Uzi machine pistol or an Ingram – and a handful of magazines.


When he looked up, Ali Mohammed was staring at him. Ali Mohammed glanced at the open bag, then back at Loftus. His eyes hardened. Loftus roared and kicked out at him, catching him in the groin with his foot. Ali Mohammed staggered back, his hands between his legs.


Tareen pulled a knife from inside his jacket and lunged at Loftus. He blocked the blow and punched the man in the face, feeling a satisfying crunch as the cartilage snapped in his nose. The man screamed in pain. Ali Mohammed was bent double, yelling in Urdu. Loftus didn’t speak the language but the meaning was clear. He knew he was now fighting for his life.


The one man Loftus didn’t recognise also had a knife and as Loftus turned he lashed out with it, catching him on the upper arm. Blood blossomed on the sleeve and pain ripped through the arm but Loftus was in full fighting mode now and barely felt it. He kicked out at the man but missed, then the knife slashed again, this time cutting his other arm. Loftus roared as he aimed a punch at the man’s face but the man rocked back and the punch went wide. Loftus was gasping for breath now. He was a watcher, not a fighter. Many years ago he’d gone on an MI5 self-defence course but he’d barely passed and remembered next to nothing from it, other than that his odds were better the longer he stayed on his feet.


Ali Mohammed had dropped the transceiver and Loftus bent down and picked it up. He put it to his mouth and pressed send, then remembered that Ali Mohammed had switched it off. He fumbled with the on-off switch but Tareen had a large knife in his hand and he slashed it across his throat. Blood sprayed across the floor. There was surprisingly little pain. Just numbness. The transceiver fell from his hand and clattered on the floor, the strength went from his legs and they buckled. He pitched forward but felt nothing as he hit the ground. His eyes were still open and he saw his blood pooling around his body. The more the pool spread, the calmer he became. His last thought was that there were probably much worse ways to die, and that having your throat cut wasn’t that bad, not in the grand scheme of things.


‘They’re on the move,’ said Rayner. She pointed at a screen where the five Asians were walking quickly along the corridor towards Reception, each carrying two bulky kitbags.


‘Any sign of Lofty?’ asked Shepherd.


‘Negative,’ said Rayner.


‘Jeremy, are you seeing this?’


‘We’ve got it,’ said Willoughby-Brown.


‘Do we move in?’ asked Shepherd.


‘Negative,’ said Willoughby-Brown. ‘Let’s see what they’re up to.’


‘Are you serious?’


‘They’ve not touched the explosives, which means something else is going on. I’m thinking they’ve got weapons of some sort in those bags and if that’s the case there could be more jihadists involved. So keep them under surveillance. Let’s see where they go and who they meet.’


‘What about Lofty?’


‘Whether we pick them up now or later isn’t going to influence what happens to him,’ said Willoughby-Brown. ‘As soon as they’re off the premises, I’ll send people in. Right now, I need you focused on surveillance. Understood?’


‘Understood,’ said Shepherd. He twisted around to look at the screen in front of Rayner. The five men had reached the entrance to the facility. ‘Give Lofty a call, Janet. Okay, everyone else, on your toes. We don’t know what they’ve got in those bags, but I’m damn sure it’s not their laundry.’


‘There’s another vehicle pulling up outside,’ said Brennan. ‘Blue Transit van driven by an IC4 male. Another IC4 male in the front passenger seat.’


‘Terrific,’ said Shepherd. He swivelled towards the screen that Brennan was watching. The Identity Code 4 meant the driver was Asian, from the Indian subcontinent. IC1 was north European white, IC2 was Mediterranean, and IC3 was Afro-Caribbean. Ali Mohammed was IC6, Arabic or North African, as was Abdul Hakim Khalid.


‘Right, the blue Transit is Victor Three. The driver is Alpha Two, the passenger Alpha Three.’


The driver of the blue Transit parked next to Tareen’s Nissan and climbed out. He was joined by Alpha Three. Both men were in their early twenties. Alpha Two was bearded and wearing a skullcap. Alpha Three was clean-shaven with wraparound sunglasses and wearing a faded denim jacket.


Ali Mohammed and the four other jihadists pushed open the door and walked into the car park. Alpha Two waved at them while Alpha Three hurried over and took one of the bags from Ali Mohammed.


Alpha Two opened the rear door of the Transit. 


Khalid and Alpha Three crossed to the white van and loaded their four bags into the back.


Tareen went to the Nissan Juke and put his two bags into the back, Ali Mohammed did the same with the bag he was carrying, then slammed the door.


The remaining three bags went into the Transit. Alpha Two closed the rear door, then went over to Ali Mohammed, hugged him, and kissed him on both cheeks.


‘Have you seen Tango Two’s face?’ asked Rayner. ‘His nose is bleeding.’


‘Any news from Lofty?’ asked Shepherd.


‘He’s not responding,’ said Rayner.


‘Right. This is going to get complicated,’ said Shepherd. ‘We now have three vehicles and seven targets. Jeremy, I would recommend we move in now.’


‘I understand your concern, Daniel, but we still don’t know what’s in those bags. We’d look pretty darn stupid if all they’ve got is training manuals and prayer mats.’


‘There’s more going on here than that,’ said Shepherd.


‘I don’t doubt it, but until we know for sure what it is, we’re not moving in.’


Shepherd gritted his teeth in frustration but Willoughby-Brown was running the operation so it was his call. ‘Okay, so my team will stay with Victor One,’ Shepherd said into the radio. ‘Steve, are you able to handle Victor Two and the new arrival, designated Victor Three?’


‘It’ll be a stretch,’ said Turner.


‘I’ll give you one of our bike riders, our driving-school vehicle, and we’ll switch two of our ARVs over to you,’ said Shepherd. ‘Give it your best shot.’ He nodded at Rayner. ‘Fix that up, Janet.’


‘I’m on it.’ She turned in her seat. ’Lofty’s still not responding,’ she said, concern written over her face.


‘Shit,’ said Shepherd.


‘We should send someone in to check on him.’


Willoughby-Brown broke in: ‘No, wait until the Tangos have gone.’


‘He could be in trouble,’ said Rayner.


‘I understand that, but whatever happened has happened,’ said Willoughby-Brown. ‘I don’t think waiting an extra thirty seconds is going to make any difference.’


Rayner opened her mouth to argue but Shepherd silenced her with a shake of his head. He knew from experience that there was nothing to be gained from arguing with Willoughby-Brown.


Ali Mohammed had finished embracing Alpha Two and walked to the Nissan, waving at Tareen to follow him. They both got into the car.


‘Right, here we go,’ said Shepherd. ‘Victor One is about to go mobile with Tango One and Tango Two on board.’


The rest of the Asians got back into the vehicles. The blue Transit was first to leave, the driver beeping his horn and waving at Ali Mohammed as he drove out of the car park.


‘Victor Three is mobile and leaving,’ said Turner, over the radio. ‘Alpha Two and Alpha Three on board. Heading east.’


The Nissan drove to the exit. ‘Right, here we go,’ said Shepherd. ‘Don’t get too close, but on no account are we to lose them. Steve, keep the ARVs close, this could all kick off with very little notice.’


‘Roger that,’ said Turner.


Rayner switched off her mic and leaned towards Shepherd. ‘Are you happy with the way Willoughby-Brown is running this?’ she asked.


‘It’s not the way I’d do it, but it’s his operation.’


‘It just seems to me that whatever is in those bags should be enough to put them away for a long time,’ said Rayner. ‘Plus we have video of them with the explosives.’


‘With the precursor to explosives,’ corrected Shepherd. ‘But I hear what you’re saying and I wouldn’t disagree with you.’


Rayner nodded and switched on her mic. They watched on the screen as the Nissan drove out of the storage company and onto the main road, heading east.


‘Victor One is heading east,’ said Brennan.


‘I have eyeball on Victor One,’ said one of the courier bikers.


‘We’re following,’ said Brennan. The Openreach van moved off. Rayner began calling out routes for the watchers.


‘Jeremy, we’re going to need an eye in the sky,’ said Shepherd. ‘Three, if we can get them.’


‘I’ve already been on to the Met and there’s a chopper on the way. We’ll patch through a feed once they’re in the area. I’ve requested more. And we’re bringing more ARVs into the area.’


‘Any news on Lofty?’


‘They’re going in now,’ said Willoughby-Brown.


For the next ten minutes they followed the Nissan through west London, letting the bikes do most of the tailing. There were so many black-clad motorbike couriers in London that they were the perfect vehicle for the job, especially as they could weave through traffic and, if necessary, take to the pavements and use short-cuts that weren’t available to cars.


Shepherd listened to the commentary from Steve Turner. Victor Two had headed south, towards the river, and Victor Three was still heading east. Turner was one of MI5’s most experienced surveillance experts, but Shepherd knew he’d be stretched following the two vehicles.


‘Chopper’s overhead,’ said Willoughby-Brown. ‘You should be getting the feed now. I’ve put them onto Victor One. Let me know if you think we need to review that.’


‘I’ve got it,’ said Rayner. An overhead shot of London filled one of the screens. Rayner scanned it and pointed at the Nissan. ‘There it is,’ she said. Almost immediately the screen centred on the vehicle and a small square sight on the roof. It was the Nissan.


‘Steve, would the chopper help you out?’


‘Are bears Catholic?’ said Turner.


‘Victor Two or Victor Three?’


‘They put four bags in Victor Two and three in Victor Three, so let’s go for Victor Two.’


‘Did you hear that, Jeremy? Can you put the chopper on Victor Two? We have eyeball on Victor One.’


‘Your call,’ said Willoughby-Brown. ‘I’ll get that done.’


A few seconds later the sight moved off the roof of the Nissan and started to move east as the police helicopter went in search of the white van.


‘What about Lofty?’ asked Shepherd. When Willoughby-Brown didn’t reply, Shepherd repeated the question.


‘I’m afraid Loftus didn’t make it,’ said Willoughby-Brown. ‘They cut his throat. He would have died instantly. There’s nothing anyone could have done.’


Shepherd closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He wanted to vent his anger and frustration but there was no point in attacking Willoughby-Brown. Sending in a watcher had been the right thing to do. Loftus must have done something to attract attention to himself.


‘Bastard,’ said Rayner. 


Shepherd wasn’t sure if she was referring to the man who had killed Lofty or Willoughby-Brown. ‘Let’s stay focused, guys,’ said Shepherd. ‘The fact that they killed Lofty is a sign that whatever they’re up to is going down today.’


‘Bastard,’ repeated Rayner, in a quiet whisper.


The radio chatter was constant over the next fifteen minutes, as the watchers called out their positions. Following the Nissan had become that much harder with the reduced resources, and again the courier bikers were invaluable.


The white van went over Battersea Bridge and turned east to drive past Battersea Park, the river to its left. The Met helicopter had the van in its sights so Turner was able to pull his watchers back. There were three ARVs shadowing the van, driving along parallel streets but never more than a minute or so away.


The blue Transit continued to head east, as did the Nissan, though they had taken different routes.


Shepherd let Rayner do all the radio work and Brennan calculated the best routes for the team to take. Shepherd popped open a can of Red Bull and sipped. He wasn’t a big fan of the energy drink – it was far too sweet for his taste – but his system needed the caffeine kick. Rayner motioned for him to give her a can, so he opened another and handed it to her.


‘Victor Three is parking,’ said Steve Turner, over the radio. ‘South side of Trafalgar Square, near Whitehall.’


‘It’s all double yellow lines there, isn’t it?’ queried Shepherd.


‘Yeah, they’ve got the hazard lights flashing. Oh, shit!’


‘I need you to be more specific, Steve.’


‘There are four IC4 males walking up to the van. Shit, shit, shit. I really don’t have the manpower for this.’


Shepherd twisted around in his seat. ‘Can you get me a feed, Janet?’


‘Working on it,’ she said.


Rayner flicked through several CCTV camera feeds and stopped when she got one showing the Transit van at the side of the road. It was a view from one of Westminster City Council’s cameras. The van was to the far left of the screen. The back door was open and Alpha Three was passing out backpacks of different colours to the new arrivals. As each man was given a backpack, he walked away. They all moved in the same direction – towards Trafalgar Square.


‘I see four new arrivals,’ said Shepherd. ‘Designated Alpha Four, Alpha Five, Alpha Six and Alpha Seven. Alpha Four has a brown bomber jacket, Alpha Five is wearing a parka, Alpha Six has a blue jacket, Alpha Seven is wearing a black reefer. All are wearing sunglasses.’


‘Confirm we have Alpha Four, Alpha Five, Alpha Six and Alpha Seven in sight,’ said Turner. ‘All are now walking north.’


‘Jeremy, are you getting this?’ asked Shepherd. ‘We need to move in now.’


‘I’m already on it,’ said Willoughby-Brown.


‘It’s got to be guns, right?’ said Shepherd. ‘There were guns in the kitbags and they’ve transferred them to backpacks.’


‘Possibly,’ said Willoughby-Brown. ‘They could be small explosive devices, they could be anthrax. Or it could be bloody housebricks and this is just a rehearsal.’


‘You need to intercept them now, Jeremy,’ said Shepherd.


‘If it’s a rehearsal, we could blow everything we’ve worked for,’ said Willoughby-Brown.


‘And if it’s not, a lot of people are going to die,’ said Shepherd. ‘Look, they wouldn’t have killed Lofty over a rehearsal. This is going down now.’


There was a clock on the side of the van and Shepherd watched the seconds tick by.


‘Steve, get your CTSFOs to intercept the nearest Alpha,’ said Willoughby-Brown eventually. ‘Show his ID and do a stop and search. And get your ARVs ready to make contact with Victor Three. As soon as we have confirmation there are weapons, they are green-lit to move in.’


‘I’m on it,’ said Turner.


‘What do we do about Victor One and Victor Two, Jeremy?’ asked Shepherd.


‘Just keep them under observation,’ said Willoughby-Brown. ‘They’re still mobile.’


‘Victor One is heading towards the underground car park,’ said Brennan.


‘Which one?’ asked Shepherd.


‘The main one. Park Lane.’


Shepherd grimaced. It was underneath Hyde Park and was one of the largest underground car parks in Europe with spaces for almost a thousand vehicles. He shouted through to their driver, ‘Ronnie, get us closer to Victor One. I’ve got a nasty feeling the shit is about to hit the fan.’


‘What’s happening, Daniel?’ asked Willoughby-Brown.


‘Victor One appears to be heading to the Hyde Park underground car park,’ said Shepherd. ‘It’s going to be tough to follow them down there.’


‘I’ll try to get a feed from the car-park owners,’ said Rayner.


‘Let’s get at least one ARV down in the car park,’ Shepherd told Brennan. ‘And as many SFOs as we can.’


‘I’m on it.’


‘Jeremy, we should take them out before they go down into the car park,’ said Shepherd.


‘Actually, underground would be better,’ said Willoughby-Brown. ‘Fewer spectators. And fewer possible casualties.’


‘There he is,’ said Mark Robinson, nodding towards the Asian man striding purposefully towards Trafalgar Square. Robinson was a veteran senior firearms officer, with more than twenty years’ service under his belt. He had done another two years in Royal Protection but hadn’t enjoyed babysitting minor royals. In 2015 he had transferred back to SCO19, just as the CTSFOs were being introduced in the wake of the ISIS attacks in Paris that had killed 130 people and injured more than 350. Extra training included fast-roping from helicopters, storming buildings and hostage rescue, much of it done with the SAS.


‘How do you want to handle it?’ asked his colleague, Simon Pridmore. A relative newcomer to armed policing, he had only recently completed his CTSFO training. Both men were carrying Glock 17s in underarm holsters.


‘I’ll get ahead of him, stop him and ask for ID. You come up behind him.’


‘Roger that,’ said Pridmore.


‘I don’t see any sort of trigger mechanism but that doesn’t mean there aren’t explosives in there,’ said Robinson. ‘Any sign that he’s got a bomb and you drop him, like a stone. If he puts the bag down and cooperates, you plasticuff him from behind. Let’s try not to pull out weapons unless we have to.’


Pridmore nodded. Robinson winked, then started walking quickly. The target was about twenty feet ahead, and after just a few seconds Robinson caught up with him. Two seconds later, he was ahead of the man, and then he turned sharply and held out his hands to block the man’s way. ‘Armed police,’ he said, quietly but firmly. ‘Please put the bag on the ground.’


The man frowned, as if he hadn’t heard.


‘The bag. On the ground. Now.’


Pridmore came up behind the man. ‘Do as you’re told,’ he growled.


The Asian looked left and right, as if wondering which way to run. Pridmore grabbed his left arm, just above the elbow. Robinson stepped forward and took the bag off the man. He unzipped it and looked inside. There was an Uzi submachine pistol, with a magazine in place. ‘Gun,’ said Robinson. ‘Alpha Four has an Uzi and ammunition. Repeat, Alpha Four is armed.’


Pridmore kicked the man’s legs from under him and threw him to the ground. He put his knee in the middle of the man’s back and used plasticuffs to bind his wrists.


Robinson turned and looked north, towards Trafalgar Square. He saw Alpha Three getting onto an open-topped tour bus. ‘Alpha Three is getting onto a tour bus,’ he said. ‘Am I green-lit to approach?’


‘It’s the tour buses,’ said Shepherd. ‘Trafalgar Square is one of the waiting areas. So is Hyde Park Corner. Victor Three is getting close to the South Bank and there’s a tour-bus stop near the London Eye.’


‘You think they’re going to shoot up tourist buses?’ said Rayner. ‘They’re out to kill tourists?’


‘They’re sightseeing tours,’ said Shepherd. ‘They drive past all the prime targets. Downing Street for one. St Paul’s Cathedral. The Houses of Parliament. All they have to do is sit tight and they’ll get taken straight to whatever target they want. No one ever gets searched getting onto a tour bus.’ 


‘All units move in now,’ said Willoughby-Brown.


‘Victor Two has just gone down into the underground car park,’ said Brennan.


‘Do we still have visual?’ asked Shepherd.


‘One of the black cabs has gone in after them,’ said Rayner. ‘But no visual as yet. I’m still working on a CCTV feed.’


‘Did we get an ARV down there?’


‘They’re heading in now, but there’s a queue,’ said Brennan.


‘Tell them to be careful. There are probably other jihadists down there, waiting for the guns.’ The van stopped and Shepherd called through to the driver, ‘What’s holding us up, Ronnie?’


‘Traffic’s bad,’ said the driver. ‘We’ll be stuck here for a minute or two.’


The radio was full of chatter, with all the ARVs and SFOs calling out their positions around Victor Two and Victor Three and announcing that they were moving in.


‘I’m going out,’ said Shepherd. He stripped off his overalls and grabbed a blue Puffa jacket with a Canadian maple leaf flag on each shoulder. It would hide his SIG-Sauer and mark him out as just another tourist. He was wearing his headset and had a transceiver clipped to his belt so he could still hear what was going on as he jogged towards the entrance to the car park. He recognised one of MI5’s motorcycle couriers waiting for the barrier to rise before driving in. It was going to be a nightmare finding the Nissan among all the vehicles. As he walked towards the pedestrian entrance, an Asian man in his twenties, clean-shaven and wearing a denim jacket and black cargo pants, emerged from the car park. He was staring fixedly ahead and seemed to be muttering to himself. He had a red backpack over one shoulder and Shepherd realised it was an exact match to one he’d seen being handed out of the back of Victor Three.


Shepherd ripped off his headset as he stopped and turned to watch the man go. He was walking purposefully towards Hyde Park Corner where half a dozen double-decker tourist buses waited, their engines running. They were operated by several companies and their uniformed representatives were walking up and down the pavement, waving brochures. He looked back at the entrance to the car park. A second Asian emerged carrying a similar backpack, this one dark blue.


Shepherd put his hands into his pockets and kept his head down as the man walked by. As soon as he was out of earshot he pulled out his headset and spoke into the mic. ‘I have two targets walking from the car park down Park Lane,’ he said. ‘Both IC4 males with backpacks. I think Ali Mohammed has already handed over the weapons. They’re en route to the tour buses in Park Lane.’


‘The ARV has Victor One in sight and is ready to move in,’ said Brennan.


‘I’m following the two targets now,’ said Shepherd. ‘But I need back-up, SFOs or ARVs, I don’t much care which so long as they’ve got guns.’ He looked over his shoulder. Another Asian man was about fifty yards behind him. Mid-twenties, a neatly trimmed beard and dark glasses. And he was carrying a black backpack. Shepherd turned around. ‘I’ll call you on my mobile,’ he said, and stuffed the headset into his pocket.


He pulled out his phone and called Rayner’s number. She answered immediately. ‘I have three IC4 males now, all heading to the tour buses,’ he said, keeping his voice low. ‘Alpha Eight, Alpha Nine and Alpha Ten.’


‘There’s an ARV en route,’ said Rayner. ‘But they’re in traffic. Okay to use blues and twos?’


‘Negative on that,’ said Shepherd. ‘If they panic they might pull out their guns and start firing. There are too many people around.’ He began walking after the three men. The first had reached the line of tour buses and got onto the front one. He showed a ticket to the driver, who waved him on. ‘Alpha Eight has got onto the first bus,’ Shepherd said. ‘What’s happening in the car park?’


‘Shots fired,’ said Rayner. ‘I’m waiting for details.’


‘And the South Bank?’


‘Victor Two is still mobile. The ARVs are in position to move in as soon as they stop. And there are four plainclothes SFOs in the vicinity.’


‘What about getting SFOs to my location?’


‘On their way,’ said Rayner. ‘Two in a black cab, just coming up Park Lane now.’


Shepherd hurried towards the buses. All three men had got onto the same one.


‘I’m getting ready to board the bus. Where’s my back-up?’ asked Shepherd.


‘On the way.’


As Shepherd boarded the bus, an Italian father was buying tickets for his family using his credit card. It seemed to take for ever but Shepherd had to wait patiently. Announcing who he was and why he was on the bus would at the very least cause a commotion that might tip off the terrorists. It had to be done softly-softly, so he paid for a daily ticket and accepted the cheap pair of red earphones that could be used to listen to the tour commentary in any of eight languages and climbed the stairs. He paused at the top. The Italian kids – two girls and a boy – were fighting to get window seats at the front and the mother was hissing at them to be quiet.


‘I’m upstairs,’ said Shepherd.


‘Be careful, Spider,’ said Rayner.


Shepherd put his phone away into his pocket and stepped onto the upper deck. There was a roof over the first six rows and the jihadists had moved to the rear. Two were right at the back, one on each side, their bags on the seats next to them. Shepherd heard the doors rattle closed below. The third jihadist was sitting on the left behind a young couple, staring out over Hyde Park. The man in front of him was showing the woman how to change the language of the commentary.


There were four Chinese couples to Shepherd’s right, chattering away in Cantonese.


The jihadist in the far right corner was staring at Shepherd, who twirled the earphones around as if he didn’t have a care in the world and was deciding where to sit. The jihadist’s hand was on top of his bag, toying with its zip. Shepherd smiled easily and headed for the back row. He flopped down in the centre seat and stretched his legs down the aisle.


‘You can’t sit there,’ said the jihadist to his right.


Shepherd frowned and looked around. ‘The driver said we could sit anywhere.’


‘We’re waiting for our friend.’ He swallowed nervously. He was bearded and wearing tinted glasses.


‘They’ve just shut the doors,’ said Shepherd. ‘I don’t think your friend’s going to make it.’ He looked around, feigning interest in what was going on in the square. ‘Hyde Park, how awesome is that?’


The two jihadists looked at each other. The one to his right started speaking in Urdu. The other replied, clearly annoyed. Whatever plans they’d made, Shepherd was obviously interfering with them. The jihadi sitting ahead of them was turning in his seat to see what was going on.


‘Please, leave us alone,’ said the man on Shepherd’s right. ‘Find somewhere else to sit.’


‘So where are you from?’ asked Shepherd. He tapped the maple leaf flag on his shoulder. ‘I’m Canadian.’


The man on Shepherd’s left glared at him. There were marks on his cheeks that looked like fragmentation scars, and old burns on his hands. ‘Get the fuck away from us,’ he muttered.


‘Whoa, that’s no way to talk to a tourist,’ said Shepherd. He looked across to the man on his right. ‘Did you hear that? Did you hear what he just said to me? What’s wrong with him?’


Shepherd knew he was going to have to make his move soon. It was the way they were spread out that was the problem. One against three wasn’t too much of a challenge if the three were grouped together. But the jihadists had spread themselves out and unless he fired first he stood no chance of taking them all out. But he wasn’t able to fire first, not when there were no weapons in sight. There were more than a dozen witnesses on the top deck of the bus so he had to be sure that any action he took was justified. Shooting unarmed men never went down well with the press, even when the unarmed men were terrorists planning to maim and kill.


The man closer to the front shouted something in Urdu. The one to Shepherd’s right yelled back. An ARV was coming down Park Lane towards them. The man to Shepherd’s left pointed at it. The man at the front stood up and bent down to unzip his bag.


Across the road, one of MI5’s black cabs came to a halt. The two CTSFO passengers got out and started jogging towards the bus. As they ran they pulled out their Glocks. The man to Shepherd’s left spotted the guns and shouted. The jihadist at the front glanced out to see what he was shouting about and he, too, spotted the men with the Glocks. He stood up, bellowing at the top of his voice. The couple in front of him turned, and the Chinese tourists huddled together like startled sheep.


Without his radio, Shepherd had no way of knowing who was doing what, but clearly the CTSFOs were running towards the bus waving their guns, presumably to get the driver to stop. The ARV was still heading their way. Still no sirens or flashing lights.


The man at the front of the bus unzipped his backpack. He pulled out something black and metallic. An Uzi. He dropped the bag onto the seat and reached into it again, pulling out an extended magazine. Shepherd reached for his gun as he stood up. The man slapped the magazine into the Uzi. Shepherd took two steps down the aisle. ‘Armed police!’ he shouted. Not strictly true but he knew there was no point in shouting, ‘MI5 officer with permission to carry a weapon!’ He could quibble about semantics if it became an issue later.


The man swung the gun up. His finger wasn’t on the trigger but that didn’t make any difference. Shepherd fired twice in quick succession and both rounds slammed into the man’s heart.


The Chinese tourists screamed. The Italian mother grabbed one of her daughters and shielded her. Her husband was rooted to his seat, his mouth open wide.


As the man started to fall, Shepherd turned. The man in the left-hand corner had pulled an AK-47 with a foldable stock from his backpack and was getting to his feet. Shepherd shot him in the chest but the round sparked off the gun and ripped through the man’s shoulder. The man didn’t seem to notice, he was probably pumped up on adrenalin and endorphins. His lips curled back in a snarl and he pointed the barrel at Shepherd, but Shepherd was already pulling the trigger again. He aimed higher this time and the bullet tore into the man’s throat. He spun around and the next shot hit him in the side. Then he fell forward, bent double over the side of the bus. His weapon clattered to the ground.


There was screaming behind Shepherd and pedestrians stopped in their tracks as they tried to work out where the shots were coming from. Shepherd heard the Italian father yelling at his children and the sound of feet running down the stairs. The Chinese girls were screaming now, their men shouting.


Shepherd blocked out the sounds as he pointed his SIG-Sauer at the last remaining terrorist. He had one hand in his bag but from the way he was standing Shepherd was sure he didn’t have his finger on the trigger. The first jihadist he’d shot had had to slot in his magazine but Shepherd had no way of knowing if the man facing him had a loaded weapon or not. It didn’t matter. As soon as he saw a gun he was going to fire. ‘It’s your call, pal,’ said Shepherd. ‘You can drop the bag on the floor and put your hands on your head, or I’ll put two rounds in your chest. As you can see I’m on a roll – it doesn’t worry me either way.’ His finger tightened on the trigger as he stared at the man, waiting to see how he would react. Anything short of full surrender would result in his death. Shepherd saw confusion in his eyes but there was determination also and the man gritted his teeth. ‘Drop the bag!’ shouted Shepherd, but he could tell from the man’s body language that it wasn’t going to happen. 


The man began to move, plunging his hand deeper into the bag, his face contorted with anger and hatred. ‘Allahu—’ he screamed, but ‘Akbar’ was cut off by the first bullet, which slammed into his heart. He staggered backwards but his hand was still in the bag so Shepherd fired again and the second shot hit him in the throat. He continued to stagger backwards. The bag fell to the floor and the jihadist tumbled over the side of the bus and hit the road with a thump. A woman screamed further along the pavement. Shepherd peered over the side. The driver had opened the doors and tourists were flooding out into the street.


He saw one of the CTSFOs running towards the door. The other was at the front of the bus, looking up. Shepherd held his gun above his head. ‘All clear!’ he shouted.


The only tourists still on the upper deck were the Chinese, who had stopped screaming and shouting and were now staring open-mouthed at him. Shepherd put his gun back into its holster and smiled, though he knew it was going to take more than that to put them at ease. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I’m not great at languages so this will have to be in English, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘Obviously this brings our tour to an end. If you could make your way downstairs and off the bus, there should be police officers ready to give you any assistance you require. I’m sorry for the inconvenience caused.’


They continued to stare at him in shock. Shepherd pointed at the stairs. ‘Go!’ he said. They finally got the message, stood up and hurried down. As they scrambled off the bus, one of the CTSFOs came up the stairs, Glock at the ready. Shepherd held his gun above his head until he was sure that the cop wasn’t in shooting mode. ‘The area is secure,’ he said.


The CTSFO nodded and put his gun back in its holster. Shepherd did the same. The cop went over to the nearest jihadist and looked down at the gun. ‘An Uzi? That’s a nasty weapon to be using against civilians. With the thirty-round magazine, too.’ He shook his head. ‘They meant business, all right.’


‘What’s happened with Victor Two and Victor Three?’


The CTSFO walked to the rear of the bus. ‘Both neutralised,’ he said.


‘Anyone hurt?’


‘Among the good guys?’ He grinned. ‘No. But plenty of casualties on their side.’ He looked down at the AK-47. ‘A bloody Kalashnikov. Where the fuck do they get their guns from?’


‘That’s a good question,’ said Shepherd. He took out his headset and pulled it on. ‘This is Spider, back on the net,’ he said. ‘The bus is secure, three IC4s down.’


‘You had us worried there,’ said Rayner.


‘No need,’ said Willoughby-Brown. He chuckled. ‘Three against one, they didn’t stand a chance.’


It was day six in the observation post and there were more than forty faeces-filled plastic bags on the roof when Williams saw the black four-wheel drive heading up the road towards Houman Ahmadi’s home. ‘Sarge, we’ve got movement. Black Landcruiser.’


Standing was sitting with his back to the wall. He shuffled over to the mat next to the window, grabbed a pair of binoculars and focused on the target house, then back along the road. The Landcruiser was moving slowly. The windows were tinted so it was impossible to see who was inside, but it was the first time they’d seen an SUV in the area. Generally vehicles were military, police, or pick-up trucks.


‘John, talk to base, tell them we might be up and running.’


‘There’s a four-door pick-up truck behind it,’ said Williams. ‘Could be security.’


Cox grabbed the radio and called Captain Waters. It was late afternoon, still uncomfortably hot but with a soft breeze blowing through the open window. The sky overhead was a clear blue, devoid of clouds. Standing knew that the Reaper drone would be at least twenty miles from the house, circling slowly to conserve fuel. The $17 million aircraft carried four thousand pounds of fuel and could stay aloft for forty hours. Whenever it began to run short a replacement would take over, providing for continuous coverage. 


The pilot was on virtually the other side of the world at the Air Force Special Operations Command, Hurlburt Field in Florida. She was sitting in a dark, air-conditioned room wearing a neatly pressed flight suit, her blonde hair held away from her face with a pink scrunchie. Next to her was the sensor operator who manipulated the Reaper’s TV camera, infrared camera, and other high-tech sensors. The sensor operator was the one who squeezed the trigger that would launch the missile. Like the girl, he was in his mid-twenties, sipping an iced latte through a straw as he watched the screens in front of him.


A grey-haired man in his early fifties was sitting behind them. His dark blue blazer was on a hanger on the wall to his right and he had rolled up his shirtsleeves and folded his arms as he, too, watched the screens. He was wearing a blue tie with black stripes, and expensive black leather shoes with tassels. The pilot and operator hadn’t been told if he was CIA or NSA or Homeland Security, and he hadn’t introduced himself when they had been assigned to the operation. All they knew was that he was in charge and he called the shots – literally. 
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