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This book is dedicated to the memory of PC 2185 SO Keith Palmer, murdered by a crazed Islamist while protecting those that failed to provide him with the adequate protection for the role they required of him.
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Fans of the Front Stack series may have noticed versions of previous events, which I have adapted to give some background to both characters and history. I hope that those eagle-eyed readers will forgive such inclusions, and that new readers of the series will find these flashbacks useful in understanding the continuation of my story.

The London Eye story comes courtesy of the real life Nick C. While Nick bears no resemblance to “Fingers” Norton; either physically or characteristically, I have, with his kind permission, used his London Eye experience, which more or less, happened as I have related.

I hope that I will be forgiven for stealing the thunder of the original Police Dog Star and his inventive handler. The real story of PD Peach is common knowledge and in the public domain and so, I couldn’t resist...

Owing to the rigid design, speedcuffs can be applied in one of four different positions, which also apply to hinged handcuffs but not chain linked. In British police training, these positions are termed 'front stack,' 'palm to palm,' 'rear stack,' and 'back to back.' Many forces teach two positions to their officers, but some teach all four. The 'stacked' positions are those where, once applied (assuming a standing prisoner) the handcuffs are vertical and the wrists pass through the cuffs in opposite directions, resulting in one hand on each side of the handcuffs.

Borough

Noun /ˈbʌr.ə/ /ˈbɝː.oʊ/

A town, or a division of a large town.

Task Force

Noun [usually singular]

A group of people who are brought together to do a particular job, or a large military group who have a military aim to achieve.
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The Cop
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Without fear or favour my oath did read

on the day I signed up, my family to feed

I picked up my kit

checked my uniform for fit

Alone on the street I must fear no man

I uphold the law the best that I can

the youths on the corner at me they do sneer

when their names on my radio they do hear

I walk the streets where the pensioners live

where on most days a cup of tea they do give

but when the sun sets, and dangerous it gets

there is no avoiding the brooding flatlets

Where the single mothers sit

from their pipes taking a hit

Out of heads on the crack

they have traded for their sack

all dignity and humanity long since faded

their pinched faces, oh so jaded

I'm rolling around on the floor with two robbers

passers by have no pity for outnumbered coppers

reviled and most hated by the great unwashed

pushed up against the barrier, my body is squashed

I remember the day I took the oath, without fear or favour is now a joke

of course I'm afraid, but at least I'm not broke

thirty years to do ‘til pension is paid

I sometimes wonder if a civilian I should have stayed

––––––––
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VM Frost

Marsaskala, Malta 2015
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The players in order of appearance:
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PC Mark “Fingers” Norton

PC Vinny “Jax” Jackson

PC Adrian “The Cat” Black

Bletar Cano

Calvin “Spoons” Anderson

Farooq Khan

Kashif Chaudhry

Andrei Iliescu

PC Dai “The Barrow” Davies

Insp John “The Man” Williams

PS Ian Jarvis

PC Ollie “Bullseye” Knight

PC Craig “Dynamo” Johnson

PC Simon “Lurch” Coverdale

Colour Serjeant Tony “Chunks” Bradley

Rifleman Richard Jones

Insp Terry Marshall

PS Richard Wilkins

PC Dan “El-Blanco” White

PC Terry Williams

PC Bobby Taylor

PC Neil “Turkish” Simpson

PC Martin “Barney” Barnes

PS Chris “Al” Jolson

PC Darren Porter
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Chapter One
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Worse than a man down
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The new man, Porridge Face’s replacement, wasn’t working out too well. Mark, “Fingers,” Norton, was a weasel of a man by anyone’s definition. Tall and beanpole thin, his new team members could only imagine, that his team skipper must have written him a glowing reference just to get rid of him and to lumber the Borough Task Force. It was rumoured, that at his leaving do from his last team, he’d been presented with a tube of Vagisil, the unconcealed meaning of which being, that he was considered to be an irritating cunt.

In his unkempt uniform, Norton looked like a bag of shit tied in the middle. His unfeasibly large head, topped with close-cropped red hair, seemed at odds with the rest of his body, giving him the appearance of a ginger tadpole. The moniker, “Fingers,” had been bestowed upon him because of his irritating and seedy-looking habit of sniffing the index and middle fingers of his right hand. He did this often, particularly after having smoked a cigarette, but to those who observed him, the action appeared perverse, as though he was savouring the aroma of having recently played with himself.

Norton wasn’t just bone idle, he shied away from all conflict, jumped at his own shadow and had been known to stand idly by while his crewmates had struggled to contain violent suspects. It wouldn’t have been unfair to say, that he was worse than a man down. It had been a mystery to many how he’d managed to get through shield training at Gravesend, although having scraped a pass on his shield run, he’d feigned injury, during the petrol bomb scenario in the evening, knowing that he had done just enough to qualify for his public order blue card.

Ever since then, he’d done everything that he could to get out of going to Gravesend again. He’d been warned that if he didn’t attend the next session, he’d have his blue card taken away. Until then, the BTF were stuck with him. On Norton’s first shift with UX 646, veteran PC, Vinny “Jax” Jackson had drawn the short straw and faced the distasteful prospect of sharing the unmarked car with his new finger-sniffing colleague.

Jax was the senior constable on the team, both in years and service. Literally twice the age of his teammates, he had to endure all the usual age related banter put out by them. He had to work that bit harder on his fitness than the younger guys, but he’d earned their respect by keeping up with them when a situation called for speed and strength.

His life experience was reflected in the lines etched deep upon his angular face and having spent his childhood as little more than a street urchin, he’d narrowly avoided slipping into a life of crime by enlisting in the army. Operational tours of Northern Ireland, where he’d patrolled rain slicked and deadly streets with a loaded assault rifle, had more than prepared him for the sporadic disorder he would later face in the, “did you spill my pint?” market towns of Buckinghamshire and later, on the streets of London.

It had been the scrapping of the police height limit; introduced with the intention of attracting those ethnic minorities traditionally of smaller stature, that had allowed the 5’ 7” Jax Jackson to join the thin blue line.

His hair, once bright red, was fading now and grey was taking over his temples, diluting the once fiery red that hinted at a less tolerant past. Mellowed by age and experience, these days, he soaked up a lot more abuse and hardship before losing his temper.

His earlier work with problematic adolescents who had been abandoned by parents and handed over to social services, along with the experiences of his own troubled childhood, had equipped him with empathy when dealing with the young criminals he now regularly had to deal with. In turn, they appeared to appreciate his approach. That said, he didn’t suffer fools gladly, and try to take advantage of old Jax and all bets would be off!

The BTF’s usual unmarked Q car, was a dark blue Ford Mondeo equipped with radio, siren and flashing blue lights concealed within both front grille and windscreen. At the touch of a hidden button and a push on the horn, the Mondeo could be instantly converted to a very visible police patrol vehicle. Another button activated flashing rear red lights at the rear and could be used to good and entertaining effect against those drivers who were less patient than others and made the mistake of tailgating the Mondeo as it stuck to the speed limit.

But the Mondeo had been on loan to the newly formed robbery squad for the last fortnight and after a futile fight against losing a valuable asset, skipper Jarvis had compromised and accepted a swap. The Q car had gone to the robbery squad, which in turn had loaned them a gutless rental car. It was in this diesel powered Citroen family saloon, without the benefit of radio, lights or siren that Jax went out on burglary patrol with his finger-sniffing companion, Mark Norton.

The last few weeks had seen the London borough of Houndshale being hit with a high number of rural burglaries. To try to at the very least deter the thieves, the BTF Q car had been tasked with patrolling those areas that were being targeted with monotonous regularity. Since the rental car was UX 646’s only option, Jax and Fingers had been despatched to see what they could find.

Of course, the Mondeo was known by most of the usual suspects on the borough, and driving the Citroen around at least gave the cops some anonymity, albeit without the capability to pursue suspect vehicles. This lack of being able to identify themselves as police officers by displaying blue lights, would give any potential fleeing suspects a get out of jail card, as although it is an offence to fail to stop for a cop identifying himself as such, the most basic of defence solicitors usually argued successfully, that their clients hadn’t known they had been pursued by the police.

Two hours into their patrol, Jax had spotted a Ford Fiesta, which looked as though it was fit for the scrap yard. A check on its index number showed that the former keeper had notified the licencing agency, that they were no longer the keeper. As such, it had no current owner and had to be worth a stop. Jax decided to follow it for a while and wait for a natural opportunity to speak with the two occupants. A junction, or red traffic light would have been ideal, but out on Houndshale’s rural roads, such opportunities were in short supply. It didn’t help that there were few other vehicles on the dark road and it had been only a matter of time before the driver of the Fiesta suspected he was being followed.

Speeding up in an attempt to put some space between himself and the Citroen behind, the driver suddenly swerved left into a side road. Jax caught up and following the Fiesta left, he could see that they were now in a cul-de-sac, putting the cops at an advantage.

Seeing the Citroen still with them, the driver of the Fiesta pulled over. Jax, expecting a decamp, prepared himself for the inevitable chase, but when neither occupant made a move to leave the car, he made the schoolboy error of getting out of the rental car to investigate.

The sensible thing to have done would have been to stay put while Fingers got out to try and secure the Fiesta’s ignition keys. That way, should the suspects drive off again, he would have been in a position to resume the follow. He probably made the decision to leave the Citroen, because he didn’t trust the useless Norton. In fact, he hadn’t even been considering his crewmate, treating him instead, as though he wasn’t there. In any case, true to form, the cowardly Fingers stayed put, muttering something about giving a radio update.

Watching what by now was obviously a plain-clothed cop looming large in his rear view mirror, the Fiesta driver waited until Jax was almost at his door before gunning his engine, and driving off with gravel spraying from his bald tyres, leaving Jax feeling like a day one rookie.

Once he’d got over his embarrassment at having fallen for the oldest trick in the book, he remembered that they were in a cul-de-sac and gave chase on foot. He reasoned that the dead end, along with the fact that the road wasn’t wide enough for the Fiesta to easily turn around in, gave him a sporting chance of catching at least one of the suspects. He had been sure that once they reached the end of the road, they would have to abandon their vehicle and leg it across the surrounding fields. Once out in the open, there was a chance that he could radio for supporting units, or even a helicopter.

As he rounded the bend, all hopes of catching the suspects, melted away. Against all odds, the driver had managed to handbrake turn the protesting Fiesta, which was now facing him and heading his way. Instinctively, he drew and racked his Asp expanding baton. He may as well have been flourishing a twig for all the damage it would do to the Fiesta’s windscreen. He longed for the reassuring thunk of the side-handled PR 24 baton he’d carried in Thames Valley Police. The noise it made as it was extended with a downward flick of the arm had often been enough to make even the most aggressive of potential assailants think again. The PR24 was a serious piece of kit, and when hurled tomahawk style, it made short work of windscreen glass. But this wasn’t the leafy counties, this was the Met, and the Asp, along with a can of CS spray, was all that he had.

His blood was up. Focused only on the task of bringing the Fiesta to a stop and with Fingers nowhere in sight, he stood in the suspect’s path like a goalkeeper awaiting a penalty. Luckily for him, the Fiesta stopped.

With hedges either side and a wild-eyed cop barring most of the road, it seemed as though Jax would succeed in his attempts at apprehending the car’s occupants. But then, the heap of junk on wheels began to inch slowly towards him once more. Jax, still under the influence of red mist, put his hands on the bonnet, shouting,

‘POLICE! STOP!’ Where the fuck was Norton!

The suspects weren’t ready to surrender themselves without a fight, but rather than get out and run for it, the driver, his face set in a mask of concentration and eyes completely devoid of any emotion, began to rev the car’s engine, while riding the clutch and pushing the bumper against Jax’s shins.

Looking into the cold fish eyes of the man behind the wheel brought Jax back to his senses. With the noise of the tinny engine filling his ears and the stink of burning clutch smoke in his nostrils, he stepped aside and let the Fiesta pass. He didn’t even run after it, but as the fleeing car disappeared back around the bend, he heard a loud bang. Praying that the Fiesta driver, in his haste to get away had ploughed it into something immoveable, he strode down the road to investigate.

Rounding the bend in the road, Jax saw no sign of the Fiesta. The Citroen was where he had left it and as he approached, he found Fingers leaning against the car smoking a cigarette. Ashen faced, his hands shaking, he pointed at the still open driver’s door.

A large dent in the door represented the bang he’d heard as the Fiesta had disappeared around the bend and Fingers, his voice trembling, recounted how the fleeing bandit vehicle, it’s progress impeded only by the open door, had smashed into it and shot off back onto the main road.

Fingers sucked greedily on his smoke. ‘Sorry Jacko,’ he stammered, ‘there wasn’t anything I could do mate. Shit me right up, it did.’

Jax couldn’t even bring himself to reply. There probably hadn’t been anything his useless crewmate could have done, but the fact that he hadn’t got out of the car in the first place still rankled. Truth be known though, he was still seething at having made such a day one mistake in leaving the car in the first place.

Norton took one last drag on his smoke and discarded it, sniffing his fingers before climbing back into the Citroen and hugging his bony knees. In response to Jax’s question as to whether he’d updated the control room about the incident, he merely looked blank and apologised once more.

‘Sorry mate, he whined, ‘it just happened so fast...’

With a less than subtle shake of his head, Jax climbed into the driver’s seat, called up on the main set with a description of the Fiesta and not inclined to converse with the useless Norton, they drove back to Houndshale nick in silence; where, he hoped, he could find a decent brew and some competent company.

Pulling into the back yard at Houndshale, Jax managed to squeeze the battered Citroen into a space next to the proliferate stolen and recovered bicycles that seemed to be taking over the already cluttered space and without inviting Norton to join him for his brew, heaved himself out of the driver’s seat and set off in search of refreshment and someone who didn’t feel the need to sniff his digits every few minutes.

Several swipes of his card at the back door entry system later, he gave up and entered the nick via the prisoner holding cage, which led into the custody suite and eventually into the main building.

Custody had only reopened the month before, having been closed down during the investigation into the carnage wreaked by homegrown jihadi, Dawood Akhtar and once inside the suite, Jax paused as he remembered the fateful events of that shocking day.

Although partially refurbished, he could plainly see the panel that had replaced the damage done by Akhtar’s AK47. The paint that they had used was plainly lighter than the rest of the desk and it stuck out like a sore thumb. Soon, it too would be stained and discoloured by the comings and goings of hundreds of prisoners, but for now, it was a stark reminder of that dreadful day.

Dear old sergeant Blake, who used to slip out to the yard to smoke between booking in prisoners – or to use his euphemism of, “just going out to feed the chickens,” had been on his knees behind the desk bashing the faulty printer, when Akhtar’s bullets had taken off the top of his head.

Just around the corner, in the dimly lit, narrow corridor that housed the female cells, poor Chloe Kilburn’s brain matter and blood had been washed off the bare walls and they too had been patchily repainted. Jax had covered her headless torso in that corridor, the same torso he’d sweated over during a one night stand with the acting inspector; pretty daughter of the submariner who had sailed to the Falkland Islands under a Jolly Roger.

On the very piece of grubby linoleum where he now stood, the heroic “Kenyan Cowboy,” Billy Kimathu, had savagely dispatched Akhtar. Jax hadn’t seen Billy since. He knew that the big Kenyan had been off for some time following the slaughter, but word was, he was back at the nick on temporary light duties up in the Borough Intelligence Unit.

A jangling of keys and a familiar, cheeky nasal voice snapped Jax out of his sad reverie.

‘What’s up Jacko? Looks like you just saw a ghost.’

The source of the noise was PC Adrian “The Cat,” Black. Cat referred to his two main passions in life – coffee and tits. What he couldn’t tell you about the joys of coffee wasn’t worth knowing about and as for breasts, the man was obsessed. During down time or on the way to a job, he could invariably be found poring over the screen of his iphone in search of tits.

Cat liked to dress down in the latest fashions and had an unquenchable thirst for worldly information. Addicted to the Discovery and Natural Geographic TV channels, he was up to speed on why airliners crashed, how to mine gold underwater and the tonnage of fish caught on the Deadliest Catch.

Diminutive, but with a gym honed physique, he had a ready smile that beamed out – often sarcastically from beneath carefully gelled jet black hair. His regular flatulence was a result of the protein shakes he consumed at the gym and despite all protestations, he loved nothing more than to fill the team carrier with his stink.

Despite his ready wit and brilliant put downs, he suffered malapropism with often-hilarious results. “Specific” generally came out as “pacific,” and “supposedly” invariably became, “supposebly.”

Cat liked a game of golf and used it to effect when meeting high-ranking officers on the golf course. He couldn’t have been described as an arse licker as such, but did have a knack of endearing himself to those in a position to get him enrolled on weird and wonderful courses, which when passed, guaranteed a bit of easy time away from the drudgery of normal police work.

Despite his connections, on this afternoon, he had done something to make the skipper’s shit list and had ended up in Houndshale’s custody suite carrying out the despised role of jailer. Jax, the tragic events of his memory momentarily fading, turned to face the Cat.

‘Hello mate, sorry, was miles away then.’

The Cat shot him one of his grins. ‘I hear you got crewed with Fingers. He done your head in yet?’

Jax laughed. ‘Yeah, something like that, fuckin useless twat! Right, I’m off for a brew, enjoy mopping up the piss and puke!’

Cat responded by theatrically rubbing his crotch and then sniffing his fingers. With a look of mock disgust, Jax called out, ‘whatever,’ turned his back, gave him the finger and went over to the side door, where he punched in the code that let him through into the main building. As the door swung shut behind him, he reflected that this was the exact spot where he’d last seen Chloe Kilburn alive.

As far as his long awaited brew was concerned, Jax had two choices. He either took a pre-packaged cup containing powdered tea, powdered milk and a grey, insipid tea bag from the prisoner’s supply in custody, or else sneak up to the canteen and hope to find an insecure and unattended team tea locker. Despite almost always being caught in the act of filching tea, sugar, milk and the odd biscuit from an open locker, he decided to take a chance nonetheless and climbed the grimy steps to the canteen to perpetrate his evil crime. As luck would have it, not only was the canteen deserted, but a well stocked tea locker was ajar; its padlock open and after a few furtive looks towards the canteen door, he quickly grabbed what he needed and scuttled around the corner to add hot water from the boiler to his stolen ingredients.

With the ancient TV providing a droning background of a political party’s election speech, he sipped at his tea and put his feet up on the chair opposite. Before he could go back out on patrol, he would have to write a report on the damage to the rental car, before calling up a garage skipper to come and inspect the dent in the Citroen’s door and decide upon any action against Jax. The bandit car had been circulated over the radio, but it either hadn’t been found, or else, there hadn’t been anyone available or interested enough to leave what they were doing and look for it. He could put a marker on the police national computer, but with no current keeper, the only chance of finding it again, would be for a patrol to stumble upon it at some time in the future.

The most likely scenario, Jax knew, was that after making good their escape, the Fiesta’s occupants would have abandoned it. Even if it were found, the fact that it wasn’t listed as stolen, it was doubtful that the budget would stretch to a forensic examination and by the time Jax was halfway through his brew, he’d consigned it to memory and moved on.

Taking what was left of his tea back down into the yard, he made his way to the small patch of cigarette butt strewn concrete, begrudgingly allocated to the station’s nicotine addicts and pulled out a smoke. He’d just lit up when the radio clipped to his chest cackled into life.

‘Any unit please, for an immediate call to a fear for welfare. Stand by for location, over.’

Turning up the volume of his radio, Jax cocked his head closer to the set. The operator’s voice, when it came back on air, squawked so loudly, that Jax grimaced and twiddled with the volume knob.

‘Address for fear for welfare given as 12b Lancaster Road. Caller hung up and there are no further details. Can I have a unit to that please?’

Jax couldn’t hear any takers, but the operator was persistent and reminded units that it was “I” India graded.

Lancaster Road was literally across the road from the nick and Jax couldn’t really justify not turning out. He keyed his radio mic.

‘Show UX11to your last, over.’

‘Thank you 11. Confirm you’re a double crewed unit over.’

Technically, thought Jax, I am, but I’m not sure that Norton counts.

‘Yes, yes,’ he responded. ‘Show me from UX.’

‘Obliged 11.’

Reluctantly summoning Fingers via a personal call on his radio, Jax climbed back into the battered Citroen and got it facing the right way. It seemed like an age before the red faced Norton came stumbling down the steps and into the yard. He hadn’t responded to Jax’s requests that he hurry up and when he clambered into the passenger seat, he explained that he had been, “taking a dump.”

Wearily shaking his head, Jax moved onto the strip that would automatically open the barrier and gunned the tinny engine, generating an embarrassing squeal from the car’s skinny tyres.

Crossing the junction ahead, they turned right into Lancaster Road and went in search of 12b. Lancaster Road consisted of run down rows of neglected buildings, most of which had been converted into multi-occupancy residences of the kind in which you could find Indians or Eastern Europeans, six to a room. Rats ran freely, discarded Polish beer cans and takeaway boxes blew around like tumbleweed and addicts skulked in the many alleyways that linked the road to the town centre.

12b, it turned out, was a basement flat. The door was ajar, but all seemed peaceful. Cautiously pushing the door fully open, Jax called out, “POLICE!” and with Norton uselessly in tow, entered the flat. Typical of most basement dwellings, the place had a faint whiff of mould and inherent damp. The occupiers had attempted to mask the damp air with incense sticks, which rather than sweeten the air, made it all the more pungent.

Immediately to his right, there was a bedroom. The door was open, and repeating his call of “POLICE,” he made his way cautiously inside. The room smelled the same as the hallway, with the addition of the unmistakable musty aroma of sex.

Sure enough, on the lacy bedspread, was a French maid’s outfit and standing in the corner, an easel, upon which was a small chalkboard, written out in the style of a menu. The “menu,” announced sexual acts and the price expected for their performance and looking over his shoulder, he saw Norton taking a deep sniff of his fingers. Jax shot him such a withering look, that Norton whipped his hand away from his face and stood looking like a guilty schoolboy. Great, thought Jax. I’m in a brothel, and I’m with a fuckin pervert!

Calling up on the radio, he informed the operator at the Hendon control centre, that no further units were required and went to investigate the rest of the flat, where in a tiny kitchen, he encountered two frightened looking women, who either couldn’t, or wouldn’t speak English. Managing to ascertain that they were unharmed, he sent Fingers to check the rest of the flat and once it had been established that besides the two apparent prostitutes, the flat was unoccupied, he made one final attempt at communication with the women.

They were either scared because of what had happened, scared because of the fact that they were running a brothel, or possibly scared because they were illegal immigrants, but they appeared unharmed and keen to see the back of the cops. Jax checked with the control room in an attempt to extract some more information on the call. There was an awkward silence while he awaited the reply. When it came, it was with some relief, that he realised this particular job wasn’t going to entail anything more strenuous than an intelligence report, to be made at his relative leisure.

The controller had managed to get the original caller back on the phone. The caller, who wished to remain anonymous, said that she was calling from Luton on behalf of a friend, who had called her because she had been worried about the behaviour of one of her clients. It appeared to Jax, that a client had cut up rough and not being able to call the police, she’d called her friend in Luton instead. In the absence of cooperation, or allegation, he had little choice other than to leave them to it.

Houndshale was awash with brothels and even when he’d been part of the teams raiding them in the past, nothing ever seemed to be done about the situation. They would smash down the door; find a gaggle of Eastern European, or more likely Chinese hookers inside; sometimes along with an embarrassed client. No English would be spoken, warnings would be given and the cops usually marched back out leaving the occupants shocked and with a broken front door. He couldn’t fathom out why they ever bothered.

‘C’mon Fingers,’ he shrugged. ‘Back to the ranch for tea and medals...’
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Chapter Two
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The fake Kosovan
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As far as Britain’s woefully ineffectual immigration services were concerned, Bletar Cano, was a child fleeing war torn Kosovo and seeking asylum in the UK. Actually, he was an Albanian chancer, who when he’d presented himself three years earlier, had been five years older than the 15 years of age he was claiming to be and never once set foot in Kosovo.

Not only was he taking advantage of the fact that Britain was still wringing its hands over the Balkan wars; along with pretending to be a Kosovan war refugee he’d put the advice of other Albanians, already in the country to good use. Bletar had ditched his identity documents and said that he was 15 years old. That way, his countrymen had told him, the UK was certain to not only take him in, but place him in the care of social services, where he would be provided with accommodation, clothing and financial assistance.

The petty thief from Tirana, had scarcely believed his luck, when days after arriving in England, he’d been placed, along with two other equally gleeful Albanians, in the care of Buckinghamshire social services. They were given an annexe, originally designed within the grounds of a children’s home for those kids already in care to explore independent living away from the main house. The exultant trio was cooked for, given a generous clothing allowance and money to spend on leisure activities. It was a far cry from their former
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