TALE # 3: CYCLE
PROLOGUE
Today’s a bit of an anniversary for me. It was six months ago today that my ultimate dream was crushed like a crappy thin shelled conker battling a rock hard, vinegar soaked twenty eighter……..What? No! Not San Fran pissing Sisco! I’ve already told you about that place.  I’m talking about the dreams of every red blooded boy. They either want to be footballers or rock stars.

        Only one obstacle stood in the way of me becoming a professional footballer, I was shite at football. Christ, I couldn’t kick a hill of shrieking cats with a size twelve Wellington boot. So, rock star it was.

       I learned how to play the bass, formed a band. Don’t laugh, we were bloody good! O.k. we weren’t about to set the world alight playing to spotty students or a bunch or pissed up knob heads in some tatty working men’s club. However, that all changed the day Albi Stone joined the band.  

      Albi Stone, good name eh? It sounds like it belongs to a rock God. He looked the part too, and by Christ could he play. He made the mighty Squire sound average such was his prowess with a Fender Strat. Oh, and what a voice. There wasn’t a man woman or child who wouldn’t prick up there ears when he started singing. The best bit though was song writing; he wrote killer tunes that everyone loved. The path of our destiny had changed, we were bound for greatness!
      One slight problem remained; the name of the band. We’d worn handles such as The Paper Daisies, The Wooden Daffodils, and who can forget me personal favourite The Concrete Tulips……. I know; pitiful names indeed. We needed something more fitting of Albi’s monumental talents. And so was born the mighty band known as

THE CHAIN!
The Chain was an apt name, it summed us up. We were unbreakable links, we were a gang…….. Yeah a Chain Gang, very funny. You might scoff but we had A & R men crawling all over every gig we played. It wasn’t long before we got signed.

       We had a deal; well a provisional one at least. It was based on a tour of Germany and Scandinavia. You know the sort of thing, build up a European fan base then take the U.K. by storm.

       You’d think all my boyhood dreams had come true. I’d won the lottery, the pools and the F.A bleeding Cup all in one hit; but no, not me, not Jeffrey the jinx Burke. I must be the unluckiest bastard in the Galaxy! You see Albi, the star of the show, insisted on riding that pissing push bike everywhere. He’d ride it to the shops, the rehearsal rooms, and to work. That’s where the problem arose.

       Albi, The Green Avenger, had worked as a forklift truck driver for six years. It was his last day yet still he insisted on pedalling that harbinger of doom home. It wasn’t a case of us having a weak link in the chain, more like someone pulled the bastard chain and sent the dream swirling down the toilet bowl!

       Still, look at me eh? I’m spinning another yarn without thinking about it. Tell you what, sit yourself down and with a melancholy soul I’ll recount the tale. Fuck me, shit flies when nutters get a bit of power!       
PROLOGUE: BEGIN
A huge gleaming white Mac juggernaut towing a forty foot trailer tore along an arid dirt path leaving a dust storm in its wake. The driver swept his hand across his angular brow to prevent a down pour of sweat from running into his eyes. His heavy perspiration was only partly due to the intense heat of the desert. Mostly his sphincter danced to the tune of a man pursued. He was cacking it!

       Either side of Davel Puciv’s wagon a camouflage painted Hummer closed in. He panicked, certainly didn’t want to part with his precious cargo. The Pakistan boarder was in sight. He slammed the gas pedal to the floor. The truck couldn’t handle the sudden acceleration over such rough terrain. The steering wheel began to spin as though possessed by unknown forces. He looked out of the window to see his trailer overtaking his truck. He’d jack-knifed.

       A ton of sand was hurled into the air creating a thick blanket of yellow fog. Puciv bailed out. He hit the dust at speed, rolled four or five times before hitting the base of a sand dune. He wiped the sand from his eyes to see the barrels of five semiautomatic machine guns pointing at his face. “Stay on the floor!” A stern female voice barked.

       The yellow fog began to settle back to earth. Puciv noticed that the camouflage fatigues worn by his pursuers bore Union Jack insignia’s “Please do not shoot!” He beseeched in a thick eastern European accent.

“We’re not here to shoot you Davel you stupid twat!” The woman sneered.
“Why do you chase me across the desert?” Davel anxiously enquired.
“We weren’t chasing you!” The woman snarled. “We’re your fucking rendezvous!” 
“Oh, you must be Jean.”

     The woman looked at the overturned Juggernaut and trailer buried under half a ton of sand and shook a frustrated head. “You really are a Croatian cretin aren’t you? How the fuck am I supposed to ship the gear now?”

     Captain Jonathan Harris and Sergeant James Fraser surveyed the upended vehicle. “I think I know how we can shift it” Fraser mused.                
CHAPTER 1: FAREWELL
Alan Brookes trudged through Perry’s Jam Factory nursing a heavy heart. The cause of the despondent cloud of doom hovering above his head was two fold; not only was his best friend leaving Perry’s Jams, he was leaving the country.

       Over the past six years Albi Stone had become much more than a work mate, he was a dear friend, a brother. On the one hand Alan was happy for Albi, after all how many people get to live a dream. On the other the sudden realisation that he may never see his pal again filled him with dread.

       Despite his sense of woe the short stout young man had decided to give his friend a send off to remember. He’d spent the morning gathering a collection for the departing Albi and had amassed a tidy little sum. He found himself in the musty, stale paper armoured packaging department wherein the wizened old figure of Frank Daniels greeted him with a customary scowl. “Who the fuck are you shaking your bucket at?”

“It’s for Albi Stone” Alan explained. “He’s leaving today.”

“Albi who?”

“Stone! You know him; tall thin scruffy lad, works with me in the warehouse”

Frank shrugged his bony shoulders “That describes most the ball bags in there! Nah, I’m not putting in to your sheet son.”

“Oh come on you tight old bastard, you must know him. Good looking geezer, long hair, cracking singer.”
       A faint glimmer of recognition flashed across Frank’s leathery face “That lanky long haired twat?” He ranted. “I wouldn’t give him the steam off me piss! I’ve only ever said five words to him and they were who the fuck are you! Christ almighty this place is going to rack and ruin! There’s always some twat leaving. Whip rounds for him whip rounds for her. I’ll tell you, there’re more sheets getting passed around this shit hole than covered Ghandi’s skinny arse!”

“Alright, alright!” Alan interrupted. “Point taken Frank, you’re as tight as a fat bird’s thong on a hot summer’s day! I suppose you won’t coming on the piss up that this sheet’s paying for then?”

       Frank’s yellowy eyes widened. His thorny demeanour was pruned in an instant. “Let’s not be hasty here eh son?” He produced a tarnished old pound coin from his overall pocket and tossed it into the bucket. It nestled amongst many five and ten pound notes. Alan raised sardonic eyebrows. “Be in The Fox and Hounds at half eight you mummified old miser!”

       Albi Stone resembled a reclining stick insect as he relaxed back in the seat of his favourite forklift truck. His outrageously long legs rested at right angles from ankle to shin, knee to hip, his huge Chelsea boot clad feet plonked either side of the steering wheel. He pushed back his long brown hair with slender fingers and looked along the seemingly endless orange metal racks of palletised jam. He blew a heavy sigh, partly in relief but mostly in nostalgic reflection. Although he hated the repetitive drudgery of the job he enjoyed the company of his colleagues; none more so than Alan Brookes. The man was more than a friend he was crutch to be leaned on in times of misfortune, an inspiration when all seemed dark; most of all a damn good laugh.

       Albi chuckled to himself as he recalled his first day as a naïve eighteen year old embarking on the terrifying journey from education to livelihood. He’d only got the job because his uncle was head of the I.T department, he didn’t have a clue how to drive a forklift truck. This became more than apparent when he raised the mast too high and stabbed the forks clean through a pallet of strawberry preserve. Jars of sticky red jam came a tumbling down; smashed and splattered against the cold concrete warehouse floor. 
       Albi surveyed the scene through horrified eyes, it resembled a battle field. A huge pool of lumpy crimson goo and glass lay before him. He panicked. He was about run; leave the mess and go home. His moment of dismay was short lived. The sound of Alan’s infectious laugh filled his ears and eased his tension. The short, chubby, rosy faced young man had an air of serenity about him. Nothing seemed quite so bad when he was around. The two were destined to be friends right from that first jam splattered meeting. Alan took the blame for the accident and subsequently taught Albi how to operate a forklift.
       A shrill whistle pierced Albi’s nostalgic reminiscences, yanked him like a speared fish onto the surface of present waters. The ear splitting call to muster belonged to the warehouse manager Terry Knox. He followed his whistle with a gravel voiced holler “ALBI! GET YOUR SKINY ARSE IN HERE YOU LONG STREAK OF PISS!” 

       Knox was part of dying a breed. He was old school in the extreme. The politically correct niceties of the late nineties and early twenty first century had crept up on him unannounced with flagrant disregard for his military background. He had neither the time nor the tolerance for such buzz phrases as no idea’s a bad idea, or, focus on the situation not the person. He believed his word was law; if you acted like a twat he’d call you a twat. A right Royal blast of fire and brimstone was far more effective than a written warning from some prissy human resources officer. His days were numbered.

       Albi liked Terry Knox. He quietly admired the way the man called things as he saw them; no airs no graces what you saw was what you got. His bombastic style had many a man crying for his mother. Not Albi, he seemed to have the antidote to Knox’s caustic manner. As unlikely as it seemed the hippy and the strict disciplinarian got on like a house on fire. Knox believed Albi was the yin to his yang. Like most of the Perry’s Jams family he would sorely miss the languid would be rock star.
       Albi slid back the huge roller mounted metal door to the despatch area. He was greeted by the smiling faces of his colleagues. They stood in a semi circle around their short, bald, muscular manager. “Albert” Knox sternly addressed. “Step forward you giraffe legged son of a yeti. Come and stand over here next to your uncle Terry you fine specimen of manhood, your gaffer’s got a few words to say.”

       Albi took his place next to his leader and cast a glance along the cheery faces of his workmates. His eyes stopped at the plastic grin adorning the face of Alan. He saw the sorrow behind the façade and felt ashamed, even treacherous. He hated the fact the he was about to leave his friend bound to a life repetitive monotony. He’d tried his best to involve Alan in the band, frequently had him tapping tambourines and banging drums. However the man had all the rhythm of a Parkinson’s disease ridden spider monkey. He had never shown any inclination towards the musical arts; seemed happy with his lot as a factory worker content in the knowledge that he’d never amount to anything more than a grunt with a strong work ethic and an understanding of human nature; affable Alan.

       Terry Knox began his speech. “Right you miserable bunch of work shy bastards, I’ve dragged you all away from a hard day’s doing fuck all so we can mourn the passing of one of our own!” He patted sausage sized fingers on Albi’s shoulder. “The first time I clapped eyes on young Albert here one thought leapt to mind. What the bleedin’ hell is that? I’ll tell you, he stood there with his girly hair, jeans falling half way down his scrawny arse, with more beads and trinkets hanging round his neck than Tarzan’s pissing witch doctor. If he hadn’t had his shirt open to the belly button I’d have sworn he was some ropey looking tart who’d got lost on her way to some poncy animal rights march! Still, just goes to show that first impressions are a load of old bollocks eh? So, I’m glad I didn’t drop kick his skinny arse off the loading bay because he’s more than just a good grafter he’s a mate. So as tradition dictates we’ve had a whip round for you son. However, seeing how you’re off to become an international rock star earning fortunes and getting shagged up the ring piece by drugged up style gurus, I’m only giving you enough cash to buy some cream to rub on your impending Farmer Giles. The rest of the money’ll be stuck behind the bar at The Fox and Hounds wherein the commencement of getting shit faced will occur at eight thirty tonight. It only remains for us to put our hands together and wish our friend all the best.”

       A rapturous round of applause rose up through the high walls of despatch. Albi’s workmates shouted in unison “SPEECH, SPEECH.” Never one to shy away from the limelight Albi addressed his audience. “Cheers you bunch of light weights” he began in his familiar casual drawl. “Nice words from Bull dog Tel there, cheers for that chief. I don’t reckon you should stand there too long though. I’ve heard a team of television anthropologists are looking for you. They want to make a documentary about the missing link between big purple arsed Baboons and purple headed ex Sergeant majors.”

       Albi’s colleagues laughed as one. Knox failed to see the funny side “Very droll” he scoffed. “You’re a about the width of an arse pube away from a good kicking you long twat!”

“No it’s true” Albi affirmed. “All of the major telly channel’s top biologists are involved in a frantic race as we speak; determined to be the first to discover how a giant bell end developed rudimentary thought and speech patterns.”

“FUCK OFF!” Knox blasted.

“I shit you not Boss; they reckon it’s the greatest scientific discovery since Penicillin.”
       Once again Albi’s workmates buckled at the knees and fell into synchronised raucous laughter. “ENOUGH!” Knox barked. “Get back to work you snivelling bunch of red necked turd burglars!”

       Half the group mumbled amongst themselves as the half continued to chuckle. Gradually they dispersed and went about their business. Unfortunately for Knox his disregard for all things politically correct had deeply offended one of the more recent employees placed under his charge. John Salter had taken great umbrage at the aggressive tone and homophobic nature of Knox’s coarse banter. Outrage pumped through his politically correct veins as he reported Knox to a prissy human resources officer.

       Alan found a reflective looking Albi in the staff canteen. He slapped an acrid cup full of vending machine tea down in front of his friend. Albi looked up wearing a warm smile. “Cheers mate.” He peered down at his orange coloured beverage. “My last cup of foul tasting warmed up cat’s piss. I’m sure this stuff’s radio active. I swear to God my urine’s turned luminous since I started drinking it!”

“I know” Alan laughed. “I was two stone lighter and six inches taller before I started drinking Marie Curie’s special recipe.”

“No, I think you’ll find you always were a short arsed fat bastard.”

“Well at least I’ve got more meat on me than a mosquito’s foreskin, unlike you eh?”

“Less of it you miserable dwarf; you’re supposed to be nice to me on my last day.”

       Alan cracked a warm smile of his own. “Do you want a lift home or what?”

Albi shook a disapproving head. “Nah I’ll ride my bike home. You petrol guzzling bastards are strangling the planet. It won’t be long before I can’t see a sun rise for all the shite in the atmosphere!”

Alan’s smile evolved into a laugh. “Oh come on, the air’s much fresher round here since they dredged all the dead dogs and wayward turds from the canal.”

“Yeah” Albi scoffed. “I’m missing this shit hole already. If the wind blows away from the sewage treatment plant you can almost breathe on a clear day. I’ll tell you this place is going down Al pal you should get out while you’re still young, before it eats you like a cancer!”

“It’s not that bad.”

“It fucking is mate! I swear to God a kid no older than eight years old tried to sell me a ten pound rap of smack for a quid this morning.”

“Sounds like a bargain. You should’ve asked him for some E’s for tonight.”

“It’s not funny Al pal. This place’ll be a ghost town in six months if brown’s on the streets at that price!”

CHAPTER 2: BUSY
The tall, lithe Detective Constable Kris Akinlonsu stood nervously outside his new Inspectors office. He looked down at his short, moustached colleague. “What’s she like?”

Overweight, scruffy looking Detective Sergeant Uri Mostov looked back at his handsome, chiselled featured subordinate. “She won’t like you!” He cautioned.
Kris appeared confused. His dark brown eyes narrowed. “Why? I’ve never met the woman.”

Uri pointed to his own tan complexion. “It’s not your personality she’ll take exception too; it’s the colour of your skin Kris. I’ve heard the woman’s a mad racist; that’s why she’s been transferred to the arsehole of nowhere. They called her The Beast at her last place.”

       Kris felt a cold rush of hatred rise up is spine. He was proud of heritage, repulsed by bigotry. “What gives her the right to judge me?”

Uri raised open, submissive palms. “Don’t shoot the messenger mate. She’s not likely to take a shine to me either given that I’m hardly the Milky Bar Kid myself.”

       Kris began to laugh. He tended to forget his sergeant had a heritage of his own. “Sorry. It’s just that……”

“I know” Uri interrupted. “I’m difficult to pigeon hole aren’t I? Do you know I’ve beaten up twice in my life, once for being an Iraqi during the gulf war, and once for being gay due to my bushy moustache. The fact that I’m neither never occurred to the Neanderthals sticking the boot in.”

“So what are you?”

“Bloody Hell Kris; I’m a person! I thought of all people you’d understand that.”

Kris frantically shook his head and waved his arms. “No, no! Shit Uri I didn’t mean it like that. I just wondered where your folks hail from. Mine are Nigerian.”

“Like I said I’m hard to categorise. Dad was a Russian Jew and mum was Kuwaiti. Hitler’s wet dream eh?”

“Must’ve been tough.”

“You’re not wrong. I was abhorred by both cultures. My parents were ostracised.”

“How did you get by?”

“My father didn’t! He did a disappearing act when I was four. Mum made ends meat by pulling ridiculous hours at Garstang’s Gas.”

“The old butane place on the old Myrtle Road industrial estate?”
“Yes.”

“Small world; my uncle worked there for twenty odd years before it closed down. I bet he knew your mum.”

“I’m sure he must have, she was never away from the bloody place. Worked herself to death to earn enough of a pittance to put me through college and Uni.”

“Still, she’d have been proud of you now though wouldn’t she?”
“Oh dear me no! She wanted me to be a lawyer.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Long story! Are you going to knock on this door or what?”

       Kris rapped his knuckles against veneered M.D.F. “Come.” A coarse, shrill voice rasped from within. The Constable and the Sergeant stumbled into the lair of the Beast.

       Detective Inspector Jean Holt sat bolt upright in her leather chair. She looked every inch a figure of authority in her high collared blouse and black tailored suit. With her long brown her pulled back into a taut bun she bore closer resemblance to a  
Victorian governess than a police woman; her slim, petit frame belied an inner strength that would often manifest itself as cold and ruthless. This had given the fearsome reputation for which she was famed.

       Jean broke her excellent posture as she leaned forward and placed slender hands on her overly tidy, functional desk. She cast her piercing green eyes up and down her two guests. “Take a seat please gentlemen” she sternly invited.
“Thank you Ma’am” Uri and Kris replied in unison.

Jean’s eyes narrowed to a scowl. “There’s none of that Ma’am shit in here fellers! Ma’am is how one addresses the Queen. You call me Boss or Gov. When my back is turned feel free to address me as Bitch, Cow, or my own personal favourite The Beast. Now sit the fuck down!”

       Uri and Kris darted onto the two chairs facing Jean’s desk. It was crystal clear who was in command; whatever the woman lacked in social graces she more than made up for with brash confidence. “I expect the pair of are wondering why I requested the pleasure of your company?” She continued with slightly less malice in her voice. “Well, it isn’t what you think. I haven’t decided to surround myself with a diversity of ethnic minorities to dissuade those who believe me to a raving racist. I am not now or ever have been a racist! I hate everyone in equal measures. I don’t care if you’re black, white, green, or fucking turquoise; I don’t like you! However, I’m bloody good at my job and if you two are half as proficient as my self I may learn to tolerate you. The reason I find myself back in this haven for the inbred is in no small part due to the big wigs down south seeing me as a bad P.R. exercise. If I think you’re a bastard I’ll call you a bastard. This attitude doesn’t sit well with the all new caring sharing politically correct police force. The P.C. P.C.’s as I call them; wankers! Anyway I’m too young to be put out to pasture and way to smart to be fitted up. So, the old farts network began to spread rumours. The accusations of racism and bigotry were merely the opening salvo. The defamation of my character has been both swift and brutal. Doubtless you’ll here that I’m a bondage dominatrix with a sideline fetish for donkey cocks, Alsatians, and cocaine! All utter bollocks I assure you. None the less the hierarchy of withered old scrotums left me with no other choice than a move up here into Satan’s armpit! Any questions?”

       Uri had quizzical twinkle in his eye. He was intrigued by the straight talking woman, even a little aroused as he pictured her as a bondage dominatrix. “Yes ma’am erm Boss. I have a question.”
Jean gave a consenting nod. Uri cleared obvious nerves from his throat. “Erm yeah, I’m still not quite sure why we’re erm here? If you’re not trying to defuse allegations of racism by surrounding yourself with a great big Nigerian and a short arsed Kuwaiti Russian Jew, then, erm, what do you want with us?”

       Jean cackled a shrill laugh. She didn’t find much in the world amusing; however, the sheer forthrightness stumbling from Uri’s lips seemed to strike a chord. “I need people I can trust Sergeant.”

“Not sure I’m following Boss” Uri pondered.

“I’ve read the psychological and service profiles of every officer in this station and guess what? You two stand out as shining fucking beacons of loyalty and infallibility. The long knives are out for me gentlemen. The rest of the moochers in this nick would take great pleasure in stitching up a prickly cow like me. I can’t afford that, there are too many nasty bastards out there waiting to get nicked before I’ve finished. So for the time being you’re going to help me.”

       Uri rubbed his face with both hand and sucked in a mouthful of confidence. “Erm, right Boss. Thing is, you’ve not exactly entered a hot bed of criminal activity.”

Jean shot back to her position of perfect posture. “I know!” She snapped. “I’ve done my homework sergeant! I’m aware this is an overspill town with a low rate of unemployment. Fifty percent of the population work in a jam factory, twenty percent at the sewage plant, and twenty percent are split between shops and the emergency services. The remainder are either unemployed, work for Tony Mozino or operate out of a dodgy little boozer called the Ring of Bells. Our mission gentlemen, is to wipe that shitty little den of vice from the face of the Earth!” 

       Kris felt compelled to break his well mannered silence. “Hang on! Danny Booth runs that boozer now. It’s not like the days of Bertie Burke; Danny’s cleaned the place up. Other than a bit of weed and whiz we tend to steer clear of the gaff. They’re a pretty self sufficient bunch, no threat to anyone really.”

Jean’s expression descended to distain. “I’m not here to nick mountain bike thieves” she mocked. “I’ve targeted that dump for my comeback gig. Once that place is obliterated we’re going after bigger fish.”

“Who?”

“Henry Brinkley!”
       Uri and Kriss looked at each other wearing matching expressions of horror. Uri jumped to his feet, slammed his hands on Jean’s desk. “ Woh hold the bus! I don’t mean to sound disrespectful here Boss, but you mess with that over active pituitary gland at your own peril! Any copper who’s even got close to nicking that giant monstrosity has found themselves sporting a few more orifices than they’d been previously aware of.”

Jean feigned a puzzled look. “Why hasn’t he been arrested?”
“He uses footy casuals to do his dirty work. The little bastards are as loyal as Saint Bernard dogs Boss. They do the knife work for as little as fifty quid a pop. They never grass! Believe me we’ve tried to get them to shop Brinkley, but no matter how heavy we get they never crack. We can’t touch Henry!”

“Hmm” Jean pondered. “We’ll see.”

       Uri sat back down. He sensed a hidden agenda. “I really think we’d be more productive sticking with the Mozino operation. We’re close to taking that piece of shit down Boss.”

Jean shook a dismissive head. “We’re backing off him for a while.”

“But me and Kris’ve invested some serious hours not to mention effort here Boss.”

“I said we’re backing off!”

“But he’s got a monopoly on the smack in this town. We’re so close to putting him out of business I can taste it.”

“He’ll keep.”

“What about our man on the inside? We can’t just leave him stranded.”

“I’m well aware of D.C. Doyle’s activities. He’ll be fine; I guaranty it! Now get your coats gentlemen, we’re off to the pub.”               

CHAPTER 3: CRASH!
Kris drove his blue saloon car through dark winding lanes following a request from his Inspector to take the scenic rout. Jean Holt wished to reacquaint herself with the area. She relaxed back in the passenger seat. “I’d forgotten what a backwater, one horse town looks like. There aren’t even any street lights for Christ’s sake!”

A pensive Uri sat in the back seat. “It used to be a farming community” he explained. “The Government dumped a bloody great housing estate on it in the 1950’s. Unemployment was rife within a matter of months. Old Sam Perry took advantage of a work force willing to work for mediocre wages and built his factory. Trouble was the only land left was out here. These lanes were designed for horses and carts, tractors at best, not cars and buses.”
       Kris’ mobile rang. He ignored the irritating high pitched rendition of The William Tell Overture. Jean flicked her eyes skyward and snapped out a loud tutt. “Are you going to answer that?”

“Can’t Boss” Kris replied. “I’m driving.”

Jean plugged her ears with her fingers. “God I hate that Lone Ranger theme!”

“It’s Beethoven Boss. William Tell.”

“I don’t care if it’s Robin Hood and his merry fucking men! Just answer the bloody thing!”
       Kris did as he was ever so bluntly told. He flicked open his smart new wafer thin phone. Hello. Oh hi love…….No I’ll be a while yet……No I’m not going to the boozer! Well I am, but it’s not what you’re thinking……..It’s work love, honest……..Look, I’m with my new gaffer can this wait till later……Right. Don’t worry I’ll bring us home a pizza or something.”

BANG!
       Time froze for a moment. Kris was in a wide eyed void. He snapped back to reality to see a bicycle mounted body fly over his windscreen. “JESUS CHRIST!” He slammed his foot against the brake. The car screamed to a halt. He smacked the door open, shot from the vehicle, and slapped forlorn hands on top of his head. “I think I’ve killed him! Did anyone see him?”
       Uri bolted from the back seat. Jean leapt from the passenger seat. The three stared down through shocked eyes at the crumpled cyclist and the twisted remains of his steed. The saloon’s red tail lights illuminated the grisly scene with a crimson glow. Kris began to panic. “Oh shit! Oh shit!” He ranted. His long gesticulating arms appeared strangely cartoon like in the poorly lit red hue. “What have I done? What am I going to do?”

       Jean sucked in a mouthful of cold February night air. “Do as I say!” She ordered. “Uri, remember your first aid training? Check his airway, breathing, and circulation!”

Uri stood motionless, numb. Jean clapped her hands together “COME ON MOSTOV! ABC The boy could still be alive!”

Uri was dragged from his malaise. He knelt be the young mans side, pressed a pair of fingers against the side of his neck. “I’ve got a pulse” he gasped.

“Good!” Jean snapped. “Now we assess the situation. He’s in no imminent danger because there’s nothing else on this road. This means no witnesses. Judging by the remains of his bike I’d say our boy somewhat safety conscious. Uri, pull the lights off the front and rear and remove his luminous tabard.”

       Uri rose from the victim’s side and shook his head. “No way! This is an R.T.A. It’s a potential crime scene.”

“I KNOW WHAT IT IS!” Jean blasted. “It’s the end of Kris’ career if you don’t obey my commands! Now get rid of every light, reflective strip, and anything that looks remotely safety conscious. Bundle it all together and chuck it in the fucking boot!”

       Kris covered his eyes with his hands. “Why didn’t I see him?” He wailed.

“Because you were on the phone!” Jean scolded. Kris dropped to his knees and sobbed like a wounded child “I should have seen him. He was lit up like Blackpool illuminations for God’s sake!”

       Jean glared down at the despondent Detective through pitiless eyes. “GET UP! Stop snivelling in self indulgent remorse and help me fix this. Make yourself useful, call in the R.T.A.” She looked at the contorted cyclist. “Uri! Why haven’t you removed the lad’s fluorescent bin man tabard?”

       Uri glared back at his Inspector with obvious disgust. “First aid!” He snarled. “The boy’s got a pulse, he’s breathing, and he’s not pissing blood all over the place. That doesn’t mean he hasn’t got spinal injuries. If I rip his yellow vest off I could cause him further harm!”

       Jean deflected the revulsion with a self righteous cackle. “I don’t care if his fucking head’s about to fall off! If you don’t wish to be outranked by a fucking lollipop man I suggest you start following my orders!”

“But you weren’t driving!” Uri argued. “Why go to these lengths to cover up an obvious accident?”
       Jean darted forward. She grabbed Uri by his jacket lapels. Red hot daggers seemed to leap from her crazed eyes. “Listen to me!” She growled. “I can’t allow anything to stand in my way, least of all a jumped up little mongrel like you Mostov! You may have preconceived ideas regarding ethics and scruples, guess what? I fucking don’t! Nice guys finish up down the shitter. The very fact that I was in the car could set me back twenty four hours. I can’t spare that much time!”

       Uri swept Jeans hands from his lapels. “Twenty four hours?” He scoffed. “If that boy dies and I’m involved in a cover up it’ll be with me for the rest of my life!” He cast his disgusted eyes at Kris. What about you? Can you live with this lad’s blood on your hands?”

Kris shrugged his shoulders, he couldn’t think straight. Jean moved into his line of vision. “Yes; what about you Kris?” She unsympathetically crowed. “That’s a nice motor you’ve got there. Oh and how’s the new house? I’ll bet your wife Alice has the place looking lovely. Must be hefty old mortgage though? A three bedroom house down by the Quays, you have done well for yourself. I expect Alice is getting really anxious now that it’s only a matter of weeks until she gives birth to your first child. Still, the pitter-patter of tiny feet will complete the domestic vision of bliss. I can see it now, the black family living the white man’s dream!”

       Kris was bemused; didn’t know whether to feel anger or dismay. “What?” He gasped. Jean beamed a sinister smile. “Everything you’ve worked for, your house, car, even wife and child is about to go bye bye unless you do as I say. I’m giving you a choice, play ball with me or get your balls booted!”

       Uri gave Jean a shove in the back. She stumbled from Kris’ tear blurred view. “Don’t listen to her!” He vigorously protested. “She’s poison. We’ll stick together, tell the truth. It was an accident for God’s sake!”

Kris’ confusion intensified. Jean jumped back into his sights. “Look at me!” She snapped. “Do I strike you as someone who fucks about? I’ll tell the Chief the boy was wearing a set of pissing floodlights if you go down that road. I’ll say I tried to warn you but you were too busy yapping on your mobile to notice the safety conscious cyclist. Two words Kris; gross negligence!”

“She can’t do that” Uri disputed. “It’s our word against hers.”

“Oh is it?” Jean sneered. “I think you’ll find I still have one or two friends in high places. The old farts network might have sent me up here to the nineteenth century; they had to keep the P.C. P.C’s happy after all; nevertheless, some of the old guard cling to the old ways. They secretly applaud my somewhat retro style of policing. Believe me gentlemen you do not want to have to fuck with those characters. They make the Ku Klux Klan look like fucking Sunday School Teachers!”

       Cold realisation pressed down on Uri’s tense shoulders. He tried to stay strong. “I get it” he dismissed. “Loyalty, integrity; load of old bollocks more like! You don’t want reliable back up; you want a couple of easy to manipulate idiots! We step out of line and threaten us with your mates in the Third Reich. Well I’m not playing ball Boss. You and your mates can ram your burning crosses up your anally retentive ring pieces!”

       Uri felt cleansed, almost righteous following his outburst. He lowered his cocksure gaze to his shell shocked colleague. “Are you with me or what Kris?” He appealed. Kris’ baleful eyes flicked from Uri to jean to the broken cyclist. He shook his numb head, blew out a submissive sigh. “Sorry mate, I can’t take that chance. I’ve got too much to lose.”

       Uri’s vitriolic demeanour visibly crumbled. “Ah shit!” He groaned. “That’s it then, we’re screwed. All those years skulking round corners keeping schtum while red necked ignoramuses called me Yid, Dune Coon, or Rag Head really were for nothing. Do you know what they call you behind your back Kris? No, well apart from the usual puerile racist crap, they call you percentage.”

“Percentage?” Kris puzzled. “What the Hell’s that meant to mean?”

“It means you barely fulfil the force’s requirement to meet the equal opportunities commission’s percentage of ethic minorities. You’re the token black man to them Kris! It doesn’t matter that you’re a good copper or even a decent bloke; the blinkered idiots you call workmates place you lower on the evolutionary scale than a jellyfish!”

       Kris felt a heavy blanket of shame muffle the voice of his conscience. “Just do as the Boss says” he reluctantly mumbled. “You can’t win Uri. If you push this thing any further then it’s our word against yours!”                           
CHAPTER 4: ANIMAL RIGHTS ANIMAL WRONGS
The lounge bar of the Fox and Hounds was alive with the sound of jovial banter, clinking pint glasses and out of tune Karaoke Friday night pop stars. Terry Knox sauntered in dressed in his best skin tight stonewashed jeans and an even tighter white T-shirt. Alan Brookes spotted his manager and burst out laughing; very nearly choked on a mouthful of lager. “Good God almighty” he spluttered. “You look as though you’re on the way to a Gay Pride march.”
       Knox was stone faced. He rubbed his weathered hand against his shaven scalp. “I’m not biting” he growled. “I’ve suffered enough shit regarding bad mouthing our homosexual friends for one day!” He shot his fierce steely blue eyes at the tall, thin, ginger haired figure of John Salter. “Some folk need to learn when a man’s joking! We work in a fuckin’ warehouse for Christ’s sake not the United fuckin’ Nations! We’re supposed to be rough arsed working class blokes not snivelling shite bags who grass one another up!”

 Alan stopped laughing. “Who’s pissed on your chips?”

“It doesn’t matter” Knox dismissed with his fierce glare still fixed on Salter.

       Former R.S.M Terry Knox had been stewing in the juices of simmering rage since his earlier meeting with the prissy Human Resources Officer. He’d ran numerous scenarios of revenge through his disgruntled mind and decided intimidation would be as good a place to start as any. The tight T-shirt and jeans were worn to emphasise his impressive physique not as a means to demonstrate an affiliation with the sexual group that bore the brunt of his coarse humour. He muscled his way to the bar giving Salter a sturdy shove on rout. “What you drinking John?” He sarcastically asked “Pint of my blood? Let me get you a packet of my livelihood to munch on too!”

       Alan watched Salter circle the rim of his pint glass with a pensive finger. The man looked nervous. Alan sensed all was not well. “Why are you having a dig at John Boss?”

“I’m not!” Knox spat. “I’m just in a funny mood.” Alan attempted to lighten the tense atmosphere. “Funny?” He quipped. “I’d say your aftershave was funny. What the Hell is that? It smells like WD40.”
“It’s fuckin’ expensive stuff that!” Knox retorted. “It’s called Compulsion.”

“Pretty apt name Boss; if I inhale anymore of that stench I’ll feel compelled to spew my guts up.”
       Knox’s stern expression didn’t alter as all around fell about laughing. All, that is, apart from John Salter. The whistle blower fought hard to mask obvious anxiety. His hands shook. Beads of cold sweat formed on his freckled brow. He knew he’d been identified as Knox’s nemesis and had no desire to be the recipient of the short man’s vengeance. Despite his diminutive height Knox looked every inch the hard man; everyone knew of his military background though he never spoke of it. Salter was justifiably afraid.

       Knox’s hate filled eyes didn’t deviate from Salter. The worried informant made his excuses. “I, I think I’ll head off.” He turned away from the bar. His legs were jelly. He stumbled. Knox caught his arm, yanked him upright. “Don’t leave on my account John. The party’s just getting started; Albert’ll be here soon.” His vice like grip dug into nerve endings, grated against bone. Salter let out an agonised yelp. “Please let go. I’m sorry.”

“What’s to be sorry for?” Knox taunted. “I’m only trying to stop you taking a nasty tumble.”

       Alan’s protective nature compelled him to leap to Salter’s defence. “What’s your problem Tel? Why do you keep picking on John?”
“Why don’t you tell him John?” Knox’s cruelly invited. “Go on; let your workmate know who’s scuppered his gaffer!” Salter shook with nervous tension. 
“I, I found y, your comments r, regarding Gays d, derogatory.”

“What are you on about John?” Alan puzzled.

“I, I spoke to H.R. about The Gaffer’s Homophobia.”

“WHAT? You grassed the Boss up? Tell me you’re shitting me!”

“Sorry but I think he’s got a problem. I thought they’d offer some counselling, not suspend him.”

“SUSPEND HIM?” Alan roared. His eyes shot to the granite faced Knox. “Why didn’t you say something?”

       Knox didn’t answer for a second. He released Salter’s arm, shoved him onto a chair. “I wanted him to tell you.”

“So how long are you suspended for?” Alan asked.

“Oh I’m fucked. I’m already on a final written. This little episode should be enough to tip me over the edge.”

“I don’t believe this! Why the Hell is that stinking grass still standing? How come you haven’t knocked seven shades of shite out of the ginger wank?”

“This is far better Brookes. Poor little Johnny bag here’ll have to live with the knowledge that all of his colleagues hate his guts. There’ll be nothing but back stabbing and dirty looks for Johnny the grass. His life in purgatory seems far more satisfying than pummelling his intestines.”
       Salter was close to tears. He rubbed stinging eyes and cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. I’ll go back up to H.R. first thing Monday morning. Tell them I was mistaken, caught the wrong end of the stick.”

Knox placed a somewhat gentler hand onto Salter’s shoulder. “Good lad” he grunted wearing a self-satisfied smile. “Stay and have a few beers, show there’s no hard feelings.” 
       An hour’s heavy drinking ensued. The fraught atmosphere had dissolved back into jovial banter. Alan plonked a pint of lager in front of John Salter. “Erm; sorry about before” he cautiously apologised. “I didn’t realise you were Gay. I can see how the gaffer’s remarks must’ve upset you.”

A more composed Salter managed to crack a smile. “I’m not.”

“Not what?”

“Gay! I’m not Gay. I’m married with two kids.”

“WHAT? I thought you were a Toot! Why did you dob the Boss in if you’re not?”

       Salter crossed defensive arms as he sensed imminent intimidation heading his way once again. “I found his comments unacceptable. It’s bigotry, ignorant bigotry!”

Alan threw his stubby arms aloft “Bigotry?” He despaired. “If you’re not a queer then why do you give a shit?”

“It’s just my way. I think it’s wrong to ridicule people for their race, beliefs, or sexual persuasion.”

       Alan was intrigued. He sat down to face Salter. “Interesting” he mused. “So are you some sort of hippy or something?”

“No!” Salter spat. “I simply care about people, the environment, the planet. I can’t abide folk who believe they have a God given right to show intolerance for their fellow man and then set about befouling their surroundings!”

“Good God! You’re a bleedin’ Eco warrior!”                                                                                                 

“No I’m not. I just believe that we’re tenants on this beautiful blue and green world. We have a responsibility to look after it, care for the birds, the beasts; each other.”

“Care for the beasts? Do you give a shit about the cow when you’re biting into a juicy steak?”

“I’m a vegetarian. I’d never eat a fellow creature.” 
       Alan sensed an opportunity for some japery. He seized it. “Animal rights are a load of old shite” he teased. “We wouldn’t have decent shampoos if a few million bunny rabbits hadn’t been blinded.” Salter took the bait; climbed on his soap box.

“That’s a terrible thing to say! I’ll have you know I’m a fully paid up member of The Anti Vivisection League. If we get our way there’ll be no experimentation on animals.”

“What would you do with them all?”

“Set them free. Liberate them all.”

“Yeah, I can see it now” Alan laughed. “Packs of nicotine starved beagles mauling corner shop owners for twenty Bensons. Chimpanzees running amok in crack dens. Spider monkeys running up astronomical bar tabs. How the Hell are they going to pay off their slates? You don’t see many jobs in the want ads for their sort do you? Spider monkey wanted; must have previous experience being a bleedin’ spider monkey. And what about all those blind bunnies? They can hardly get about with white sticks and guide dogs can they?”

“ALRIGHT!” Salter snapped. “I know when someone’s taking the piss.”

       Alan restrained the urge to laugh. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist. Seriously though, animal rights; isn’t that just a bunch of crusty old hippies trying to free chickens from battery farms?” Salter leaned back in his chair and raised condescending eyebrows.

“Not quite” he casually dismissed. “We’re pretty organised really. Oh, we’ve got our share of flower power refugees, but we tend to run our operations more like the military these days.”

“The military?” Alan scoffed. “OI BOSS. John thinks he’s a soldier now.”

       Terry Knox ambled across lounge bar chest puffed out, head held high. “Who’s having a dig at the armed forces?”

“John boy here frees manky old chickens in his spare time; says it’s run like the military.”

“Oh yeah? I think you’ll find the military don’t stick each other in the shit! Speaking of shit, where’s that long twat of a mate of yours? Don’t tell me he’s not coming.”

Alan looked at his watch. “I don’t know” he pondered. Albi’d be late for his own funeral, but I thought he’d make on time for his leaving do.”

“You’re right” Knox agreed. “Maybe you should give him a bell.”

       The lounge bar fell silent as two uniformed Police Constables walked in. “Alan Brookes?” A tall Policeman enquired. Terry Knox put his hand on Alan’s shoulder. “What the fuck’ve you been up to?” 
“Nothing” Alan squeaked. He rose to his feet. “I’m Brookes. What can I do for you constable?” A shorter Policeman removed his hat. “Can you come with us please sir?”

“What for? What am I supposed to have done? If it’s about next door’s cat it wasn’t me!”

       Both policemen wore matching expressions of bewilderment. “Cat?” The tall one puzzled. “No sir, it’s a bit of a delicate matter. Do you know a Mister Albert Stone?”

“Yes” Alan hesitantly replied. “What’s he done? Don’t tell me you want to nick him, this is meant to be his leaving do.”

“No, you don’t understand sir. There’s been an accident; we need you to accompany us to the hospital.”

       Alan felt his insides crash. His eyes widened, pulse quickened. “Hospital?” He gasped. “Accident; what’s happened?”

“Please try to remain calm Mister Brookes” the short Policeman appealed. “We’re not entirely sure that Mister Stone is the casualty as yet.”

“Casualty?”

“Yes, there was an R.T.A. The Paramedics found a tattered old security pass with Stone’s name on it. We can’t identify the photo as the casualty because someone’s drawn all over it with a black felt tip pen; you know the sort of thing, moustache, curly hair, sunglasses. The picture bares closer resemblance to a Columbian drug Baron than the lad in hospital.”

“That was me” Alan revealed in a subdued mumble.

“Excuse me?”

“I drew on his swipe card. I thought it was funny at the time.”

“I see. Anyway, we managed to make out his name and the Perry’s Jam logo. We phoned the factory in search of any immediate family. The security guard could only come up with your name.”

“What about his uncle Tom?”

“Who?”

“Tom Stone. He works in I.T. He’s Albi’s only relative.”
“No, an Uncle wasn’t mentioned, just yourself. The security guard told us we’d find you here. We need you to come with us and I.D. Mister Stone.”

       Alan felt the walls close in. He felt sick “Is he dead?”

“No” the short Policeman replied. “He’s currently unreceptive but alive.”

Alan blew out a sigh of relief. His whole body shuddered. He gulped back nausea. “Unreceptive? Do you mean he’s in a coma?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t know. We’ve just been sent here to get you.”

“Right, we’d better go then.”

       Terry Knox could hardly believe his ears. “Wait a minute!” He barked. “What the fuck happened?”

“We’ve already explained!” The short Policeman impatiently snapped. “It was an R.T.A.”

“Well that tells me a whole lot about fuck all doesn’t it?”

“It’s none of your concern! Now watch your tone!”

“I’m making it my fuckin’ concern!”

“He was hit by a car as he cycled home from work. Now I won’t tell you again, keep a civil tongue in your head!”

“Was the driver pissed?”

“No, it was very dark, the cyclist had no lights.”

“NO LIGHTS?” Knox boomed. “Albert’s been mistaken for U.F. fuckin’ O. more than once! The boy’s lit up like Las fuckin’ Vegas! He’s got that many flashing red lights on the back of his bicycle that if someone got behind him with photosensitive epilepsy they’d fitting like a chicken with a fuckin’ dildo rammed up its arse! He’s fuckin’ luminescent!”

“Final warning!” An increasingly intimidated short Policeman peeped. “Please try to remain calm.”

“CALM? You two are about as much use as a pair of flip-flops in a fuckin’ blizzard! I’m following you to the hospital, something fuckin’ stinks here!”

       John Salter saw the chance for further recompense. He jumped to his feet. “I’ll come too” he chirped. Knox fixed him with a look dredged up from the bowels of Hell “You?” He sneered. “What use could I have for a ginger minged grass?”

“I might be able to help. I know a little about the law.”

“Alight” Knox relented. “But if you so much as try and suck up to me, I’ll cut your fuckin’ knob off! Alright?”
CHAPTER 5: FIT UP
The pungent stench of hospital disinfectant filled Alan’s nostrils. He was apprehensive as the tall Policeman led him down a corridor flanked either side by rows of curtained cubicles. They stopped at a set of double doors. The sign read RESUSCITATION. Alan felt a fist of ice grip his gut. “Is he in there?” He warily asked. The Policeman gestured toward an approaching stern looking thin woman. “This is Inspector Holt” he introduced. The conservatively dressed woman stuck out a slender hand. “Call me Jean. You must be Mister Brookes.” Alan wrapped his chubby fingers around Jean’s petit hand. “Alan” he responded.

       Jean snatched her fingers back from Alan’s firm grip, wiped her hand on her jacket. “Right Alan, we need you to tell us if the young man in Resus is Albert Stone. Now brace yourself, you may find his condition a little disturbing.” She pushed open the double doors. Alan stumbled into Resuscitation.

       Albi Stone lay on starched white sheets. The vinyl mattress of the gurney was slightly raised at his head. A thick plastic tube arced from his mouth, his neck was in a brace and all manner of wires and drips sprang from his torso and arms. The aroma was different. Alan could smell human faeces, stale sweat. He looked at the machine that breathed for his friend. It whooshed and clicked. The beep of a heart monitor seemed to punctuate the respirator. The sound was rhythmic, syncopated. It was as if the equipment keeping Albi alive was doing it’s best to strike up a tune, a resurrection waltz; a musical tribute from lifesaving technology to a genius of the audio arts.

       Alan became immersed in the electronic symphony. His head felt numb. He was dragged back to reality by Jean’s shrill voice. “Is that Albert Stone?” Alan looked at the pale, clammy figure on the gurney. His heart began to race, stomach churned, legs turned to jelly. His breathing was rapid, shallow. He tried to speak. The words wouldn’t come. “Is that Stone?” Jean impatiently repeated. Tears welled in Alan’s eyes. His whole body convulsed with grief. “Yes” he choked. “It’s Albi. Is he, is he going to be o.k.?” Jean’s solemn expression didn’t alter. She made no attempt to even feign sympathy. “It’s too early to tell. I’ll get the Doctor to have a word with you. Now if you’d like to follow me back to the waiting room.”

       Knox shifted from side to side on his uncomfortable orange plastic chair. He turned to face a more stationary John Salter. “Christ almighty” he complained. “You’d think the N.H.S.’ budget would stretch to a few comfy chairs for fuck’s sake!”

Salter’s inert expression leapt to one of disgust. “The N.H.S.” he preached “has enough trouble finding the cash to tend to the sick!”

“Bollocks!” Knox spat. The money they make from these rip off vending machines is enough to pay for at least a couple of iron lungs! Not to mention the tax I pay on me beer and ciggies; I’ve probably single-handedly financed a fuckin’ ward or two!”

“Don’t talk such utter tosh!”

“Tosh? All I’m asking for’s a comfy fuckin’ chair. I’ve spent cosier nights up to me arse in shit and rats!”

“Shit and rats? What on earth were you into?”

“Doesn’t matter!”

     Alan emerged from the corridor of curtained cubicles. His rosy complexion had turned ashen. He looked ill, traumatised. Knox sprang to his feet “Is it him?”

Alan slowly nodded his head. Knox clenched his granite fists “Is he alive?”

Alan cast his bloodshot eyes towards Jean Holt. Jean cleared her throat. “Mr. Stone is alive and unreceptive to stimulus” she droned as if the words were too much of an effort to deliver. “As I’ve already explained to Mr. Brookes a Doctor will be along shortly to give the full details. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go.”

     Jean snapped her fingers at the tall and short Policemen. “Drive me back to the Station” she ordered. “And hurry up or I’ll have you cleaning the toilets.”

“Hang on love!” Knox barked. Jean waved a dismissive hand in his face. Knox was a long, long way away from a happy place. “Don’t wave your hand at me like some snotty nosed kid you’ve just nicked for stealing fuckin’ sweeties! I’ve not finished with you yet!”

“Finished with me?” Jean sneered.

  “No I fuckin’ well haven’t! Where’s the driver? Have nicked him or what?”
     Jean was ill prepared for such direct questioning. Her eyes flicked from left to right. Suddenly she appeared awkward, defensive. “No we haven’t arrested anyone at this time.”

Knox was confused. “So was it hit and run then?”

“Erm, no. The driver of the vehicle had little or no chance of seeing Mr. Stone. It was pitch black and the boy had no lights.”

“BOLLOCKS!” Knox blasted. “I’ve heard all this shit from your fuck wit wooden tops!”

     The tall Policeman shifted his size fourteen boots in an uneasy shuffle as Knox’s laser glare burned into his chest. “Try to remain calm sir” he nervously suggested.

“CALM!” Knox bellowed. “HOW THE FUCK AM I SUPPOSED TO REMAIN CALM WHEN YOU AND YOUR POINTY FACED OLIVE OIL LOOKALIKE OF A GAFFER KEEP ON TELLING ME FUCKIN’ LIES?”
     Jean’s eyes lit up in eruption of fury. “If you persist with this aggressive attitude” she hissed. “I’ll have you fucking nicked before you can flex another muscle in that monstrosity of a body! Understood?”

Knox didn’t flinch. “What’s up? Am I getting a bit too close to the truth eh Olive? Was Popeye driving? More likely Mr. fuckin’ Magoo if he didn’t see Albert! The boy’s lit up like a twattin’ Christmas tree; you can see him from outer fuckin’ space!”

     Jean looked down at the shiny linoleum, sucked in a deep breath, and raised venomous eyes. “For your information a Detective Constable was at the wheel. I was in the passenger seat and will swear under oath that Stone had NO lights! So, if you want to spend some time sharing a tiny room with a couple of junkies going cold turkey and trying not to drop the soap in the shower, I suggest you carry on sunshine!”

“Fuck you Olive!” Knox flouted through a sardonic grin. Jeans temper rose to boiling point. “THAT’S IT!” She shrieked. Her vitriolic gaze shot to the two cowering Policemen. “NICK HIM!” The hesitant Constables looked at each other. “Oh shit” they squeaked in unison.

     Knox’s smile broadened. “What’s the charge?”
“Let me see” Jean pondered with a distinct air of sarcasm. “Is that beer I can smell on your breath? Yes I do believe it is; so how about drunk and disorderly for starters. Oh, and I bet you drove here didn’t you? Yes I’m sure you did, so let’s add drink driving to the list; maybe resisting arrest?”

     Knox’s body vibrated with rage. His face and neck turned purple. The tall Constable radioed for back up. Alan snapped out of his malaise. “Easy now” he implored. “We’ve all had a bit of a shock here.” Jean’s thin lips pressed so tightly together that they nearly disappeared. “NICK HIM TOO!”

John Salter opened his previously silent mouth. “But….” He began. Jean sliced through his sentence with her shrill cry “AND HIM!”
     The tall Constable was visibly terrified. He reached for his telescopic baton. Knox cocked him a wink. “Come on son” he taunted. “Let’s see what you’ve got.” The short Constable produced a set of handcuffs. “I’m arresting you on suspicion of being drunk and disorderly….” he began

“Well then” Knox interrupted. “I’d better start being disorderly hadn’t I? I wouldn’t want to go getting nicked for something I haven’t fuckin’ done would I?!”

“Now then Sir, calm yourself. We can sort all this out back at the Station. I need to put these cuffs on you, so if you’d please co-operate…”

“Well that would depend.”

“Depend on what?”

“On whether you want them rammed up your ring piece or not!” 
Jean’s last remaining thread of tolerance snapped. “That’s threatening enough behaviour for me boys. TAKE HIM DOWN!” 
     The handcuffs dropped from the short Constable’s nervous fingers. “You take him down” he whined. “I’ll wait for back up if it’s all the same to you Ma’am.”

“Fucking coward!” Jean snarled. She diverted her crumpled grimace to the tall Constable. “HIT HIM!”

“What me?” The lofty police man squeaked. “I’d rather not Ma’am. Look at him, his arms are thicker than my legs!”

“Just do your duty you snivelling prick!”

“No way; I’ve seen this movie! This is the bit where the unhinged muscleman kicks the shit out of the coppers and legs it off into the woods.”
     Utter frustration and despair overwhelmed Jean. She flicked her stare to Alan and Salter. They were frozen to the spot mouths agape. Contempt filled her eyes as they swept across her two cowardly subordinates. Lastly she fixed her sights on Knox. The former R.S.M. openly laughed. “Pussies” he taunted. Jean’s internal furnace sparked back into life. Knox’s mocking poured fuel onto her caustic flames. She pounced. Her bony knee flew towards Knox’s crotch. Knox swept his hand at the onrushing pointy patella. His palm slammed against the inside of Jean’s thigh. She was sent pirouetting through the air before landing on the cold sterile floor with an undignified yelp.

     Fearing for his career the tall Policeman was forced to react. He swept his baton towards Knox’s face. Knox’s ingrained instincts clicked into gear. His eyes glazed over as though steel shutters had been deployed. He thrust out a hand, gripped the onrushing weapon. The force used to wrench the baton free dislocated the Constable’s elbow and three of his fingers. Before his nerve endings had time to register the pain the heel of Knox’s hand smashed into his chest. He flew back as if hit by a sledge hammer. The air rushed from his lungs in an agonised wheeze. He landed in a heap next to Jean.
     The short Policeman decided mace spray to be a preferable option. He grabbed a small black aerosol from his belt, pointed it at Knox’s face. “I will use this if you don’t desist!”

Knox shook his head. He fired a rapid set of straight fingers against the Policeman’s Adam’s apple. The Policeman gripped his throat, staggered back. Panic set in. He began to hyperventilate. Coughing and spluttering he dropped to his knees. Knox snatched the mace from his despairing fingers. He fired a blast of acrid mist into his foe’s face. The caustic burn shocked the short Policeman’s respiratory system back to life.

     Alan ripped himself from his catatonic state of shock. “TERRY!” He screamed “STOP!”

Knox’s ice cold eyes shot around to the origin of the noise. “Please Boss” Alan implored. “This situation’s fucked up enough without you wasting a shit load of coppers!”

The steel shutters seemed to retract from Knox’s frosty glare. He drew in a mouthful of sterile disinfectant soaked air and nodded as if to say he agreed.

     The double doors to the Casualty Department burst open. Six uniformed Policemen rushed in. The lead Officer quickly identified Knox as the problem; pointed a Tazer at his chest. “Who’s in charge here?” He sternly enquired. Jean nodded a groggy head, held up her ID, and replied “Inspector Holt: zap the bastard!”

     The Officer shot. Two needles punctured Knox’s neck. A jolt of electricity flashed down two thin cables. Knox’s body convulsed before he dropped like a felled boxer.

“Nick him!” Jean snarled. She pointed at Alan and Salter “Nick Podgy and Ginger Minge too!”

“What’s the charge?” The lead Officer asked. “They look pretty impassive to me.”

“Incitement! They were egging the baldy muscle man on.”

“Were they?”

“Just fucking arrest the bastards! I really haven’t got time for this.”

CHAPTER 6: COMPUTATIONS

Alan Brookes surveyed his new inhospitable surroundings sat atop a filth encrusted 
toilet. The beige walls of the 8 x 6 x 8 police cell were its brightest feature. He peered down at the rusty bolts securing a cast iron bed to the cold grey floor. “Well this is nice” he sarcastically surveyed. His eyes followed a bent bed leg up to a squeaky mattress. He was pretty sure that the nostril stinging stench of stale urine emanated there in. “I don’t know how you two can sit on that stinking thing.”

Terry Knox shot a hard stare back at Alan “Says you sat on a shit caked bog.”
“Well” Alan retorted. “Seeing how you’ve dumped us all in the shit I don’t really see how my choice of seat makes much difference.”

“How many times Al? For fucks sake I’m sorry!”

     John Salter was ill at ease. He frantically chewed his finger nails, rocked back and forth, and made a high pitch humming noise. Knox cast him a cursory glance. “Will you shut the fuck up I’m trying to think here!”
Salter’s whining and rocking intensified. Knox leapt to his feet. “SHUT THE FUCK UP!” Salter froze for second before lurching into frenzy of squawks and upper body convulsions. Knox drew back his fist. “I’M FUCKIN’ WARNING YOU!”

     Alan bounded from his porcelain perch. “Leave him alone!” He blasted. “Can’t you see he’s claustrophobic you bullying bastard!”

Knox’s aggressive demeanour diminished. He seemed insulted. “Who are you calling a bastard?”

Alan shook a forlorn head “You, you purple headed bell end! Leave him alone, He’s not well.”

“It’s his fault we’re in here!”

“How the fuck do work that one out? I don’t seem to remember John boy here flooring two tit headed coppers and their Queen bitch! Do you?”

“NO!” Knox barked “But he’s the one who put me in the mood the grassing twat!”

“Have you completely lost the plot man? Look around you! We’re meant to be enjoying a few scoops whilst bidding a fond farewell to a dear friend. Not worrying about whose turn it’s going be to rape us tonight. We’re banged up Tel. I can understand why they’ve locked up a knuckle dragging Neanderthal like you, but I can’t wrap my head round mine and John boy’s incarceration.”
“It’s a fit up Al!” A much calmer Knox declared. “We’re being swept under the carpet.”

“What do mean?”

“This thing stinks worse than your work boots Brookes; it’s a fuckin’ cover up. That vinegar soaked slag knows only too well Albert’s bike’s lit up like a nuclear fuckin’ dawn. She says she’s an eye witness, Albert had no lights? I say bollocks! I’ve seen this sort of shit before, she’s got another agenda. She’s in a hurry to get something sorted. The fact that I threw a spanner in the works slowed down whatever it is she’s up to.”

“No, No” Alan interrupted. “The fact that her driver twatted Albi off his shove iron slowed her down; you were a further delay. She’s got me and John banged up to prevent us pursuing the points you made about Albi’s road safety; doesn’t want anything else slowing her down.”

“Yeah” Knox mused. “Swept under the carpet.”
     Uri Mostov stared with some amount interest at his computer screen. Kris placed a firm hand on his colleagues shoulder. “What are you doing?”

“Check this out” Uri invited. Kris examined the data.

NAME: Knox, Terrence

RANK: R.S.M.

REGIMENT: Royal Marines

ACTIVE SERVICE: 1981 Falklands conflict

                                   1982 – 1995 Classified
“Why are you checking the service record of some old soldier?”
“Holt’s got him locked up down stairs” Uri replied
“I thought she was at the hospital” Kris pondered. 

“She was. Somewhere between there and here she managed to get involved in a brawl and nick the soldier and his two young mates. The wooden tops said she was like a woman possessed, like she was desperate to get them out of the way.”

     Kris digested the information for a second. “She certainly seems in a hurry to do something.”

“Just a bit” Uri agreed with a nervous laugh. “The R.T.A. more than proves that. It’s not too late you know, we could still put this thing right.”

“What’s done is done” Kris dismissed.

     Uri brought up Jean’s file. “Look at this then.”
Kris’ eyes widened with wonder as they focused on the photograph at the top right of the screen. “Is that the Boss?”

Uri nodded a pensive head. “Certainly is; barley recognisable eh?”

“Not half. She looks, well, nice.”

“I know! She must have dropped at least a couple of stone since that picture was taken. So what does that tell you?”

“Don’t know” Kris mused. “Maybe she’s been on a health kick. Maybe she’s stressed or not well.”

     Uri clicked on a section titled achievements. “Jesus!” Kris gasped. “One hundred and eighteen arrests in two years leading to one hundred and seven convictions. That’s astonishing!”
“Just a bit” Uri enthused. “She’s got more collars than a boat load of Priests! I thought we were top of the pop charts with fifty out of eighty but she’s in a different league. Look at this, sixteen commendations for bravery, promoted three times in eighteen months, and recommended by the top dog himself Lord Powell for a primo position in his new A.D.L Division.”

“A.D.L.?” Kris puzzled.

“Have you been living in a cave? The Anti Drug League; Powell set it up last year. They’ve been given powers you wouldn’t believe to bring down the serious players.”

“Do you think she’s after Brinkley?”

“Doubt it, as vicious as he is he’s always steered clear of drugs. She’s up to something though.”

“Like what?”

“Not sure, but ask yourself this question Kris. Why would the Met allow a superstar player to come up to a one horse shit hole like this?”

“Perhaps it’s the allegations of racism?” 

“No way!” Uri rejected. “Someone with her service record could turn up for work everyday dressed up in full Ku Klux Klan regalia sporting a swastika medallion and Adolph Hitler tattoos, and no-one would bat an eyelid! Something’s a very long way from being right. The mad Sergeant and his mates down stairs haven’t been charged with anything despite the fact that he sent Holt flying and took down two of ours. The desk sergeant told me she’d left instructions to let them out in the morning without a charge.”
“Why would she do that?”

“I don’t know my long friend. What I do know however is that her haste has caused me to lie about the accident and damn my soul to Hell! Unless…”

“Unless what?” Kris snapped.

“We come clean.”

“I’m not going through this again Uri. What Holt said back there was right, I can’t afford it!”

     A shrill voice from behind asked “Can’t afford what?” The two detectives turned to see their leader. “Erm,  a n, new car” Kris hesitantly replied. Uri quickly minimised Jean’s file leaving Knox’s in its place. Jean strode forward and a knowing glance at the information. “Classified” she casually observed. “ He must’ve been a covert little bastard. That would explain his aptitude for well controlled violence. Now gentlemen if you’ve finished wanking  all over Mr. Knox’s war crimes I’d appreciate your company. Let’s not forget our little date at the pub.”

“The Ring of Bells?” Kris asked.

“Oh dear me no” Jean dismissed. “That was never our primary destination. We’re off to the Marsden Club.”

     Uri felt his stomach drop a couple of inches “The Marsden Club?” He spluttered. “But that’s Henry Brinkley’s place!”

“I know” Jean smiled.

CHAPTER 7: ‘ENRY
The man mountain Henry Brinkley sat behind his huge oak desk in his oak panelled office pursuing his favourite pastime, counting money. He shuffled a massive wad of fifty pound notes, puffed on his Cuban cigar, and chuckled to himself like a happy child “Piss easy.” He patted appreciative fingers against a pile of vacuum sealed, clear plastic parcels of heroin contained within an aluminium case.

     The rap of gnarled knuckles against his thick door interrupted his boyish giggles. “WHAT!” He boomed in his deep baritone voice.

“It’s me” A voice from the other side of the door replied.

“Who?”

“Bernie.”

“What do you want you hairy backed baboon?”

“You’ve got a visitor Boss.”

“Who?”
“The law Boss.”

“FUCK! What have I told you Bernie? The law are allowed in here by invitation only!”

“I think you should see this one Boss.”

“Why, who is it?”

“It’s fuckin’ Jean McCormick!”

     Henry rose from his chair to his full six feet nine inches, fastened the top button of his tailored shirt, and straightened the knot of his matching tie. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place? Show her in you cretin!” He slammed the lid of the aluminium case shut.

     Jean Holt entered the lair of the monster. Henry appeared puzzled. “Jean, is that you?”

“Of course it is you big ape!” Jean scolded.

“You’re a bit thin” Henry insensitively observed. “What’ve you been doing; ramming your fingers down your throat?”

“No, Just up the arseholes of overgrown gorillas like you! Why, do you fancy being one of my glove puppets? No, I can see you’re far too busy peeling bananas with your toes and swatting biplanes with your massive paw.”

     Henry bellowed out a deep belly laugh “That’s the Jean McCormick I remember.”

“It’s Holt” Jean corrected. “My name’s Jean Holt these days.”

“So you finally got wed then eh?”

“Indeed I did.”

“So where’s the other half? At home doing the house work, polishing your medals? No, I’ll bet he’s busy charging up the industrial generator to the massive dildo it must take to keep you satisfied.”

“He’s dead” Jean replied in an emotionless dead pan voice.

“Oh” Henry almost sheepishly responded. “Nothing painful I hope.”
“He was shot through the back of the head by one of Logan’s monkeys.”

“Didn’t you take Logan’s squad down a couple of years ago?”

“I did, yes.”

“I heard some poor geezer copped a bullet, didn’t realise it was your old feller though.

I told Eddie to stay well clear of London. He’s doing thirty years now, poor bastard.”

“Pity he didn’t heed your warning!” 
“Sorry Jean, old habits and all that. It must’ve been a rough time for you with your Stan copping for it as well.”

“That’s one way of putting it” Jean acknowledged. “Pity you couldn’t make it to Stanley’s funeral though.”

“You know how it is Jean, what with work and all.”

“BOLLOCKS! The pair of you grew up together. I wiped both your arses, sent you off to school, even paid up your first fees at Maxwell’s Gym. You should have been there Henry; Stanley regarded you as a brother.”

     Henry grew inpatient. As fond as he was of Jean, no-one preached to him. “Shit happens” he grunted. “Now, as much as I love reminiscing about the good old days, I believe we have business to discuss. HAVE YOU GOT HIM OR WHAT?!” 
Jean wore a self assured smile. “Oh I’ve got him alright. The question is; what are you prepared to do to get him back?”

     Henry plonked himself down on his massive chair, placed his elbows on his desk, cupped his square jaw in his hands, and smiled “What do want?”

“I’d have thought that pretty obvious” Jean sneered.

“Indulge me.”

“I want the bastard that killed my brother removed from the face of the planet!”

“Danny?”

“That’s right brain box, Danny fucking Booth!”

“But Danny’s alright; well no threat to me anyway. He pays his dues like a good boy every month. That boozer’s worth a good twelve grand a year to me.”

“It doesn’t matter whose name’s above the door!” Jean snarled. “You’ll still get your cash. That little shit mowed down my brother I cold blood!”

“Nah” Henry dismissed. “He was off his tits on some voodoo juice Berty and Jimmy cooked up. The daft pair of twats tried to turn him into some sort of zombie. I think they’d been watching a bit too much telly. That shit had the poor lad twitching like a tomcat with forty thousand volts strapped to its fury little bollocks.”

“Poor lad” Jean griped. “The arsehole rammed a bloody great 4x4 through the bay window of our Stanley’s pub! He snapped my brother’s spine and legs in fucking half! Stanley ended up six feet under while Danny boy got his fucking boozer! I’d say the scales of justice needed a spray of WD40 wouldn’t you?”

“I see where you’re coming from.”

“So you’ll do it?”

“I’ll see to it. When and where?”

“Tomorrow, noon, the Ring of Bells; raise the place to the ground!”

     Henry relaxed back in his chair and stared straight into Jean’s stern eyes “So where’s my boy then?”

“Safe enough” Jean cautiously replied. “I’ll deliver him to you personally once I see the wheels are in motion. So what’s your plan then?”

“I’ll get Davy to send in some of his boys. Those nutters’ll probably do the job pro-gratis for kicks; or at the most fifty nuggets each.”

“NO! I want you and Davy Harding to take care of this personally.”

“Fuck off Jean! I’m not getting both mine and Davy’s hands dirty for some no mark in a shitty little alehouse.”
“You will if you ever want to see your boy again!”

“Oh come on, behave” Henry implored. “The footy yobs can do a job like this in their sleep; they fuckin’ enjoy it!”

“I don’t care if they’re Carlos the fucking Jackal I want you there! You can assemble as big a squad of hooligans as you please but you’re leading it, I don’t trust anyone else. This is for Stanley after all.”

“Ok, ok” Henry reluctantly conceded. “I swear to God, if my mother and yours weren’t sisters, I’d have kicked your scrawny arse back down south by now. I’ll need some sort of proof that you’ve got him though, Davy won’t move without it.”
     Jean reached into her inside pocket and produced a gold ring. Henry’s deep set eyes were drawn towards eight diamonds that formed the letter S. “Where did you find him?”

“Croatia!” Jean crowed.    

     Uri sat grim faced behind the wheel of his rusty little car. He glanced impatiently at his watch for the third time in a minuet. “What the Hell is she up too?”

“Don’t know!” An equally impatient Kris snapped. “I just wish she’d hurry up doing it; my Alice’ll be going nuts.”

“My cats wont feed themselves either.” 

“Cats? My wife’s heavily pregnant Uri! She could go into labour at any given moment. I think my anxiety slightly outweighs whether Tiddles and Furball get their tuna chunks or not!”

“They fret if they don’t get fed on time.”

“Can’t they go and catch some mice or something?”

“Oh dear no! They’re gentle souls, like me.”

“You really are a strange little man.”

     The clatter of Jean’s heels interrupted Kris and Uri’s conversation. She squeaked open the car’s rear door and climbed in. “I can’t see this rusty old heap of shit getting us very far” she complained.

“I could’ve got a motor from the pool” Kris commented.

“No thanks! I’ve seen enough of your handy work for one night.”

“Rusty old piece of shit?” Uri Complained. “I’ve been driving this for the past fifteen years!”

“No” Jean mocked. “I’d never have guessed.”

“Don’t knock it Boss it’s like me, tougher than it looks.”

“Suppose it’ll have to do.”

“Why, where are we heading?”

“Findley Bay.”

“Where the Hell’s Findley Bay?”

“Just south of Aberdeen.”

“ABERDEEN!” 

     Uri shook a disbelieving head. Kris’ eyes nearly popped out of his. “Why?” He queried.

“It’s a small fishing port” a somewhat vague Jean replied.
“I didn’t ask what it is Boss. I asked why are we going there?”

“To meet a boat; you know, fishing ports….boats, they sort of go hand in hand.”

“I can’t go all that way, my wife….”

“Wife?” Jean interrupted. “Your wife’s got fuck all to do with this! Have you forgotten our little arrangement already? You’ll go where I bloody well tell you to go!”

     Kris bit his lip, bowed his head, and fell silent. Uri cocked him a knowing look and headed for Findley bay.

     The drive was long and monotonous. Jean felt an overwhelming sense of tiredness; her eyes flickered for a second before she slumped into a deep sleep. Uri turned on the radio. A pointless D.J. droned on about the evils of drugs. Uri lowered his voice to the same pitch as the inane ramblings “We can stop this now Kris.”

     Kris was half asleep himself. He jumped with a start. “What?” He snapped. Uri pressed his index finger to his lips. “Shush, you’ll wake her. Think about what I said earlier Kris; all we have to do is spin the motor round, head back to the station and come clean about the lad on the bike. All this cloak and dagger shit’ll go away.”

“I know” Kris sighed. “I’m beginning to think you’re right.”

“You know I am big feller. I’ll take the junction….”

“YOU’LL DO NO SUCH FUCKING THING!” Jean shrieked.
     Kris’ head flashed around to see a wide awake, vitriolic as ever Jean. “Sorry Boss, I’ve made my mind up, I’m with Uri” he declared.
“Is that right?” Jean sneered. “Are you aware how much a fucking Lollipop Man earns per annum?”

“But, Uri reckons I’ll probably get busted back down to walking the beat at worst!”
“Does he?” Jean laughed. “I’ll make sure you get a hard time simply walking to the shops and back!”

     Uri felt his usual tepid temper rise a few degrees. He pulled over on the hard shoulder, undid his seat belt, and fixed Jean with stern eyes. “Maybe if you stop trying to bleeding blackmail us and tell us what the hell’s going on you may find us a bit more co-operative!”

“I can’t!” Jean retorted.

“Then I’m heading back! Kris hitting that boy was an accident. I’ll tell the truth and deal with the consequences! You and your crusty old boy’s network can throw the bloody book at me if that’s what turns you on, I’ll be safe in the knowledge that my conscience is clear!”

“Look Uri, the R.T.A. was unfortunate, not least for the amount of fucking time it wasted. However, it presented me with an unforeseen opportunity.”

“Opportunity?”

“Well, you and Kris were doing everything I asked up until about one minuet ago.”

“For God’s sake woman!” Uri despaired.

“I’m sorry for questioning your integrity Uri, I just need to get thing sorted quickly!” 
“What thing?”

“All you need to know for now is that we’re collecting someone. All will become apparent soon after.”

“No I don’t think so!”

     Jean reached into her jacket pocket and produced two small white envelopes. “These might help change your minds.”

Uri tore open the one with his name on it, perused its contents, and laughed “are you offering us a job?”

“Yes Uri. The best damn job you’ll ever get offered; I’m reassigning you to the A.D.L. with immediate effect.” 
“Why now? How come you didn’t just offer the positions at our first meeting?”

“It’s my policy to spend a bit of quality time with people before they’re on my team.”

     Uri didn’t believe a word Jean had spoken. He sensed she was desperate, offering fictitious incentives to ingratiate herself upon him and Kris. Trust had to be earned as far as he was concerned not manipulated. “Sorry Boss, all this cloak and dagger shit’s a bit much at my age. Besides…..” 

“Wait!” Kris interrupted. “This is an opportunity here mate. I for one don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, let alone kick it in the goolies! 
“What?” Uri scoffed. “You’re not buying this bullshit are you? This woman’s done nothing but coerce us from the second she clapped eyes on us!”

“I want to hear more before I make my mind up.”

     The tense, claustrophobic atmosphere was to Jean’s liking. She concealed a wry smile with a cupped hand as Kris asked the question “What’s the salary?”

“Forty K per annum plus perks” Jean replied.

“What sort of perks?”

“Oh you’ll be a very powerful copper indeed Detective Constable; you’ll be above the law! Not to mention the company top of the range car, clothing allowance, company credit card, and numerous other freebees. Oh yes and a big fuck off gun!”

“What about a relocation allowance?”

“All taken care of Kris; plus your pension quadruples, your wife and forthcoming child are included in the platinum health plan, and you’ll be invited to the Christmas fucking party! What can I say? You’ve won the fucking lottery!”

     Kris was sold. The lure of a better life was too strong a temptation to resist, not just for the sake of his family it must be said. The opportunity to flout two fingers at the sycophantic, back stabbing, so called workmates outed by Uri seemed very appealing. He nodded a solemn head. “Don’t listen to her!” Uri warned.

“Too late” Kris lamented.

“It’s a pile of shite!”

“Is it?”

“You know it is!”

“I can’t take that chance Uri. You may be happy with your lot, Tiddles and Furball might be the spark that keeps your balls a tingling, but I’ve got Alice and the baby to think of.”
“God forgive me!” Uri sighed. “I must be the most gullible arsehole on the planet. Alright, I’m in. Just remember I’m doing this for you Kris, you owe me big time. Woe betide you if anything goes pear shaped!”

     For the remainder of the journey Uri imagined the steering wheel of his beaten up little car to be Jean’s throat. He squeezed his hairy, chubby little fingers around the ergonomically designed plastic until the veins in his forearms nearly popped. He swallowed back his contempt for his superior officer; the detective in him required answers. His deep mistrust of Jean had to be suppressed until he saw through her layers of smoke screens and misdirection.

     Jean pointed a finger at a rusty old mooring adjacent to two well weathered fishing boats. A row of dying lampposts flickered their amber hue about the once prosperous harbour. “Pull over there” she ordered. “It seems fitting somehow; eerie, like an old spy movie.” Uri parked his car on cracked, salt water lashed concrete. As his windscreen wipers swept away spray from an energetic wave three figures came into view. A tall, dishevelled, lank haired man was escorted by two burly Neanderthals sporting crew cuts, rain coats, and stern expressions. Uri rubbed tired eyes in disbelief “Is that who I think it is?” He gasped

A broad smile grew across Jean’s hollow cheeks “Why, who do think it is?”

“That’s Salvatore McCracken!”
CHAPTER 8: RELEASE 
Young P.C. Simon Harris snapped back the viewing hatch on cell door eight. He leapt in fright as the fearsome face of Terry Knox leered back at him. Simon tapped his baton against the steel door. “Be nice” he cautioned. “You’re being released without charge, so no pissing about, O.K.?”

Knox backed away with submissive palms raised aloft and sneered “Just open up blue boy!” He gave Alan Brookes a solid shove. “Wake up sleeping fuckin’ beauty, they’re letting us out. Your debt to society’s been paid, you’re a free man.”

     Alan opened bleary eyes to see John Salter’s arm wrapped around his waist. He pinched disgusted fingers around his bedfellow’s wrist and cast the offending limb aside. Salter sat bolt upright. His terrified expression jolted a deep routed memory within the darkest recess of Knox’s mind. He recalled the look on a young private’s face as sniper’s bullet screamed through the air and severed the boy’s spine. He resisted the urge to make a homophobic joke regarding Salter’s cuddling arm. Instead, he helped the claustrophobia sufferer to his feet. “Come on son, we’re getting out.”

     Simon cracked the door open. “Erm, Right you lot” he nervously addressed. Collect your shit from the front desk and fuck off home.” Knox growled as he brushed past the young Policeman. A half asleep desk Sergeant reacquainted the threesome with their belongings and they wandered out into the dimly lit morning.
     Alan rubbed his bloodshot eyes, flicked open his phone, and called the hospital. “Hi, can you put me through to I.C.U. please? ...........Yeah, hello, I’m just wondering if you tell me how Albert Stone is please? ...........No, I’m a friend………….No, no! Not the guy who trashed casualty last night! .............Right, thanks.” He turned to Knox and shook a mournful head “No change.”

“Right!” Knox barked. “That’s it! I’m gonna find that Queen bitch Olive Oil and force the truth out of her.”

“What good will that do? Albi’ll still be in a coma and you’ll be getting nicked again!”

“I don’t really give a flyin’ fuck at this moment in time! Ask yourself a question Al. How many blokes do you know take down three pigs and get set free without so much as a slap on the fuckin’ wrist?

“Probably none.”

“Definitely none! You get a right royal kicking and couple of years inside one of Her Majesty’s overcrowded Hellholes rubbing ice cubes on your red raw arsehole for that! Me being spared the amorous advances of Big Ron from B wing’s only confirms my suspicions. Olive wanted us out of the picture for a while, twatting Albi off his shove iron got in the way of something.”

     Alan blew out a beleaguered sigh. “Don’t go down this road” he pleaded.

“What if Albi snuffs it?” Knox argued.

“He won’t!”

“But what if he does? He’ll just be a stupid kid who rode his bike round them dark lanes with no fuckin’ lights! Folk’ll say he was askin’ for it. I’m not prepared to let that happen, are you?”

“Alright” Alan conceded. “I’ll phone Jeff Burke, tell him to meet us at the Ring of Bells.”

“What? I want answers, not an early morning pint with a long haired, specky knob end!”

“Don’t be a tool all your life Tel! Jeff knows every webbed toed, inbred, banjo toting bumpkin in this shit kickers paradise. Nothing happens round here without him getting wind of it.”

“I suppose so.”

“No suppose about it! Albi’s the lead singer in the band Jeff founded; he’s got a vested fucking interest!”

     John Salter drew precious outdoor air into lungs, vigorously shook the shackles of his condition from his head, and asked “What about me?”
“What about you?” Knox snapped.

“What do want me to do?”

“Go home and get some kip son.”

“But I want to help.”

“When we need someone to lunge back and forth like a deranged Granny in a rockin’ chair, squeal like a slapped arsed kiddie, or grass us up we’ll give you shout, O.K.?”

“I can help. I’m claustrophobic, not a coward! And as for being a, as you so eloquently put with your bigots blinkers strapped to the sides of your bulbous head, a grass, I’ve got principles! I wasn’t always forklift truck operator you know.”

“No?” Knox puzzled. “Why, what else’ve you done?”

“I was an animal rights activist.”

     Knox belted out a ridiculing laugh. “We’re not liberating fuckin’ battery hens here son!”
“I know!” Salter snapped. “You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve done.”

“What, like giving some abused Shetland pony’s a better quality of fuckin’ life or something?”

“No, like using serious intimidation, physical violence, even bomb threats to achieve our goals!”

“You couldn’t intimidate a poncy French fuckin’ poodle, never mind bomb some fucker!”

“I can if I’m organised and have enough back up.”

“Fucks sake” Knox laughed. “I must be going soft in my old age. Alright son, you can tag along.” 
CHAPTER 9: RING OF BELLS 
Danny Booth found the last half mile of run laboured to say the least. His lungs burned, knees ached, and Achilles tendons stung as if they had been slashed with a razor. His pulse raced to a point were he felt his heart might explode in his throat.

His scientifically designed trainers thudded against the sun baked tarmac like wet pillows on a soggy mattress. He looked up to the clear blue heavens and cursed his once beloved sun. “Too hot” he panted. “Where’s a bloody cloud when you need one?” Lactic acid pumped through his legs until his tortured jog became more of an awkward waddle. Quite clearly he was not the man he used to be.

     Danny hobbled scarlet faced into the Ring of Bells car park. He placed forlorn hands onto shaking knees and rasped out a succession of coughs. His fiancée Shannon wore a concerned expression. “Are you alright love? You look like shit.”

“Top banana” Danny wheezed. He rose from his exhausted crouch and pointed at his somewhat distended girth. What do you reckon? Is it shrinking or what?”

A sympathetic smile grew across Shannon’s pretty face “I don’t care what you look like.”

“Well I do! I used to be as fit as a monkey on speed. Now I’m more like a hippo on smack! I’m a mess, a joke! I can’t even run a mile without sounding like an asthmatic rooster.”

“An asthmatic rooster?” Shannon laughed. “You and your animal comparisons; what was it you used to call my uncle Bertie?”

“A sunburnt pig in a shite shirt competition.”

“Yeah, that was it. Just remember that sunburnt pig nearly bloody killed you! You can’t take the sort of workouts you used to put yourself through.”

“I know but….”

“But nothing; you’re a Landlord now Danny, a beer gut’s an essential qualification.”

     I interrupted what was turning into a tender moment between two young lovers by tugging at Danny’s sweat soaked shirt. He turned with a start to see my mournful face peering back at him. “Shit Jeff! You gave me a fright there you creeping little shit” he snapped before noticing that I was clearly upset. “What’s up?” I pushed my glasses back up my freckled nose to frame baleful eyes and whined “It’s Albi!” 
“What about him?”

     I recounted the woeful tale of Albi Stone’s demise. Danny was utterly deflated, gutted. He sat on a weathered wooden picnic table and digested my words. “I can’t believe it” he sighed. “You’d never expect anything bad to happen to someone like him. He could fall into a barrel of stale piss and come out smelling of Hugo Boss aftershave. So what’ve you found out about this bitch copper?”

My mournful expression quickly turned to one of unease. “I’m glad you’re sitting down” I began. “She’s just returned here after a stint down in the smoke. Her name’s Jean Holt; but get this, it used to be McCormick!”

     Danny’s bowed head shot bolt upright “McCormick?” He spluttered. “What, as in Stan McCormick?”

“Very much so; she’s only his bloody sister!” 

“Jesus! Is she coming for me?”

“Not sure. I’ll know more when Alan and Knox get here.”

“Knox?” Danny quizzed. “Do I know him?”

“Probably not” I answered. “He’s the warehouse manager at the jam factory. Albi and Al really like the bloke, they think he’s funny. I think he’s a fucking nut case!”

“In what way?”

“He’s an ex army sergeant, you know the sort.”

“What like battle fatigue or something? Is he likely to pull out an AK47 and start shooting up the place?”

“Not sure” I pondered. “He may well do, he seems mental enough.”

“How do you know him?”

“Come on Danny boy, It’s me we’re talking about, I know everything. Besides, he lives across the road from me. I once saw him chase the paperboy round the block just for tearing his Daily Mirror as he stuffed it through his letter box. Another time he chucked his bottles of milk back at the milkman’s float ‘cos he’d delivered full fat instead of semi skimmed. You should’ve seen the look on the poor milky’s face as bottles of silver top smashed against his roof, he shit himself. The best one though was big Eddie Mitchell.”

“Don’t tell me he messed with Eddie” Danny interrupted. “No one messes with Eddie.”

“He did” I nervously laughed. “Big Eddie was out walking that huge monstrosity of an Alsatian of his. Anyway, the dog decided it needed a shit so Eddie let the beast curl one off right outside Knox’s front gate. The big man thought nothing of it, let the dog finish its business, gave its lead a tug, and off they walked down the road. Knox came hurtling out of his house dressed only in his underpants, picked up the great steaming mound of shit in his bare hand, and marched off in pursuit of Eddie and his hound. Eddie had no idea he was being followed until he turned to walk through his own front gate. He caught sight of this near naked little muscle man clutching a massive turd and asked him what the fuck he was doing? Knox looked down at the offending dog egg in the palm of his hand and calmly enquired is this yours? As you might imagine, Eddie told him to fuck off! Knox responded by hurling the great lump of shite through the air. It whizzed passed Eddie’s ear and splattered against his front door. The big man looked on in amazement as the shit ran down his brand new double glazing. He glanced at the thick brown smear running down his door then back at Knox before setting the dog on him. The massive Alsatian leapt into the air, aimed its snarling jaws at Knox’s throat. The mad sergeant punched the beast square on the snout. With a shrill yelp the dog fell to the floor. Eddie saw red, went for Knox himself. He swung that big lump of a fist of his at Knox’s face. Knox was too quick; he ducked the blow, fired off a dig of his own. His knuckles burrowed right into Eddie’s fat gut. The big man dropped to his knees coughing and spluttering. Cool as like, Knox wiped the remainder of the shit off his hand across Eddie’s face. He warned him that if his dog ever dropped its load outside his house again he’d make him eat it!”

“Christ almighty!” Danny gasped. “He sounds a proper psycho.”

“That’s one way of putting it Danny boy. Never mind no-one messes with Eddie, it should be no-one should even consider messing with Knox!”

     The deafening screech of brakes being forcefully applied jolted me and Danny from our conversation. Our heads shot around to see a shinny black sedan car in the car park. Four doors flashed open in perfect synchronicity. With equally well choreographed timing four young men slowly rose from black leather seats. The men where clean cut, smart looking. They sported expensive looking designer shirts, jeans, trainers, and much gold jewellery.

     Danny recognised the stylish garments as being not the sort one picks up on little Tony’s market stall. He had, after all, aspired to be such a clothes horse himself not so very long ago. “Can I help you gentlemen?”

“We’re looking for Danny Booth” the shortest member of the smartly attired quartet replied. Danny rose to his feet, sucked in his gut, and pushed back his square shoulders. “Who’s looking for him?” He asked in the sternest voice he could muster.
The short man cackled a sarcastic laugh “Duh!” He mocked. “Four geezers in a Beamer fuck wit!”
     Danny turned to Shannon. “Go inside love” he ordered. He fixed his gaze on the short cocksure man. “Fucking comedian eh?”

“I’ve been known to have my moments” scoffed the short man. “The name’s Bell. The long streak of piss to my left is Shaw. In the front we have Tommo, and driving this piece of automotive perfection is my good friend Azza.”

     Danny’s heart rate rose back to the pounding rhythm of his run. He masked obvious fear with bravado. “State our business!” He commanded. Bell waved a dismissive finger “Only to Danny Booth.”

“I’m Danny, so what do you want?”

“We are what you might call a reconnaissance team Mr. Booth. You know the sort of thing, asses the enemy’s numbers, weapons, etcetera.”

“Enemy?” Danny puzzled. “Did that bitch copper send you? Are you here to give me a kicking?”

“Questions, questions; all will be answered in due time Mr. Booth.”

“Look, if you’re here to give me a doing just get on with it and stop talking bollocks Mr. Bell-end!”

      Bell’s colleague Shaw tapped impatient long fingers against the roof of the car. “He’s got a point there Bell” he quipped. “We might as well do this thing now, save Davy and the boys getting off their arses.” 
“Those aren’t the orders!” Bell reprimanded. “We’re recon not muscle.”

“Oh come on Bell, it’s been ages since we had a bit of fun. Besides, look at them. A skinny little hippy and a fat bastard, Davy’ll be well happy he doesn’t have to get his hands dirty.”

“Hmm” Bell pondered. “This is true; we are growing a little flabby. Fucking do ‘em!”
     Shaw reached into the car and produced a baseball bat, Tommo a crowbar, Azza a leather cosh, and Bell a four pound lump hammer. Danny was wide eyed and terrified. This wasn’t merely a kicking; this was to be cold blooded murder. Raw fear sent his mid racing. He looked at the door. “I could make it inside” he thought. “No Shannon’s in there, I can’t risk it. Shit, what do I do? Curl into a ball, minimise the impact. Run like fuck! No, if the tall one swings his bat first I could grab it, wrench it off him.” He felt his chest tighten. Pain shot from his sternum down his left arm. I scuttled underneath the picnic table, took refuge between its concrete legs. The four men approached. Danny felt their menacing breath brush his skin. They drew back their weapons.

     “OI!” A voice boomed from beyond the perimeter wall of the car park. “Over here you shower of shite!” The would be assassins turned as one to see Terry Knox marching boldly towards them. Bell waved a flippant hand at the striding sergeant. “Fuck him up” he commanded with blasé irreverence. Shaw’s long legs made short work of the distance between him and Knox. He swung his bat with all his might. Knox ducked the swipe. Shaw’s right side was exposed. Knox drilled a fierce punch into his attacker’s ribs. Bone shattered; shards exploded into lung. Shaw dropped to his knees. Thick scarlet vomit spewed from his lips. Azza and Tommo leapt to their fallen comrade’s defence. Azza flashed his cosh at Knox’s ribs. Knox darted to his left. The blow hit thin air. Azza thrust his weapon up at Knox’s chin. It connected. Knox stumbled back. Pain registered in his square jaw. He swallowed it back along with a mouthful of blood. Tommo sensed the kill was imminent; swung his crowbar at Knox’s bald head. Knox saw it coming, quickly rolled forward. The crowbar struck concrete. Knox bounced to his feet, fired out a rapid snap kick. His heel crunched into the side of Tommo’s knee. Tibia separated from fibula; his knee cap popped off like a cork from an over shaken bottle of Champaign. He howled a tortured cry yet remained standing. Knox clutched his right hand in his left, forced a vicious elbow against Tommo’s nose. A thick spray of blood and cartilage erupted. Tommo fell defeated. Azza swept his cosh across Knox’s back. The air rushed from Knox’s lungs; he stumbled forward. Azza bludgeoned his weapon against the back of Knox’s head. A two inch gash opened up. A crimson fountain pumped up from the wound. Knox was dazed but didn’t go down. He hooked a punch up at Azza’s ribs. Azza thrust his elbow to his waist, took the blow on the arm. Knox feigned to kick with his left leg. Azza bought the dummy, drew his block to his own left. Knox switched the kick. His boot crashed against Azza’s jaw. Teeth, blood, and bits of tongue burst forth from a pulverised mouth. Azza flew a good six feet through the air before he crashed back down to earth.

     Knox was primal, raw. In his mind it was 1991. He was behind enemy lines engaging the Republican Guard. He didn’t notice Bell approaching with his four pound lump hammer held aloft. John Salter did “WATCH IT!” He yelled. His warning fell on deaf ears; Knox was intent on seeing off Azza. Salter hurdled the perimeter wall and launched a two footed kick into Bell’s back. Bell was sent sprawling across the car park. His face scraped against coarse concrete. He sprang back to his feet, swept aside a handful of blood from his scuffed nose, and ran at Salter. He launched his hammer. Salter dodged the blow, fired a set of knuckles against Bell’s traumatised nose. The connection was true.  The hammer dropped from Bell’s grip and he slumped to his knees.
     Azza lay motionless. Knox snatched the cosh from limp fingers. His wild eyes seemed to leap from his blood splattered face. He raised the cosh above his head. “STOP!” Alan roared. “You’ll fucking kill him!” The cosh came down, leathered across Azza’s forehead. “PLEASE!” Alan implored. The cosh was raised again. Alan rushed forward, launched himself into a headlong dive. He wrapped his arm around Knox’s waist; rugby tackled him to the ground. Knox’s feral eyes leered back at Alan. “Get off me!” He snarled as blood bubbled from his gashed head. “Please” Alan begged. “No more!”

     Knox looked into his friend’s teary eyes. He was yanked back to reality. Nobody Knew why Alan had such a calming effect on Knox, they were just glad that he did.

Knox relaxed his fit to burst muscles and released his grip on the cosh. 
     Danny watched the fight in slack jawed amazement. He’d felt compelled to join in but was rooted to the spot. Perhaps he was mesmerised by the sheer speed and fluidity of Knox’s brutal display. More likely the memory of his last incursion into ferocious violence had bound his hands and feet with subconscious twine. His invisible bondage was short lived. He vaulted from his spectators perch, picked up the discarded lump hammer, and pressed the cold steel against Bell’s grizzled nose. Pain shot like electricity through the lead invader’s semi conscious head. Vomit wretched from his gut such was the intensity of the agony. Danny pressed down a little harder. “Who sent you?” He growled. Bell spat out a mixture of blood and puke along with a defiant “Fuck off!” Danny pressed even harder. “I’ll ask you again Mr. Bell-end, who sent you?”

“Fuck you fat boy!” 
     Knox slowly rose to his feet. He seemed calmer, more in control of his actions. He picked up Shaw’s baseball bat, spun it through his fingers like a majorette twirling a baton, and slammed it down at Bell’s head. It stopped within a millimetre of his scalp. “The boy just asked you question son” he growled. “Have the good grace to answer him.”
“Davy Harding!” Bell blasted in an angst ridden reply.

“Davy Harding?” Danny pondered “The footy yob?”

“Amongst other things” Bell answered with the flippancy returning to his tone.

“What does he want with me? I don’t even like football!”

“I’m not saying anything more! You can have your rabid baboon of a mate open my skull if you want, but that’s your lot.”

“Get up!” Knox ordered. Bell gingerly hauled himself up onto unsteady legs. Knox examined the thick gold chains adorning the young man’s neck. “Twenty four carat;” he observed “Very nice. Nice motor too. Not the sort of trappings I’d associate with a fuckin’ football casual!”

“You’d be surprised!” Bell sneered.
“Would I fuck!” Don’t mistake me for a cretin son; I know the difference between a thug and slayer! You and your team don’t move like your average fuckin’ street brawler. You’re too cool, calculating. You’ve got moves. Shit, you nearly got the better of me! Believe me son, that doesn’t happen too often!”
     Alan cocked Salter a cautious glance. “Speaking of moves John boy; you came up with a couple of nifty manoeuvres of your own there. Where’d you learn that shit?”

“Here and there” Salter replied.

“Where?”

“Like I said, I wasn’t into liberating chickens back in my youth.”

“Just what the Hell were you into?”

“I disrupted fox hunts. Some of that bunch can be a little feisty shall we say. You have to know how to handle yourself.”

“Fuck me! You live and learn eh? Basil Brush’s bleeding body guard.”

“I didn’t notice you lending a hand during the heat of battle Alan!”

“I’m not a fighter John!”

“Sometimes you have to be!”

     Shannon unlocked the pub door and peered out. Her anxious eyes surveyed Danny for damage. “Thank God” she sighed with relief. “You’re alright.”

“Well” Pondered a retrospective Danny. “It’s five minuets till opening time and my car park’s full of blood and snot. Four blokes in a ridiculously expensive motor have just tried to erase me from the face of the planet. Apart from that I’d say I’m doing just fine; thanks to these blokes anyway.” He turned to Knox and offered an open palm. “Mr. Knox I presume.”

“Call me Tel” chirped the blood soaked warrior. The two shook hands. Shannon kissed Knox on his claret spattered cheek. “Thank you” she gasped in sincere gratitude. “But what do we do now?”
Knox looked her up and down. “Did you phone the law?”

“The phones don’t work here.”

“Even mobile phones?”

“Especially them.”

“Good!”

“Why’s that good?”

“I’ve had a belly full of the law round here, they’re bent!”

“But…..”

“He’s right” Danny agreed. “Something distinctly shady’s going on.”
     Knox turned his attention back to Danny. “What do you know about this Harding character?”

“Not a lot” Danny sighed. “Do you think he’s got anything to do with that bitch copper?”
“Why would he?”

“I think she might’ve sent this lot to do me in!”

“I’m not following son, what are you on about?”

“Well, about two years ago, I sort of killed her brother.”

“OH FUCKIN’ NICE ONE!” Knox roared. “ISN’T THAT JUST TICKETY BASTARD BOO! This shit’s getting more twisted by the fuckin’ second!”

     Alan thought it prudent to apply his calming influence once again. “Easy now Tel” he softly interjected. “If that prickly slag sent them she won’t be far away. Send these monkey’s back with a message. Tell her we want answers, we want to know what really happened to Albi, and what the Hell’s going on here. When she sees how fucked up this lot are she might just see reason.”

“You’re right” Knox agreed. “We’ll keep the mouthy little prick here though, insurance.” He leered menacingly over a wheezing Shaw “You!” He barked. “Can you drive?”

“Think so” Shaw replied coughing up a mouthful of thick, deep red blood.

     Knox and Danny loaded a screaming Tommo and a comatosed Azza into the back seat of the black sedan while Alan and Salter sat Shaw in the driver’s seat. Shaw managed to start the engine and jolt the car out of the car park despite the fact that he drowning in his own blood.

     Knox caught sight of me cowering beneath the picnic table “Oi specky!” He snapped. “Get in that pub you long haired shit stabber! You’re gonna tell us all about this Harding wanker.” I scampered inside without even daring to make eye contact with the maniac. Knox prodded the tip of the baseball bat at Bell’s chest “You too you condescending little cock muncher! In fact, everyone in the fuckin boozer now! Danny, what time do the locals start trappin’?”

“Any time now” Danny replied.

“Any of them handy?”

“Hardly!” Danny scoffed. “They’re mainly skinny old piss heads at this time of the morning.”

“They’ll have to do. Tool ‘em up and promise them free ale for a month; that should motivate the fuckers!”

“There is one hard man sometimes nips in early.”

“Who?”

“I don’t think he might be that co-operative when he sees you.”

“Who the fuck is it?!”

“Eddie Mitchell.”

“Oh fuckin’ brilliant!”
CHAPTER 10: WEBS
Salvatore McCracken dozed off. His head lolled against Jean Holt’s shoulder. She snapped an irreverent tutt and jabbed a bony elbow into Mac’s ribs. “Are you quite comfortable?” She sarcastically enquired. Mac jolted back upright and gave no reply.

     Mac hadn’t uttered a word during the excruciatingly tense journey. He appeared a ghost of his former self. Gone were the designer clothes, expensive haircut, square shoulders, and Mediterranean complexion. In there place were stinking rags, long greasy hair, a malnourished body, and a pale stubbly face. Thick, dark circles framed his once handsome brown eyes. Previously once well manicured finger nails were long and encrusted with filth. The once brash bully was a mess. Two years of life on the seedier side of Zagreb had taken their toll.

     Mac was under no illusions. He knew all too well that the Croatian police hadn’t delivered him into the hands of Inspector Holt for the murder of Christy Yule; after all, no extradition procedures had been set in motion. He most certainly hadn’t been formally arrested. Instead, his well known weakness for the female of the species had been well and truly exploited; he’d fallen for a classic honey trap once again. An alluring young stripper tempted him back to her squalid apartment with the promise of a hot meal and rampant sex. In truth, the thought of hot nutritious food swayed him rather than debauchery. She drugged his stew. He awoke to find his hands cuffed and two raincoat wearing Neanderthals smiling inanely down at him.
     Uri also remained silent during the journey home. He ran that days events over and over in his mind. He knew all about Mac’s involvement with Henry Brinkley, the death of Christy Yule, and Mac’s subsequent flight into hiding. He tried to make the pieces fit. Jean’s visit to Brinkley’s club and Mac’s unorthodox repatriation seemed to dovetail. She must be returning the broken man to the monster in return for something. What was it? How did the Ring of Bells fit into to puzzle?

     Jean’s phone rang. “Holt” she abruptly answered. “Can’t talk now……. Just take it to the lock up……..The one on the old industrial estate Harris you prick! ..........Do I have draw you fucking picture? Garstang’s Gas!”

Uri’s ears pricked up “Garstang’s Gas?”

“What of it?” Jean snapped.

“My mother used to work there. What are you using the place for?”

“Nothing you need to worry about sergeant.”

     Uri could abate his anguish no longer; yet another riddle was the last straw. He slammed his foot against the brake and pulled over on the hard shoulder once again.

“Start talking!” He demanded.

“About what?” Jean deflected.

“About what the Hell’s occurring!”

“What’s occurring sergeant is that Kris and yourself will be propelled to the upper echelons of your beloved force if you stop asking questions, play ball, and drive the fucking car!”

“Bollocks!” Uri scoffed. “What’ve you got in your other pocket? A couple of pieces of paper offering me and Kris a knighthood each!”

“Now, now sergeant; facetiousness doesn’t become you.”

“I just want answers. One minuet you’re consorting with the most vile bastard in this town, the next we’re baby sitting the man who killed his lover! Now start talking or I’ll rip this steering wheel off and we’ll be going nowhere!”
     Jean shook her head and blew out an impatient sigh. “Very well” she conceded. “I like you Uri, you’ve got balls. You stink of cat piss, but you’ve got balls. Now listen carefully, I don’t have long.”
“You keep saying that” Uri impatiently butted in. “I haven’t got time, I don’t have long. What’s up, are you dying or something?”

“Yes” came Jean’s cold reply.

     Uri most certainly did not expect that response. Sarcasm’s acceptable where appropriate. He however had just plonked his scuffed size seven right in the proverbial shit. “What is it?”

“Lymphoma” Jean answered.

“Shit! I’m sorry.”

“Shit indeed” Jean lamented. “I have to see this thing through. It’s my last great hoorah!”

“So let me in you spiky cow, I might be able to help.”

“What do you know about Davy Harding?”

“Not a great deal” Uri considered. “Just that he runs a crew of football hooligans that Brinkley uses to do his dirty work.”

“And has he ever been arrested for these deeds?”

“Not that I can recall, he’s always got an alibi.”

“Has Brinkley ever been nicked?”

“He’s done time once or twice.”

“Ask yourself a question Uri. Who’s pulling the strings?”
“I’m not sure what you’re on about Boss.”

“What is Davy Harding?”

“A football hooligan?” 

“Wrong!” Jean proclaimed. “He’s a fucking puppet master and Henry’s his Harlequin! You and your ilk see Harding as nothing more than the organiser of brawls, and Brinkley’s occasional henchman. Kudos to him, that’s his primary objective!”
     Butterflies began to flutter in Uri’s stomach. Jean had cast the bait and he was eying up the juicy worm. “Why?” He cautiously asked.
“Football hooliganism’s a sport to him” Jean replied. “It’s nothing more than a pastime, a fucking hobby! His real passion and main source of income lies in a much darker place. He’s a snuff!”

“A snuff?”

“An assassin Uri; he kills for money!”

“Have you got any evidence? The slippery bastard provides cast iron alibis for even the pettiest of scraps.”

“Indeed he does. He’s a very elusive little shit! However, there is one mistake he’s made.” 

“What mistake?”

“He killed my husband!”

     The butterflies in Uri’s stomach went forth and multiplied. A swarm raced up his chest into his throat. He began to regret stopping the car, ever getting in it. He swallowed back shock and reservation “Fucking Hell!” He coughed. “Why didn’t you just say so in the first place? I might’ve been a bit more sympathetic.”

“I’m not after sympathy” Jean rebuffed. “I simply want Harding’s head on a plate!”
“Why did he kill your husband?”

“Same reason any snuff kills; money!”

“What’s Brinkley’s involvement?”

“Harding uses Henry as a broker. Targets are given to the big man by people who have enough cash to ensure a permanent disappearance. The buyer knows nothing of Harding nor do they want to. They simply hand over the money once the snuff’s happened. He kills on match days; this ensures he has at least two hundred and fifty liars placing him somewhere else.”

“Shit” Uri sighed. “All this going on under my nose and I never had so much as a sniff. How the Hell does a footy hard man turn into a professional murderer?”

     Jean took a minuet to collect her thoughts. “Do you remember Eddie Logan?”

“Of course I do” Uri replied. “Small time drug dealer; went down south after doing a stretch in Moss Albion Prison.”

“Not so small time once he got there” Jean educated. “It didn’t take long for the slimy fucker to hook up with some of Harding’s associates.”

“Who?”

“Archie Turner’s mob.”

“Wait, I’ve heard of Turner. He’s big time, way out of Harding’s league.”

“You’d think so wouldn’t you? However, Archie’s son Brian and Harding go way back. Brian was a mad Foxton Rovers fan; so fanatical that he headed the F.K.A.”

“The casuals?”

“Yes, the Foxton Kick Arses. He and Harding would arrange fisticuffs between the F.K.A. and Harding’s Moss Albion Park Disciples. Once the scrapping was concluded they were the best of friends. Archie got wind of his son’s vicious new pal, heard all about his lust for bloodletting. He paid him to put the frighteners on folk initially. It wasn’t long before Davy boy was eradicating Turner’s rivals and had his feet firmly under the table. He instructed Brinkley to have Logan migrate south. Once there, Harding used his growing influence to ensue Logan’s rapid ascension through the ranks. It wasn’t difficult given that Eddie Logan’s always been a ruthless bastard with all the moral fibre of a bucket of fucking cockroaches. He was a natural, Archie Turner loved him. Business had never been better.”

     Jean drew in a sharp breath. She appeared mournful as she continued “Enter us. That is my husband Trevor and I; although we weren’t quite married at that time. We kept our relationship quiet such was the nature of our work. By the time we were assigned to the case Archie had passed almost absolute power over to Logan, much to Brian’s dismay. It was out of control! The fucker ran both the east and west of the city and was making significant inroads up north. Thanks to the shit storm in the Middle East he was shipping pure smack resin back to our shores direct from Afghanistan via the backpacks of disillusioned squady’s. A fair few grunts were so convinced their next home leave would be their last they sold their souls to Logan. If they got blown to fuck by the Taliban at least their loved ones would have a good few Quid. Anyway, as you can imagine the mass flood of so much brown had to be dammed. Logan’s bastards were selling twenty quid wraps for two quid to fucking ten year olds! We had to act. Trevor went deep undercover. He spent three months pedalling speed and E’s to Foxton University students before Logan recruited him. He sold the smack to the students. He hated himself for doing so, but knew it was a necessary evil if he was to infiltrate Logan’s organisation. For the next six months I acted as Trevor’s liaison. Apart from the odd clandestine phone call to my gaffer I disappeared off the face of the planet. Trevor would meet me at a scabby little greasy spoon on Richard Street, nice and out of the way. I’d filter information back to brass from the squalid home of a crack addled pimp named Tony Brown. I had enough shit on Brown to send him down five times over. I promised to keep him out if he kept me under wraps. Trevor was passing me pure gold. We rounded up most of the soldiers, chemists who processed the gear, even Archie Turner. Archie cut a deal. He turned Logan over to us in return for no charges being brought against his son. Logan got life, Tuner got a fifteen stretch. We’d beaten the bastards! Trevor and I celebrated by getting married. Big mistake! We’d raised our profile when we should’ve stayed dark. Two weeks later Trevor nipped out for a packet of smokes; I never saw him alive again! He was found a week later down by the docks with his brains blown out.”
     Uri was shocked to the point were he felt like wrapping comforting arms around Jean. He looked into her eyes expecting tears. Gone was the mournful expression, she was cold, emotionless. He resisted the urge to cuddle her and asked “Are you sure it was Harding?”

“Have you not been listening?!” Jean scolded. “Trevor was in deep. He sited at least three instances in which Harding was used as the snuff! Who else could it have been?”

“I don’t know, Turner must’ve had more than one assassin on the payroll.”

“No!” Jean vehemently rejected. “It was Harding’s M.O.”

“If you’ll excuse my bluntness, a bullet through the brain’s not that rare as a means of execution.”

“It was him! That’s all you need to know.”

     Uri raised a thoughtful eyebrow. “So I assume you’re setting some sort of trap for him.”

“Hallelujah!” Jean crowed. “The penny’s finally beginning to fucking drop.” She slapped the back of her hand across Mac’s chest. “This long twat is my ultimate bargaining chip; Christy Yule’s Henry’s Achilles heel. The only way I could manipulate that big paedophile is by presenting him with his boyfriend’s killer!”

“How does that get Harding?”

“I’ve hired the fucker!”

“WHAT?”
“I’ve convinced Henry of my desire to avenge my brother’s death.”

“Who was your brother?”

“Stan McCormick!”

“Shit!” Uri gasped. “So that’s why you want the Ring of Bells taken down.”

“Revenge can be a double edged sword” Jean proclaimed. 

“Triple edged in your case!” Uri retorted. “You’re not just after Harding and Brinkley, you want Danny Booth too!”

“Not especially, it merely happens to be convenient. Stanley and I never really got on following the death of our Mother, blamed one-another for her neglect in a vile nursing home. I hadn’t spoken to him in ten years when the news of his death reached me. As you’d expect, I looked into it. I couldn’t find anything to suggest premeditation on Booth’s part; his mental state had been severely fucking compromised to say the least. Stanley was a knob end, easily influenced. The way I read it, he probably had it coming. No, I want Harding and Brinkley. Booth’s simply an unwitting pawn, if he has to lose his life in order for me to achieve my goal then so be it. I don’t really give a shit either way!” 
     Uri’s strict set of morals were brought into question. He was offended by Jean’s disregard for all things done within the remit of law enforcement. “You do realise this is entrapment” he preached. “If we nick Harding and Brinkley for a murder you’ve commissioned it’ll be laughed out of court, never mind us off the force!”

     A sinister smile crept across Jeans face. “Who said anything about arresting the fuckers?”

“What then?” Uri beseeched.

“I mean to execute the bastards!”

“WHAT? You, you can’t do that!”

“Why not?”

“You’re sworn to uphold the law, not to descend to the level of the scum breaking it!”

“Oh believe me Uri, this is very much a last resort. I’ve exhausted every other avenue.”

“There must be another way!”

“I’ve tried the fucking lot! Forensics, surveillance, even tax evasion. Fuck all sticks!”

     Uri wiped cold sweat from his brow as he attempted to compose himself. He felt stuck slap bang in the middle of his worst nightmare. The need for objectivity was paramount. Once again he was forced to ingest the butterfly hordes. “Hypothetically speaking” he cautiously suggested. “And I stress hypothetically, if I wanted to kill a couple of people and didn’t care about the consequences because, say I was dying, I wouldn’t go through all this rigmarole. I’d simply acquire a shooter, go round their houses, and waste the bastards.”

“Oh, if it were that simple” Jean sighed. “Fair enough, I could get close enough to Henry. On the other hand, Harding is a completely different animal. He’s cautious bordering on paranoid. The fucker’s constantly surrounded by at least five of his dickheads! Even when he’s out and about indulging himself in a little soccer violence his human shield’s ever present. The only time he acts alone is when he’s cracking a bullet through he back of some poor prick’s skull! He needs to be flushed out into the open. We’ll deliver McCracken to Henry. In return, he’ll give Harding the green light. While Harding’s boys are tearing the Ring of Bells to bits he’ll be skulking round the back. If Booth’s a lucky boy I’ll intercept Harding before he commits the dirty deed. If he’s less fortunate, well, I’ll do Harding as he steps back into the fucking shadows!”

     Something told Uri that Jean’s second scenario was by far the more likely. Her lust for revenge would result in the death of at least one innocent. His mistrust for his superior officer accelerated into fear. He didn’t believe she’d exhausted every avenue at her high powered disposal. Instead he suspected that she planned to go out in a blaze of glory. Anyone foolish enough to cling to her coattails could expect a premature demise of their own. He attempted to dissuade her with logic. “You do realise that if Harding’s as powerful as you say he is he’ll almost certainly know all about you. You’re probably walking into a trap yourself.”

“Bollocks!” Jean refuted in her familiar foul mouthed vernacular. “I was so deep undercover that my own mother didn’t know if I was dead or alive!”

“But Harding did!”

“What?”

“You’ve only just told me that your marriage raised your profile to the extent that your husband got wasted! If Harding did him then he must know who you are!”

“Check my face Uri. Do I look like I give a shit!”

     Jean’s offhand put down only served to confirm Uri’s suspicion. He pulled his keys from the ignition, nervously stuffed them into his inside pocket. “Right then” he announced. “We’re going nowhere!”

“But Uri” Jean protested. “This thing has to be done now! At the rate I’m dropping weight I won’t be able to fucking walk within a fortnight! We have to press on.”

“I’m not having it!” Uri reiterated. “If you think I could ever play a part in cold blooded murder then think again you mad witch!”

     Malevolent sparks leapt from Jean’s eyes. She was incensed. How dare this little upstart question her? She reached into the pocket Uri had sarcastically suspected of containing fictitious knighthoods and produced a small pistol. “Put the key back in and fucking drive!” She snarled.

“HOLY SHIT!” Uri yelled. “What now? Are you planning on snuffing me?”

“If I have too;” An even colder sounding Jean replied “depends on you.”

“Depends on me doing what?”

“Depends on you driving this shit heap of a motor or not!”

“NO!” Uri refused with all the resolve he could muster. 

“No?” Jean cackled. “If you don’t I’ll splatter the fucking contents of both your and Kris’ heads all over the bastard windscreen!” 
     Uri turned to Kris. “Are you having this?” He appealed “She raving mad!”

Kris shook a sheepish head and against his better judgment whimpered “Sorry mate.”

“Can’t you see what’s happening here Kris? If you go down this road you’ll end up with more holes in you than a bloody tea strainer!”

“He will if you don’t fucking drive!” Jean ominously warned.

     Uri shook a despondent head and jabbed his key back into the ignition. “If I get out of this in one piece, I swear I’ll have you nicked!”

“Will you now?” Jean sneered. “I think you’ll find that rather difficult sergeant. Now, if you’d be so good as to wind down the window and throw out your phone.”

“What?”

“Just fucking do it! You too Kris.”
CHAPTER 11: INVASION OF THE HOOD RATS
Terry Knox examined the rag tag ensemble of men surrounding the lounge bar in the Ring of Bells. The mix of hardened alcoholics, old men taking an early livener, and men walking their dogs as an excuse for a sneaky pint were in shock. Not just at the sight of a battered man tied to a chair; they were more worried about the demonic looking bloke sizing them up.

     Knox’s wild eyes burned from a crimson mask of congealed blood. He puffed out his chest, strutted back and forth, and began his recruitment drive. “As you may suspect gentlemen a certain amount of grief has occurred here today. Now, we’ve good reason to believe the commencement of further grief is fuckin’ imminent!  In short fellers, we need your help.”

     The rag tag ensemble looked at each other wearing worried expressions. “Come on” Knox encouraged. “There’s free ale for a month for anyone who helps us out.”

One or two of the more desperate drunks pricked up their ears. The rest became preoccupied with the gaudy carpet, nicotine stained ceiling, or their pints. Knox set his sights on big Eddie Mitchell. “I know you don’t I?”

     Eddie felt his stomach crash. His dog Satan cowered behind his legs with a whimper. “Unfortunately” Eddie answered on behalf of them both. 

“Yeah” Knox recalled. “Your dog likes leaving me presents. I seem to remember you being up for a ruck. We could use a big bruiser like you.”

“This all looks a bit fucked up to me. Sorry; not my fight.”

     Knox changed tactics. He decided to appeal to the men’s sense of loyalty. “This is your pub here my friends; your local, the focal point of your community. It’s the last bastion of togetherness. A meeting place for friends old and new; a haven from a nagging wife or screaming kids. Can any of you look me in the eye and say you don’t care about this place? Have none of you got the brass bollocks to stand up and defend your boozer? If not you’re free to leave.”

     The men stampeded towards the door; the place emptied in seconds. Knox shook a disappointed head. Shannon passed him a clean beer towel. “Stick that on your head General. You’re bleeding like a slaughtered pig all over my carpet.” The rag tag ensemble rushed back into the lounge bar. Knox beamed a self satisfied smile. “Change of heart then fellers?”

“No!” Eddie Mitchell gasped pointing a shaking finger at the window. “Look out there!”

     Knox positioned himself beside the bay window and peered through the gap in the purple curtains. Twelve young men surrounded the pub’s perimeter wall. They were menacing, intent on violence. The hoods of their tracksuit tops cast their pimply faces in shadow. Each clutched a weapon similar to those used by Bell and friends. Behind them a silver saloon car blocked the road.

“What is it?” Alan cautiously asked.

“Gang of lads” Knox answered.

“Trouble?”

“Well I don’t think there here for bob a fuckin’ job week!”

“Tooled up?”

“Just a bit!”

     Danny ventured forward to take a peak. “Jesus! It’s like some fucked up zombie movie!”

“Get back from the window!” Knox barked. He turned his attention to Bell. “I presume they’re with you.”

“My little hood rats” Bell gloated.

     Eddie Mitchell’s eyes flicked nervously about the room. “Has anyone phoned the law?”

“Phones don’t work in here” Danny replied. “Besides, we think it’s the law who’s sent them.”

“What?”

“Some bitch copper, long story.”

     Knox pressed a cigarette against Bell’s lips. “There’s no need for this son. We could stop it now.”

“You don’t know what you’re on about!” Bell sneered. “The fact you’re adopting this softly, softly approach betrays your fear. It won’t be long before my little hood rats fuck this gaff right up!”

“Come on son, there’s no need. We’ll give you back to the bitch copper, sit down and talk.”

“What bitch copper?”

“Don’t crack daft with me son!”

“No really, I don’t know what you’re on about you baldy prick!”
 Knox smashed his fist against Bell’s chin. Bell fell limp. “Fair enough” Knox scoffed. “Softly, softly approach over!”

     Knox took another peak out of the window. The hood rats approached. They slapped their blunt weapons against the palms of their hands; the scene primal, stone age. They marched as one. The sound of bats and bars whacking bare skin transported Knox to another time, another place. He was in Kosovo; riffle stocks smacked against the skulls of civilians. Once again he was primed for action. “ARM YOURSELVES!” He roared.

“Fuck that!” Alan cried “Everyone in the back!”

“Too right!” Danny concurred. He rapidly ushered me, Shannon, Alan, the rag tag ensemble, and finally John Salter into the refrigerated cellar. “Not me” Salter declined. “I’m staying put.”

“Fair enough” Danny panted as he slammed the door behind him.
     The hood rats drew closer. A half brick crashed through the bay window. Knox gripped Shaw’s baseball bat in one hand and Bell’s lump hammer in the other. Salter picked up Azza’s cosh and Tommo’s crow bar. He drew air into his lungs and looked at Knox. Knox gave him a nod of approval. The hood rats neared their quarry. Faces hidden, they raised their weapons.

     A beaten up little car screeched into the car park. Jean Holt leapt from a rear door before the vehicle stopped. She cracked a bullet into the air. “TOO FUCKING EARLY DICK HEADS!” She shrieked. The hood rats scattered in every direction.

     Jean pointed her gun at Mac “Out!” She ordered. Mac cautiously did as he was told. Jean pressed her gun against his back and marched him to the road blocking silver saloon car. A tinted electric window wound down. The smiling face of Henry Brinkley greeted Jean and her prisoner “What’s with the shooter Jean?”

“It’s not that I don’t trust you Henry” Jean warily answered. “But you’re an hour early.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“We had an arrangement big man. You should know better than anyone that timing’s everything!”

“I do believe Davy’s right about you.”

“What do you fucking mean?!”

“Come on Jean, the one thing I didn’t have you tagged as was fucking thick! Three of Davy’s boys just came back in fucking bin bags, another’s on the missing list. You’re setting us up you bitch!”
     The tinted rear window of the car began to descend. Jean first saw the nicotine stained smile of Davy Harding before the window sank low enough to reveal his gun.

“SHIT!” She pushed Mac to the floor, raised her own pistol; dived to her right, snapped a bullet through the wheel arch. Harding fired a better directed shot. Molten steel tore through Jeans shoulder. Fierce, burning pain filled her entire being. Harding cracked off another round. A convulsion lurched Jean’s body to her left. The bullet burrowed into tarmac. 
     Mac was faced with a dilemma. As he saw things he had two choices. Grab the gun from Jean and shoot the men intent on his own demise, or use the weapon to seize the car and flee. Although his reserves of self preservation were severely depleted there was enough left in the tank for him to choose the second option. He snatched the pistol from Jean’s lethargic fingers, rolled to his feet and pulled the trigger. A bullet ripped through Harding’s hand. He dropped his weapon and recoiled in agony. Mac quickly picked up the blood smeared gun and pointed both weapons at Brinkley. “GET OUT OF THE CAR YOU OVER GROWN KIDDIE FIDDLER!”

“Be very careful” Brinkley warned.

“Like I’ve got a choice” Mac scoffed.

“I’ll go easy on you Salvatore, I swear.”

“Oh, so you’ll only slit my throat rather than having me gang raped before firing a shot gun up my ring piece and leaving to bleed to death in some landfill! I think not Henry. Now get out before I put a bullet I your thick skull!”

     Brinkley raised reluctant hands and slowly exited the vehicle. Mac pointed his gun at a squealing Harding. “You too hard man!” he snarled. Harding grasped his pierced hand and stumbled out onto the pavement.
     Uri couldn’t help notice just how unimpressive Harding looked. The man was Mr. Average. Average height, build, haircut. “Inconspicuous” he thought to himself. “Perfect in his line of work; he does what he does and disappears into the crowd.” He turned to Kris. “Are we making a move or what?”

“Too many shooters” a tentative Kris replied. “We need to get to phone, call for back up.”

     Brinkley literally stared down the barrels of two guns. Although concerned he was hardly afraid. The arrogance of the man was his bullet proof vest. “Put the guns down Salvatore I only want to talk to you.”

“Fuck off!” Mac flouted. “I don’t have to listen to your bollocks anymore. If you think I’m going to believe you had me kidnapped, bundled across the North Sea, and served up to you on a platter for a friendly little chin wag then think again!” 

“I never intended to kill you” Brinkley appeased.

“What then?”

“Just maim you a bit.”

“Oh happy fucking day; I don’t get shot up the arse, I merely get my gonads sliced up the middle!”

“No just a bit of a kicking off Billy and Bernie.”

     Mac was yanked from Brinkley’s spell. The big man had almost had him teetering on the edge belief until he’d uttered his final three words “Billy and Bernie?” He pondered. “Where the fuck are they? They’re never more than twenty yards away from you!” His eyes shot from left to right. No cars were within sight. He strained his ears. The faint hum of an engine registered “Bastard! You nearly had me going there.” He fired a bullet through the instep of Brinkley’s polished Italian shoe. The monster dropped to the floor clutching his perforated foot and released a thunderous roar. Mac dived head long into the vacated vehicle, jolted it into gear, and slammed his foot against the gas pedal. The car screamed off down the road.

     Brinkley nursed his foot. Harding wailed like injured child. Jean lay motionless. Uri bolted from his car “POLICE!” He bellowed. “Lay face down on the ground!” Kris followed in a blur of long arms and legs. He flicked open a telescopic baton and yelled “Do as he says!” A bright red sports car roared into sight. A rapid volley of gunshots blasted out. The whistling salvo punctured Kris’ leg like an electric sewing machine stabbing thread through a garment. He dropped as though he’d run into a brick wall. A second hail of bullets whizzed over Uri’s head. He desperately dived to the floor, flicked his eyes back to the origin of the rat-a-tat percussion. Two burley men toting Uzi’s met his glance. He rolled to his left. A line of bullet holes tore up the tarmac were he’d lay.

     Uri watched the burley men stride forward. He recognised them as Brinkley’s henchmen Billy Davies and Bernie Anderson. “What the Hell are they doing with machine guns?!” He thought to himself. Bernie helped Brinkley to his feet while Billy hurled Harding into the narrow back seat of the sports car. Brinkley hobbled in beside Harding; barley managed to squeeze his massive frame into the confined space. Bernie drove off  with a wheel spin that sent a pall of black burning rubber into the air.

     “Kris!” Uri eagerly called. “Are you alright?”

“I’ve been better” Kris grimaced.

“How bad is it?”

“Not sure, I can’t feel my leg.”

“Keep pressure on the wound.”

“Which fucking one?” 
“Try to stay solid; I need to check on Holt.”

     Uri scuttled over to Jeans side, pressed his fingers against her garrotted artery. “She’s got a pulse!” He shouted.  He slid his hand into Jean’s jacket pocked and grabbed her phone “Shit, no signal! We need to get her inside, stop the bleeding; yours too. Do you think you can make it on your own?”

“Think so” Kris grunted.

     Uri grabbed Jean by the ankles and unceremoniously dragged her to the door of the pub. Kris crawled to the same position. Uri rapped his knuckles against the door. “POLICE OPEN UP!” He hollered.

“FUCK OFF!” A forceful reply bellowed from within.

“Open up!” Uri repeated.

     Terry Knox leaned his full weight along with a chair against the door. “It would appear you’ve got me mistaken for a fuck wit!”

“What do you mean?” Uri questioned. “I’ve got two people suffering from gunshot wounds out here. I need your help for God’s sake!”

“Fuck off! Don’t think I haven’t been watchin’. The woman you’ve got there is the enemy!” 

“Enemy; Are you military?”

“Maybe!”

“Are you Terrence Knox?”

“Terrence? Sounds like a shit stabbers name!”

“Are you Terry Knox then?”

“Might be.”

“Listen to me Mr. Knox, we mean you and your friends no harm.”

“Forgive my ignorance Mr. Policeman, but it doesn’t look that fuckin’ way!” 
“I swear to you Mr. Knox all is not as it appears. I personally guarantee a full investigation will be mounted. But I can’t do anything unless you let us in! I have no means of communication and have two wounded officers.”

“Tell me what really happened to Albi and I’ll open up.”

     Uri looked to Kris. Kris gave a consenting nod. Uri blew out a relieved sigh. “My colleague was driving the car, he didn’t see Mr. Stone.”

“Bollocks!” Knox rebuffed. “What about his lights?”

“He had lights!” Kris confessed. “I never saw him, none of us did.”

“So why say he didn’t?”

“You’ll have to ask Inspector Holt.”

“Don’t worry; I fuckin’ will!”

“Well, if we don’t get her medical attention quickly she won’t be answering any questions!”

     Knox opened the door.

CHAPTER 12: CHASED
Mac looked into his rear view mirror. He saw a red sports car approaching at speed. The granite faces of Billy and Bernie leered back at him. He was tired. Not just from the events of the past forty eight hours, rather the preceding twenty four months had taken their toll. The Croatian gangsters who had courted his services as a doorman made Henry Brinkley seem positively adorable. He’d seen things that would have made even the most hardened gut wretch. He was tired of living hand to mouth, tired of taking handouts from strippers, tired of looking over his shoulder, but most of all he was tired of running. His reserve tank of self preservation was empty, he longed for his old life back.

     Enough was enough. He slammed his foot against the brake. “Fuck this!” He snarled through clenched teeth. “If I’m buying it, I’m buying it in style!” He abandoned the silver sedan, casually strolled into the middle of the road and pointed his guns at his advancing destiny.

     “FUCK!” Bernie squawked. He hit the brakes.

“RUN HIM DOWN!” Brinkley bellowed. Too late; the car skidded to a halt. Billy and Bernie swept open their respective doors, took cover behind them, and pointed their own guns back at Mac. “Drop it or I’ll drop you!” Billy commanded. Mac replied with the crack of a bullet. It pierced the car door, buried itself in Billy’s throat. His body slapped against the floor as he gargled in his own blood.

     Bernie was incensed. He rose up, sprayed a volley of bullets in Mac’s direction. One found the target. Red hot steel seared through Mac’s left haunch. He was so malnourished that the projectile sliced mainly skin. None the less it hurt. He lurched to his left. Bernie thundered forward, sprayed out another inaccurate hailstorm. The bullets peppered the silver sedan. The petrol tank ignited. BANG! A huge ball of fire roared into life. Black smoke, glass, and shrapnel mushroomed into the air. The force of the blast sent Mac sprawling face first to the ground. A furious wave of flames swept above his prostrate body; engulfed Bernie. Bernie sprinted off down the road a human torch. He was ablaze. He made it about a hundred meters before collapsing in a burning, charred heap.

     Mac emerged from the smoke. His hair and clothes smouldered. His face and hands charred, blackened. He pointed his guns at Brinkley. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t shoot you where you sit!”

“How the fuck are you still standing?” A profoundly amazed Brinkley questioned.

“One good reason!” Mac repeated.

“I’ll give you two hundred and fifty thousand reasons.”

“Is that it? Quarter of a mill for your life?”
“It’s a lot of cash Mac!”

“Fuck it! I’ll be doing the world a favour ridding it of a filthy great paedophile. I’m just going to shoot you and be damned!”

“Five hundred grand!” Brinkley panicked. “Half a mill; you know I can’t raise more than that at short notice.”

     Mac waved a gun at Harding. “What about you?”

“What about me what?” Harding puzzled.

“How much is your life worth?”

“But I’m your mate.”

“No Davy! A mate’s not someone who conspires with your enemies to plot your downfall and then turns up for a front row seat. How fucking much?!”

“Don’t know.”

Mac pressed a gun against Harding’s forehead. “Then start thinking!”

“Hundred and twenty” Harding bleated.

“Not enough Davy boy!”

“It’ll take me days to get more!”

“Fair enough” Mac relented. “Right then, looks like we’ve got a deal.”
     Brinkley heaved a huge sigh of relief. Once again his trust in his own indestructibility had been validated. “So where do we go from here?”

“Back to that shit hole boozer!” Mac replied.

“What?” Brinkley spluttered. “The place’ll be crawling with the law by now! Why the fuck do want to go back there?”

“To see how much Jean Holt values her life!”

“Don’t get greedy Salvatore.”
“This isn’t about money. It’s retribution!”

     Brinkley held up defensive palms. “I’m being funny here Salvatore. I know she delivered you gift wrapped to me, but look at us, we’re in no fit shape. I’ve got a hole in my foot, Davy’s hand looks like the leftovers from the butcher’s shop bin, and you; well quite frankly you look like Guy Falk’s fucking revenge! We need to get back to the Marsden club, get cleaned up.”

“No chance!” Mac dismissed. “You’ll shoot me in the back first opportunity you get.”

“Probably” Brinkley laughed.

“What’s so funny?” 

“Not so much funny as ironic Salvatore. You’ve got the gun therefore you have the power. If I shoot in the spine I regain the power. It’s just occurred to me how fickle power is. I held all the cards, you were fucked! Everything’s changed in the blink of an eye. I’ve spent my entire life thinking I’m rock solid when all the time my perfect hand’s built a house of cards that could tumbling down if the wind shifts.”

“Very prophetic” Mac mocked. “What’s next? Are you and Davy going to whip out guitars and start singing songs of peace and love? Just get in the front and drive!”

“I’m being serious!” Brinkley protested. “I can’t believe I’ve let things come to this. You were like a son to me!”

“Boo fucking hoo! Excuse me while my heart splits in two. It doesn’t work on me anymore Henry. I’m desensitised! You’re not a nice person! You Make Jack the Ripper look like a bloke with a few mild sexual hang-ups! You’re the sort of evil prick who thinks Herod had a fairly decent grasp of birth control! Now get in the front and fucking drive!” 
CHAPTER 13: REPERCUSSIONS
Uri Mostov smashed a payphone receiver against its metal cradle. “Can someone get a bastard phone that actually works?!”

“Calm yourself!” Knox barked. 
“I need a bloody phone man!”

Knox pointed to the cellar door. “See if one of the monkey’s hiding in there’s got one.”

     Uri peered into the cellar. Its inhabitants were crouched behind beer barrels and crates. “Who’s that?” Danny shouted.

“Police” Uri replied. “I need a telephone.”

“Not going to happen mate.”

“This is a matter of the utmost urgency!”

“Sorry mate, phones just don’t work in here. Besides, why would I want to help the law when it’s some mad policewoman who’s caused all this?”
“Why don’t you come up here and tell her yourself?”

“What?” Danny gasped. “She’s in my gaff?”

“Yes!” Uri snapped “With a bloody great hole in her shoulder. For that matter you can explain to my D.C. why you’re not going to help while he bleeds to death!”

“Is it bad?”

“I don’t recall gunshot wounds ever being good.”

“Right, I’ll come and have a look.”

     Danny turned to Alan. “Coming?”

“Suppose so” a hesitant Alan replied.

“I’m coming too” announced a somewhat more courageous Shannon. “What about you Jeff?”

“Fuck that!” I resolutely rebuffed. “I’m staying down here with the piss heads.”

     The three climbed the cellar stairs in a heightened state of trepidation. This accelerated into horror at the sight that beheld them. Jean lay flat on an upholstered corner booth. She was covered in blood; face a deathly shade of grey. Kris clutched his wounds. His femoral artery had been nicked. Deep red blood oozed through his fingers.

     Shannon sprang into action. A puddle of Knox’s blood staining her carpet seemed to pale into insignificance. She grabbed a handful of beer towels and a bottle of vodka. She splashed neat alcohol on Jean’s shoulder and pressed a towel against the seeping bullet hole “You!” She snapped at Alan. “Keep this towel pressed down hard.” Alan ran over and did as he was told. Shannon turned her attention to Kris. She lay him on the floor, placed his leg onto a bar stool, and tied a towel tightly around the worst of the bleeding. The towel was soaked deep red in an instant. “This is bad. Danny, you’re going to have to get far enough away to get a signal and phone an ambulance.”

“No chance” Danny vehemently refused. “There’s a shit load of tooled up hoody zombies out there!”

“Just do it!” Shannon ordered. 

     Knox slammed his baseball bat down on a table. “No one’s goin’ anywhere!” He growled. “We stay here till I say otherwise.”

“Give me a phone and I’ll go!” Uri Snapped.
“Are you not listenin’?!”

“What is wrong with you man?!”

“I don’t take orders from a fuckin’ rag head!”

“There is no need for racism!”

“RACISM?” Knox boomed. “I spent six of the shittiest weeks of my life fighting your lot liberating Kuwait!”

“ENOUGH!” Uri roared. “You are bang out of order! Number one, I was born in this country. Number two, my mother was Kuwaiti. If you persist with this attitude I will take you down!”

“You?” Knox scoffed. “I’d like to see you try.”

“That’s it, you’re under arrest!”

“Put the cuffs on then Abdul!”

     Uri saw red. He pulled out a set of handcuffs and marched towards Knox. Knox fired a hefty punch against Uri’s forehead. Uri staggered back towards the open cellar door. Knox helped him on his way with sole of his boot. Uri tumbled down the stairs. His head smacked against cold concrete. He fell unconscious.

     Alan was bewildered. “What the Hell are you doing?! He just wanted to go for help!”

“Tough!” Knox spat.

“Tough?” 
“I will not have this position compromised!”

“Listen to yourself” Alan appealed. “You’re in a shitty little boozer, not behind enemy lines!”

“The enemy is out there. The lines have been drawn. It is what it is!”

“It wouldn’t be anything if you let us go for help!”

“Not while we’re under attack.”

“You’ve fucking gone haven’t you? You’ve really flipped your stack! I always had you pegged as a loony but this is off the scale man!”

“I’m in control of the situation.”

“Fucking looks like it!” Alan scoffed. “I suppose battering armed assailants and booting policemen down the stairs is all in a normal day for Terry Knox, but it’s not for us!”

     Knox pointed his bat at Alan. “Shut your whining fuckin’ hole Brookes!”

Alan shook his head in despair. “Or what; you’ll twat me with that thing?”

“No, I’m protecting you.”

“Well I don’t feel very protected!”

“What do you suggest?” Knox jibed. “Wait for the fuckers to brake down the door and tell them a joke? Maybe you could regale them with an amusing little anecdote. They’ll be so busy laughing their cocks off they’ll drop their weapons and leave us alone.”

“Let one of us go for help.”

“I’ll think about it.”
     Alan saw this as a breakthrough. nevertheless he thought it prudent to let Knox brood for a while before pursuing any further appeals.

     Jean let out a tortured groan. “Oh shit!” Alan gasped “Forgot about you.” He scampered back to her side and applied pressure to the blood soaked beer towel. Jean’s eyes flickered open. “Do I know you?” She asked in a weak, gravelled voice.

“Kind of” Alan smirked. “You had me nicked last night.” 

“Oh yes” Jean recalled. “Why are you here?”

“I keep asking myself that same question love.”

Jean saw the mutilated face of Bell. “Is he with you?”

“Hardly!” Alan rebuked. “Him and three of his buddies showed up out of the blue and tried to remove Danny’s head from his shoulders!”

“Did they succeed?”

“Not quite. I think one of them’ll be going by the name peg leg for the rest of his life. Another one’s got dust where his ribs used to be. The other one, well, he’ll be lucky if he ever learns how to count to ten again while he spends the rest of his life shitting in a bag.”

“Sounds like they met their match in you.”

“Me?” Alan laughed. “No, I’m a lover not a fighter.”

“A pacifist?”

“Kind of I suppose.”

“Turn the other cheek eh?”

“No, I find running like fuck works best for me.”

     Jean coughed out a week laugh. “So who fought them off?”

“Terry Knox” Alan replied. “You know, the mad twat who flattened you and your crew last night.”

“Oh yes” Jean remembered. “That would explain a few things. I presume the other three made their getaway then.”

“We sent them back to you.”

“To me?”

“We thought you’d sent them.”

“Why on earth would I do that?”

“Because Danny killed your brother.”

      Jean was incensed. She could see what had happened. Bells premature attack combined with Knox’s vicious repost had lead to Harding putting two and two together. She swallowed back her anger and scanned the room. “Where’s my sergeant?”

“Oh; erm” Alan dithered. “He’s sort of in the cellar.”

“What’s he doing down there?”

“Not a lot I suspect.”

“What’s happened?”

“Terry booted him down the stairs.”

     Jean shot a stern gaze at Knox and lowered her voice to whisper. “Why would he do that?”
“He’s wigged out” Alan replied with his own volume turned right down. “He’s gone nuts; won’t let anyone go for help! Your mate tried and, well, a tumbling down he went.”

“I can’t believe this” Jean sighed. “Ten more minuets and everything would be falling into place. Listen to me son, I need your help.”
“What can I do? Everything’s fucked!”

“Maybe not; I need you to dispose of Mr. Knox!”

“Oh right!” Alan scoffed. “I’ll just waltz over there and chin him then shall I?”

“Use what ever means necessary.”

“You’re fucking serious aren’t you?”

“Deadly!”

“No way love; he’s a one man wrecking machine. He’d cut my knob off and make me smoke it like a cigar!”

“He has to be removed from this situation if anything is to be salvaged from this debacle!”

“I don’t give a flying fuck!”

“Perhaps if you understood the enormity of what’s at stake you would!”

     Alan rubbed his face with sweaty palms and against his better judgment asked “What’s at stake?”

“This thing’s huge” Jean enlightened. “Bigger than you could ever imagine. Years of work could get flushed down the pan if I don’t get out of here now!”

“I’m listening.”
“I assume you know of Henry Brinkley.”

“Yeah, well I’d have to have my head stuffed pretty far up my arse not to.”

“And Davy Harding?”

“I know of him” Alan pondered. “Bell says it was him who sent the four of them.”

“Indeed” Jean confirmed. “And that’s not all he’s sending.”

“What else is coming?”

“There’s enough smack heading for this shit hole to bury it. Harding’s flooding the market; the price will crash in a matter of days.”

“That’s weird; Albi said some kid tried to sell him a ten pound wrap for a quid yesterday.”
“Then it’s already here!”

“At least the junkies are getting a break” Alan quipped. “Perhaps they’ll stop burgling so many houses now.”

“Don’t be so facetious!” Jean scolded. “The amount of gear they’re shipping in will bring this place to its fucking knees boy!”
“How?”

“You’re right in one way, it starts with the junkies. They think it’s fucking Christmas! Next come the trendies, arseholes with more money than sense. They think smack’s the new Charley. They’ll be chasing the shit by the bucket load. Next come the wannabe’s. They latch on to the styles, music, and habits of the trendies; it’s urban iconography! If a trendy sports a new designer garment, the wannabe wears a knock off version. Charley on the other hand is expensive. The closest a wannabe can get to that on regular basis is speed. That all changed when smack became fashionable. At the prices Harding’s planning even the most impoverished will be elevated to the status of wannabe!”

     Alan was confused. “Why would she tell someone like me all this?” he thought. “Is she telling the truth? She obviously lied about the lights on Albi’s bike.” He looked into Jean’s eyes. She looked desperate. “It doesn’t make sense” he argued. “Just because a few folk copy some posh twats doesn’t mean everyone’s going to end up a smack head!”

“Doesn’t it?” A weakening Jean queried. 
“No it doesn’t! I’d never touch that shit!”

“I presume you and your friends go out of a weekend and get fucked out of your skulls on lager and ecstasy don’t you?”

“We’ve been known to.”

“And it costs you a sizable chunk of your hard earned wages?”

“You’re not wrong there.”

“Then why’s it such a leap of faith to envisage people embracing the taboo? Getting off your tits for a quid sounds a whole lot more appealing than spending the fucking housekeeping. In Victorian times opium dens were rife; it’s just another case of retro chic!”

“I can’t see it” Alan disputed. “Surely Tony Mozzino would have something to say about it wouldn’t he?”

“Well he might” Jean contemplated. “Tell me, who would your money be on, Harding or Mozzino?”

“Not sure;” Alan mused. “Probably Mozzino.”

“Why?”

“Mozzino’s got more muscle, he’s a professional criminal. Harding’s boys are footy casuals.”

“Let me enlighten you about these footy casuals. Harding commands far greater loyalty than Mozzino could ever dream of! He breeds it into them; it’s tribalism. The Moss Albion Park Disciples are harvested young, blind obedience is preached to them like the fucking Gospel! They worship Harding to the point were they might as well deify the fucker!”

     Alan’s confusion intensified. Jean seemed to have valid points yet he didn’t believe her. “But Mozzino controls the drugs in this shit hole” he argued. “His family always has done.”

“Times change!” Jean retorted. “Call it an aggressive acquisition. As you can probably imagine, Tony won’t be too pleased about Harding’s sale of the century.

Stuff enough of these explosive elements into the powder keg and you can expect the most almighty of big fucking bangs!”
“Maybe I’m being a bit thick” Alan pondered. “But shouldn’t you have back up waiting to pull you out of the shit?” 

“I did” hissed an increasingly impatient Jean. “One’s laid up in the fucking cellar while the other’s pissing out blood like a freshly struck oil well!”

“No, I mean I thought you’d be a bit more co-ordinated. If this thing’s as big as you say it is I figured you’d have units waiting to pounce.”

“You’ve been watching too much television you fat twat!”

     Alan had heard enough. “Fuck this!” He snapped. “Conversation over you sick bitch!”

“Wait!” Jean pleaded. “I’ll pay you.”

“What?” Alan gasped.

“Ten grand if you get me out of here now!”

“You’re as crazy as Terry!”

“Twenty grand!”

     Jean felt the eyes of the room upon her. She’d been too loud; everyone had heard her last desperate offer “Twenty grand for what?” Knox quizzed. 

“Nothing” Alan hurriedly replied fearing a fresh escalation of Knox’s psychosis. “She’s delirious or something; lost too much blood.”

“She’s not to be trusted Brookes.”

“I know, I know. She’s got a fever Tel, keeps babbling on about some drugs bust or something. She’s hallucinating, got me mistaken for someone I’m not.”
CHAPTER 14: CONTACT
The wet caress of a long pink tongue lapped against Uri’s cheek. His eyes snapped open to see a fury faced beast licking his face. “What the Hell?”

“It’s alright” I laughed. “It’s only Satan.”

“Satan?”

“Don’t worry, you’re not dead. It’s just Eddie’s dog. He must like you, he’s very particular about who he snogs.”
     Uri patted the slobbering dog on the head. “Thanks for the vote of confidence Satan.” He turned his throbbing head to face me. “I know you don’t I?” 

“I should think so” I replied. “You’ve busted me enough times for possession.”

“Jeffrey Burke” Uri identified.

“Bingo!”
“Listen Jeff, all personal differences aside, I need your help.”

“Alright” I cautiously agreed. “What do you want?”

“I need your phone.”

“Right, trouble is we’re in a bit of a telecommunication black spot.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning phones don’t work within thirty feet of this place.”

“Why?”

“My guess is magnetic rocks or cosmic rays, maybe both. Anyway you need to get out of here to get a signal.”

“That could be a problem.”

     Uri scanned the cellar for an alternative escape route. “Is there another way out?”

“Why?” I asked. “What’s happening topside?”

“Knox!”

“Say no more.” I pointed to a curved metal slide topped with a trap door and crowed “Tradesman’s entrance, or should I say, Drayman’s entrance.”
     I deleted about forty dubious contacts from my phone before handing to Uri. Me, Eddie, and the rag tag ensemble hoisted him up to the trap door. He opened it and raised cautious eyes to the outside world. The rear car park was clear. “Right boys, lift” he instructed. His human elevator pushed against the worn souls of his shoes with all their might. He popped up through the hatch like a jack in the box and rolled forward. “Fucks sake boys” he complained before scampering off into the long grass.

     Although untrained in the art of concealment Uri found a decent hiding place behind a broken, moss covered picnic table. He flicked open my phone, there was a signal. He dialled Chief Inspector Robert Macy’s personal number. “Macy” answered a familiar voice.

“Thank God!” Uri gasped. “It’s Sergeant Mostov Sir.”

“Where the Hell are you Uri? I’ve been trying to reach you all-night!”

“I’m at the Ring of Bells on Wood Lane Sir. The situation is critical; I’ve got two officers with gunshot wounds. I need an armed unit and paramedics.”
“Is Inspector Holt with you?”

“No Sir, she’s in the pub, Davy Harding popped a bullet through her shoulder.”

“Listen to me Uri; she is not to be trusted.”

“You don’t say!” Uri scoffed. “She’s been leading me a right merry dance.”

“We found D.C. Doyle with his brains blown all over his breakfast bar this morning. I’ve reason to believe she’s implicated.”

“Shit! Implicated how?”

“We rounded up all Doyle’s known contacts, two of his snout’s said they’d seen her entering and leaving both Mozzino’s and Doyle’s houses. No meetings have been sanctioned and she is not undercover.”

     Uri cast his mind back to his first meeting with Jean. She’d guaranteed Martin Doyle’s safety right before warning him and Kris off Mozzino. “I think she may be using Mozzino to do her dirty work Sir.”

“What do you mean?” Macy asked.

“She’s out for revenge against Harding.”

“For what?”

“For murdering her husband!”

“Her husband?” 

“Yes Sir; Trevor Holt.”

“But her husband’s not dead.”

“What?”

“He’s alive and well Uri. His name’s not Trevor though, it’s Gordon.”

“But she told me he was instrumental in an undercover operation.”

“Not unless he was uncovering a few garden ornaments from weeds. He’s a landscape gardener. He and Jean have been separated for eighteen months, they’re practically divorced.”

     Uri felt his stomach plummet to his ankles. He felt trapped in a surreal vacuum. He figured Jean must have identified Doyle in order to secure some sort of trust. He had to discover if any of Jean’s fanciful tales held any truth. “I suppose she’s not dying then.”

“Excuse me?” Macy puzzled.

“She told me she’s dying Sir.”

“Not according to her last medical.”   

“Makes sense.”

“Not a great deal’s making sense at the moment Uri. What do you suppose she’s up to?”

“I think she’s weaved a web of lies to throw us off the sent of her real objective.”

“Which is?”

“I’m not entirely sure, but I think she’s setting Mozzino against Harding!”

“To what ends?”

“Wipe each other out!”

“You’re hypothesising, what would she have to gain?”
“Maybe the A.D.L. have sanctioned her actions, perhaps it’s part their strategy to get drugs off the streets. Or maybe she’s after personal gain. If that lot eliminate one another and a person with enough supply of brown moved in, they could clean up.”

 “That’s conjecture Uri.”

“Perhaps, I’m not sure of anything anymore Sir.”

“There’s no-one on the radar with access to such vast amounts of heroin.”

“The A.D.L. has!”

“Don’t be so ridiculous! They’re strictly monitored like any other department. How could they possibly ship in that amount undetected?”

“I don’t know,” Uri mused “maybe in the backpacks of disgruntled servicemen.”     
     Uri’s conjecture wasn’t a million miles away from the truth. Part of his suspicions where realised as two black saloon cars filled with Tony Mozzino’s men pulled up in the car park. Tony sat in the passenger seat. He turned to his pointy featured driver and asked “Where the fuck are they?”

     The weasel faced driver was a little maniac by the name of Lenny Abella. What Abella lacked in stature he more than made up for with his reputation. He was infamous for his prowess with a knife. “Just wait” he snarled in a voice which betrayed an unhinged set of morals. “They won’t be far away.”

CHAPTER 15: REALISATION
Davy Harding endeavoured in vein to pluck a much needed cigarette from its packet. Macs bullet had passed clean through his hand cleaving flesh, bone, and tendons. He tried to flex his fingers. They didn’t respond to his brain’s command. He held his hand up to the light streaming through the rear window of the car “Fucking Hell!” He griped. “I can see straight through the fucker! That’s some shot mate.”

“I’ve told you I’m not your mate!” Mac snapped. “Besides, I was aiming for your throat!”

     Harding decided that silence was probably a more prudent policy. He gripped his cigarettes in his good hand, flicked the lid open with his nose, and plucked out a slender white stick of relief with his brown teeth. He grinned at his ingenuity before flashing the wheel of his petrol lighter against his jeans and igniting his treat. He sucked in two lungs full of deeply satisfying smoke before exhaling a plume of noxious fog.

     Mac belted out a succession of coughs along with a tirade of abuse “Put that fucking thing out you filthy little twat before I ram it up your shitter and barbecue your sphincter!”

     Harding wound down his window and begrudgingly tossed out his cigarette “Bastard!” He complained.

“Bastard?” Mac laughed. “You aint seen nothing yet Davy boy. He tapped his gun against the back of Brinkley’s head. “What are you saying Aitch? Am I a bastard or what?”

“The Devil knows his own” Brinkley growled.

“He’s certainly got your address and phone number Henry!”

“Am I so different from you?”

“We’re worlds apart!”

“So you pressing a loaded gun against my head bares this out?”

“Fuck off Henry! You’re not getting inside my brain.”

“But I’ve made an impression, yes?”

“Not as much as I made on young Christie, do you miss him Aitch?”

     Brinkley’s temper rose a few degrees. His calm exterior belied a smouldering fury. “So is this the child killer telling the paedophile that he’s better than him?”

“You don’t stop do you?” Mac retorted. “I’ve told you, you’re wasting your time trying to skull fuck me!”

“God loves an optimist.”

“Maybe, but he certainly doesn’t love you!”

     Brinkley drove on in quiet rage until his deep set eyes registered the smart automobiles in the Ring of Bells car park. He pulled up behind a rusty old camper van and pointed at the cars “Mozzino’s motors!”

“Well looky looky” Mac chirped. “Tony M’s come to join the party. What does that tell you pair of fuck wits?”

“Haven’t got a clue” Brinkley grunted.

“Me neither” Harding added.

     Mac’s smile grew to joyous proportions. “You weren’t wrong about being set up Davy boy.”

“So I thought” Harding considered. “But that was an ambush. What the fuck’s this all about?”

“That was no ambush you daft twat! Your boys shot their bolt; they saw an easy take down and struck very unlucky. This is the real show!”

“You haven’t got a clue what you’re on about Mac!”

“Haven’t I?”

“No, you’re talking shite!”

“What time is it Davy boy?”

“Nearly twelve; why?”

“And what time was the trade off supposed to take place?”

“Twelve; oh fuck!”

“Oh fuck indeed” Mac laughed. “This is fucking hilarious! Old Holt the bolt was planning on doing you two up like a couple of prize pillocks. What the Hell are you guys into?”
“About twenty million quid’s worth of smack” was Harding’s sober reply.

“Brilliant!” Mac rejoiced. “Jean was planning on having your best boys wiped out. What do think about that Davy boy?”

“I think we should get the fuck out of here!”

“Oh come on wavy Davy” Mac goaded. “I want to see how thing would’ve panned out. Flick open that fancy phone of yours and call your troops back in.”
“Like fuck! There’s an old saying that you know all too well Mac; you don’t fight guns with baseball bats and iron bars, you fight them with bigger guns. My boy’s will get shot to pieces!”

“It’ll be funny.”

“It’ll be fucking carnage!”

     Mac pressed one of his guns into Harding’s ribs. “Indulge me!” He snarled. Harding speed dialled his chief hood rat. “Yeah Buster, it’s me. Send the boys back in” he reluctantly ordered. He shot a look of complete revulsion at Mac “Happy now?”

“Delirious!” Mac swaggered.

“So now we sit and watch our mates get slaughtered!”

“Sit? I think not Davy boy. The Inspector’s scenario saw us as its centre piece; I want us in there for the finale!”

“But we’ll get butchered!” 

“Do you really think I give a shit?”

“What about the money?”

“Money?”

“Yeah money, remember. We drive back to Henry’s and my gaffs and you end up with a good few hundred grand in your back burner.”

“No, No” Mac disparaged. “You misunderstand. I asked you two pricks to place a value on your lives. You came up with three hundred and seventy K. I think some poor twat slogging his guts out in a shitty factory would place higher value on his life than that!” 

“Think about it Mac” Harding endeavoured to persuade. “You could fuck off to Thailand, live like a king on that sort of cash. I’ll even organise it, guarantee safe passage.”

     Mac beamed his most self satisfied smile to date. “Desperation’s a beautiful thing” he gleefully proclaimed. “It brings out the best and worst in folk. I’ve been so  desperate for the past couple of years that I’d forgotten who I am, I’ve lived like a fucking caveman! One fleeting moment of madness stripped me of everything I hold dear, I ran like a frightened child. I’m not frightened anymore. In we go!”

     Brinkley nearly tore the steering wheel from its column such was his rage “A MILLION!” He Roared. “I’ll give you the big one!”
“Excuse me?” Mac taunted with his hand cupped around a frazzled ear. “Did I here you name the magic number?”

“Don’t take the piss Salvatore, that’s serious candy!”

“I know Aitch, but it’s not twenty million is it?”

“Alright; three way split!”

“Let me think about it” Mac tantalised. “Nah; get out of the motor; I want ringside seats for this shit storm.”
“Why?” Brinkley despaired.

“Because I can” Mac crowed. “Don’t you get it Aitch? I’ve been played like a tool as well. You’ve pushed me so far down the food chain that the only way back up’s to see you and Davy boy pushed lower than me! Call it gangster karma.” 
CHAPTER 16: WIPE-OUT
Chief Hood rat Buster Sullivan crept form behind the butcher’s shop facing the Ring of Bells. He beckoned a wave of troops with a flick of his outstretched fingers. Hoards of hooded youths sprinted forth. Buster blew out a shrill whistle. Another troop relinquished their hiding places and moved towards the pub.
     Tony Mozzino heard the pitter-patter of approaching designer trainers. He slipped his hand into the inside pocket of his tailored suit jacket and stroked the wooden handle of his pistol. “Here they come.”

     Terry Knox and John Salter watched Mozzino’s men through the bay window of the lounge bar. “Who the fuck are this lot?” Knox quizzed. 

“Not sure” Salter pondered. “They look Latino in origin.”

“Latino?”

“Yes, you know, Mediterranean.”

“What?”

“Italian, Spanish, Portuguese.”

“Oh” Knox realised. “You mean spicks.”

“I most certainly do not!” An affronted Salter scolded.”

“Wops then.”

“No! I mean Latino’s you racist!”
“Yeah, yeah; I’ve been called worse. I suggest you step away from that fuckin’ window though.”

“Why?”

Knox pointed at two approaching flanks of hood rats. “Shit’s gonna fly son!”

     An ear popping explosion of bullets snapped, cracked, and thudded against flesh, bone, masonry, and wood “TAKE COVER!” Knox blasted. Alan, Danny, and Shannon shot behind the thick wood of the bar. They squatted down low with terrified heads clutched in shaking hands. Salter remained by Knox’s side. A bullet smashed the window, whistled past his ear “MOVE!” Knox bellowed. Salter scuttled off to join the others behind the bar.

     Knox crouched beside the window and carefully peered out. The theatre of war played out before him. He was exited, exhilarated. In his mind he was back where he belonged. He described the unfurling events accordingly. “The chav’s are takin’ a right fuckin’ pastin’! Game little bastards though; there’s fuckin’ loads of them, they’re like a plague of locusts! It’ll be interestin’ to see what happens when the other mob run out of ammo. Oh hang on; two chav’s’ve just got the better of some long twat. Ooh! That’s gotta hurt. They’ve caved his skull in with their bats, one’s taken his shooter. The little bastard’s just painted the car park with the long twat’s claret! Woh! He’s just blasted fuck out of another, good shot son. Wait, there’s a nasty lookin’ little Latino fucker sneakin’ up on the blind side. That is one tidy lookin’ blade you’ve got there son. Ooh, Jesus H Christ on a fuckin’ bike! He’s just gutted and filleted those two chav pricks in four moves. That is some impressive knife work.

The chav’s are droppin’ like flies now. This is a fuckin’ slaughter! Every time the little fuckers swarm the Latino’s produce more ordinance. A pistol runs out of ammo, they produce a shot gun. That runs out, a semiautomatic takes its place……Maybe I should go out there and help the poor little bastards.”
     Enough was enough for Alan Brookes. “NO!” He howled above the din. “You really are one loopy twat! You were knocking fuck out of those arseholes this morning, and now you want to help them?”

“Who rattled your cage?” Knox whined. 
“You did you baldy psycho! We should be at home kipping off a heavy night’s session, but no, you had to drag us into the middle of this shit!”

“If I hadn’t dragged us into the middle of this shit, your mates Danny and his woman would be fuckin’ corpses!”

“He’s right” Salter agreed.

“Fuck off ginger minge!” Alan lambasted. “Your so busy ingratiating yourself on your new best mate that you can’t see the shit we’re in here!”

“I assure you, I most certainly can!”

“Now, now boys” Knox interrupted. “A little less dissent in the ranks if you please, shit is acceleratin’ at pace out there. Two of the chav’s have just managed to get into one of the motors. I think they’re actually goin’ to ram it right through the fuckin’ battle field! FUCK, MOVE!”

CRASH!
     A black saloon car slammed through the bay window. Knox hurled himself from the path of the four wheeled missile. An explosion of glass and fragmented wood leapt from the point of impact. The car rammed into the thick wooden bar. Alan, Danny, Shannon, and Salter pressed their backs against the wall. They expected to be crushed. The bar screeched and groaned a few inches along the floor. The car ground to a halt.
     “Déjà vu” Danny gasped. “I really should build a big iron fence around that window.” He pointed to the cellar door. “Back in there, quick!”

“What about the coppers?” Shannon asked.

“What about them?”

“We can’t just leave them in here.” She looked down at Kris. “Can you stand?”

“Don’t think so” Kris groaned. Shannon asked Jean the same question. The bullets fell silent. Jean heard Mozzino’s voice outside, sensed salvation. “I’ll be alright, just take Kris.”

“Are you sure?” Shannon questioned. “We won’t be able to come back for you.”

“Just go!” Jean snapped.

“It’s your funeral love!”
     Alan and Danny dragged Kris to the cellar door. He was a dead weight, limp, close to his end. “He’s too heavy” Alan panted. He looked to Knox “Any chance of a hand here?”

“Fuck off!” Knox barked.

“I’ll take that as a no then! What about you Salter?” No answer came. “Have you two got a death wish or something? You’ll be dog meat if you stay in here!”

“Just go!” Knox snarled. Alan and Danny heaved Kris off the floor and staggered down the cellar stairs. Shannon shook a despondent head and joined them. This time she locked the door behind her.

     The hood rats had succumbed to superior firepower. Many young lives were wasted. The scene was brutal, primeval; corpses covered the tarmac like a grizzly carpet. The stench of seared flesh, congealing blood, and many emptied gun chambers filled the air. “Smells like an abattoir on fire” Tony Mozzino remarked. Lenny Abella surveyed the carnage. “It looks like Satan’s fucking barbeque! There’s a good few of our boys mangled up amongst that lot.”

“I know” Tony sighed. “This had better be worth it!”

“So what’s the next move?”

“Go into the boozer Lenny. Make sure the two pricks that used my best motor as a battering ram no longer represent a threat.”
     Knox saw Lenny approaching. He concealed himself behind an overturned table “The knife man!” He grunted to himself. He shouted to Salter “Sit tight son.” Once again there was no reply. Unbeknown to Knox Salter was finding sitting tight rather difficult. The shelves of broken pint pots and wine glasses behind the battered bar began to close in. His head went into a spin as his claustrophobia reared its ugly head. With a crowbar clenched in one hand and his testicles in the other he began to rock back and forth.

     Lenny strolled through the breeched bay window. His face and clothes were splattered with blood, none of it his own. Shattered glass crunched beneath his feet as he made his way to the crumpled car. He peered through the rear window. Two dazed hood rats lay slumped against inflated airbags. Cold, emotionless, almost detached from his actions he pulled back the head of each young man and slit their throats. He spotted Jean pressing the index finger of one hand to her lip whilst pointing the other at Knox’s hiding place. He smiled and gave a knowing nod. “Come out come out where ever you are” he sang. Knox stood bolt upright. “I’m not playin’ hide and fuckin’ seek here son!”

     The sight of a demonic little man with wild eyes leaping from his crimson mask made even a hardened henchman like Lenny take a backward step. “Who the fuck are you?” He squeaked.

“I’m the Sergeant Major” Knox announced. “I’m a big admirer of our work by the way. Those were some pretty impressive knife skills.”

Lenny flicked apprehensive eyes back at Jean. “Who is this fucking head case?”
“A thorn in my fucking side” Jean snapped. “Kill him!”

“Why?”

“Because I want him dead!”

“Be very careful” Knox warned.

A sinister smile crept across Lenny’s weasel like face “Always am.”

“Don’t say you weren’t told son!”

     Lenny darted forward. Fluid, fast, he pirouetted with the grace of a ballerina. He swept the blade of his huge knife at Knox’s throat. Knox arched his back. Razor sharp steel whooshed within a hairs breadth of his Adam’s apple. He sprang back with a ferocious head butt. His granite forehead crunched into Lenny’s pointy nose, flattened it. Lenny staggered back. A dull sting reverberated around his skull. Salty tears stung, clouded his eyes. He blindly stabbed his knife at Knox’s chest. Knox swept the blow aside with his forearm. Lenny stumbled to his right. Knox bludgeoned his knee against Lenny’s ribs. Bone cracked. Lenny doubled up, released a squeal of agony. He half heartedly jabbed his weapon at Knox’s stomach. Knox leapt into the air; scissor kicked the knife from Lenny’s hand.

     Jean watched the spinning blade catch the light as it flew through across the room. She thought it to be quite beautiful until it stabbed into the table right beside her face. She forced herself up. Dry blood on the back of her shoulder peeled away from the upholstered corner booth like packing tape from a parcel. The pain was excruciating, sickening. With resolve that would have the most stoic of historical heroes bow in appreciation she rose to her feet and plucked the knife from its landing place.

     Knox drove a brutal punch against his opponent’s chin. Lenny’s head jolted back. The whiplash motion forced the tip of his spine against the back of his brain. He crumpled in a defeated heap. Knox knelt beside the conquered weasel. “Pretty disappointin’ son” he lamented. “I thought you’d be better than that.”

     Jean staggered toward her nemesis. She raised the knife aloft. Knox felt her laboured breath on the back of his neck. He turned to see the blade descending; thrust his arm in its path. Cold steel sliced fragile skin. Blood spewed up with scant regard for gravity. The tendons in his wrist were severed. His fingers fell numb, useless. Jean drew back her weapon. Knox drew back his good hand. Jean slashed at Knox’s face. Knox dodged the attack with ease, belted a fierce backhand against the side of Jeans head. The blow sent her soaring across the room. She bounced off the crashed black car and fell to the debris strewn floor. The knife dropped from her fingers and nestled amongst rubble and glass.

     Knox unbuckled his belt, whipped it around his injured wrist, and pulled it tight with his teeth. The flow of blood was stemmed by his improvised tourniquet.
     Tony Mozzino grew a little anxious regarding the amount of time Lenny was taking. He phoned his second in command. His phone was dead; victim of the Ring of Bells telecommunication exclusion zone. He decided to go in, stealthily crept between slaughtered bodies. His eyes registered his fallen friend “Fuck’s sake mate, who’s bested you?!”
“I have!” Knox declared. “Why, do you fancy a go?”

“Not really” Tony nonchalantly scoffed. He raised his pistol; fired a shot through Knox’s shin.
Knox dropped like a sack of bricks. Despite his tortured expression he didn’t utter a sound.

     Tony prowled around his latest victim. “You can scream if you want” he taunted. “I know that hurts like Hell; your shin bone’s shattered mate. Still, it’s about to get a whole lot nastier!” Knox didn’t give him the satisfaction of as much as a yelp. Instead he widened his eyes back from grimace to feral glare. “Do your worst you fuckin’ spick shit!” He growled.

“All in good time” Tony teased.

“Do you really think I give a fuck what you do?”

“Oh, you will! Just lay there for a minuet and think about all the different ways I’m going to make you wish you were dead.”

     Tony summoned his two surviving soldiers to watch over Knox. None of them noticed the discarded knife. Tony was preoccupied with Jean’s revival; his soldiers daren’t take their eyes off Knox.

     Jean opened her eyes. “Good to see you Tony” she whimpered with a wry smile.

“I wish I could say the same” Tony complained. “You look like shit Jean!”

“I’ve felt better.”

“What the fuck’s going on Jean? Where’re Brinkley and Harding?”

Jean flicked her eyes towards a felled Knox “A fly in the ointment! I see you’ve had the pleasure of meeting Mr. Knox. Might I suggest you put a bullet in his head rather than his fucking leg though?”

“Oh, don’t worry. He’s getting one in each bullock, finger and toe before that happens!”

“Do not underestimate him!” Jean warned. “He is one dangerous mother fucker!”

“He doesn’t look all that to me right now” Tony spurned.

“Listen to me you Italian spunk stain! It’s due to his presence that events have taken such an alternative path! Some of Harding’s boys decided a pre-emptive strike might be in order. Knox sent all but one of them home in bits and pieces! The best they can aspire to be is fucking kebab meat! The one he kept prisoner’s the boy tied to the upended chair over there. As you can see, he makes me look a picture of health! Harding sniffed a rat, figured I’d set an ambush for him.”
“Hmm” Tony pondered. “He wasn’t wrong was he?”
“I know” Jean sighed. “Let’s just say that circumstances have conspired against us. We have to eliminate all surviving witnesses.”

“Don’t worry; I’ll take out Mr. Knox personally.”

“He’s not the only one.”

“Who else is in here?”

Jean pointed to the cellar door “Bunch of low life’s down there! Kill them all and torch this place!”

     Tony was suspicious of Jean; sensed he was walking into a trap himself. He clicked his fingers at one of Knox’s guards. “Reno, check the cellar.” Reno rattled the door. “It’s locked.”
“Then kick it in then!”

     Reno slammed his sizable foot through the timber, pulled it free of the hole, and kicked again. The door flew open. He crept down the stairs with his gun held straight in front of his chest. “Come out with your hands up!” Apart from a couple of spiders and the odd rat the place was devoid of life. Reno kicked over a teetering column of grey crates. “I’m not pissing about!” Only the scamper of rodent claws met his ears. “There’s no-one down here” he shouted.

     Mozzino pointed his pistol at Jean. “Are you setting me up?”

“No!” Jean vehemently rejected. “They were down there.”

“Twenty million pay day my arsehole! Where’re Brinkley and the gear?”

“The gear’s safe, stashed. I’m the only one who knows where it is. So, it might be a good idea to remove your gun from my fucking face!”

     John Salter fought his phobia with all his might. The confined space behind the bar seemed to expand and contract. He desperately tried to suppress a whine, swallowed it back. Shelves of broken glass closed in, he couldn’t breath. A high pitched whine could be suppressed no longer, out it came.

     Knox’s remaining guard jumped with a start at the strange sound. His attention was diverted to the source of the noise. Knox’s attention never wavered from the discarded knife. He slammed the heel of his boot against his distracted guard’s shin. The guard felt a sickening snap. Pain shot up his leg. He dropped to his rear, aimed his gun at Knox. Knox lunged to his right, made a desperate grasp for the knife. His fingers wrapped around the carved bone handle. The guard fired a shot. Agony corrupted his aim. The bullet smashed through the rear window of the black saloon car, burst one of the airbags. Knox hurled the knife. It hit the target, stabbed deep into the guard’s throat.

     Tony Mozzio raised his pistol. “NO WAY!” He roared. He fired at Knox. The bullet hit the carpet. Knox rolled forward. Another bullet missed him by a millimetre. He grabbed the stabbed guard’s gun; lashed a bullet through Tony’s chest. Tony was dead before he hit the floor.

     Reno came sprinting up the stairs firing indiscriminate shots. Knox took aim, blasted a bullet clean through Reno’s forehead. “Fuckin’ wannabe gunslingers” he ridiculed. “Couldn’t hit a cows arse with a shovel! If you want to learn how to shoot straight join the fuckin’ army!” 
CHAPTER 17: MAC ATTACK
Mac surveyed the barbaric sight before him. “This is not pleasant boys.”

“This is fucked up!” Harding wailed.

“Just a bit” Mac agreed. “Looks like you might have to go on a bit of a recruitment drive Davy boy.”

“It’s not fucking funny Mac! We grew up with most of this lot.”

“Who’s laughing?”

     Mac wafted his gun at the demolished bay window. “In you go boys.”

“Now you are taking the piss!” Brinkley scorned. “I might be a lot of things, but thick as fuck isn’t one of them!”
“I’ve got enough bullets left to ensure your massive carcass tops that big pile of spaghetti bolognaise! I don’t really care which one of you goes in first, but it certainly isn’t going to be me!”

     Brinkley saw the malice in Mac’s eyes. Hatred sparked like electricity from the man. However, he wasn’t walking into the unknown before he’d dipped his toe. He shoved Harding ahead of him. “Off you go David.”

“Fuck that!” Harding whinged “You go first.”

“No! I think you’ll find it’s you” Brinkley asserted. He slapped his powerful hand between Harding’s shoulder blades. Harding stumbled hopscotch style through the carpet of corpses desperately trying to avoid stamping on the faces of his fallen comrades. He staggered off balance into the lounge bar.

     Terry Knox glared at the newcomer. “And who the fuck are you?”

“A friend” Harding hurriedly declared with his hands held aloft. Brinkley gingerly followed Harding with his hands raised. Knox looked the massive man up and down. “Are you the fuckin’ cavalry then?”

“Ask him!” Brinkley growled looking with distain at a following Mac.

     Knox saw the guns in Mac’s hands, raised his own at the charred stranger. “What’s the story son?” He snarled. Mac looked down at the blood caked man confronting him. He cast a glance at the bodies strewn about the place and quickly surmised that Knox was very dangerous. Better to have him as a friend rather than an adversary. He pushed his guns into the back pockets of his tattered jeans and raised submissive hands. “Don’t worry mate, I’m not here for you, I just want to talk to the woman.”

“Why?” Knox suspiciously enquired. “Are you her knight in shinnin’ armour?”

“Hardly mate” Mac chuckled. “She’s the reason I’m a little crisp round the edges.”

“Yeah, you look like you’ve seen a bit of action son.”

“Nothing a couple of hours in surgery and few skin grafts won’t fix.”

“I know the feelin’ son”

     Knox felt an instant affinity with Mac. Something about his languid style and irreverent humour reminded him of Albi Stone. “Are you here to kill the bitch? Only me and Olive are only just starting to hit it off.”

“No mate” Mac dissuaded. “I just want to ask her a question, that’s all.”

“Go nuts.” 
     Danny, Shannon, Alan, me, and the rag tag ensemble anxiously dragged Kris through the long grass behind the pub. Uri popped up from his picnic table haven. He feverishly beckoned at our band of lost looking souls. “Over here, quickly” he summoned. The gang took sanctuary. “What’s happening?” Uri asked.

“Put it this way!” Danny ranted. “If we get through this I’m renaming this place the O.K. Coral! I mean theme nights are one thing, but this is taking a Wild West party a bit too literally!” 

“Don’t worry” Uri calmed. “You’ll be safe here, help’s on the way.” He looked down at Kris through distressed eyes. “Hang in there mate, It won’t be long.”

     Mac helped a grimacing Jean onto a chair. “Where are Billy and Bernie?” She asked.

“Road kill” Mac replied.

“Oh right, good.”

“I’m not here for a pleasant little chat Jean! I need to ask you a question.”

“Feel free.”

“What price do you place on your twisted life?”

“So you’re here to kill me!”

“Not necessarily, I asked these two idiots the same question and they’re still here.”

“So I trust there answers were satisfactory?”

“Hardly; they place little more value than a three bedroom semi on their existence!”

“What do want me to say?”

“Just think carefully before you answer.”

     Jean didn’t need to think; manipulation came as naturally as breathing to her. “How does an empire sound?”

“A what?” Mac puzzled.

“Come on, you’re a million miles away from being a fucking moron man! Mozzino’s out of the picture, your gormless mates here are on their last legs, it would take one stupid fucker not see the possibilities here.”

“I figured that was your agenda.”

“Situations change. Thanks to our mutual friend and resident psychopath Mr. Knox I no-longer hold all the cards. However, if you execute Harding and Brinkley the result will be the same. There’ll be a clear path to the control of everything. It could all be yours Salvatore.”

“What do you get out of it?”

     Jean clutched her injured shoulder. “I’m growing too old, tired, and bitter for all this. I reckon early retirement’s a very tempting alternative right now. Get me to one of Brinkley’s dodgy doctors, fix me up, get me far away, and send me ten percent of everything you make every month.”
“Far away? Like where?”

“Brazil via Switzerland.”

“Switzerland?”

“Yes, I’ve a few bank accounts I’ll need to clean out along the way.”

“I’m not following.”

“Keep up Salvatore! I’ve been undercover longer than I care to fucking remember. Part of my cover’s always been money; I’ve got accounts all over the neutral zone.”

     Mac was sorely tempted, but remembered who he was dealing with. “Fuck off Jean!” He scowled. “You’ve been playing everyone like pieces on your own messed up chess board! Why should I start trusting you now?” 

“Twenty million reasons” Jean enticed.

“The smack!” Mac realised. “Your supplying it to Henry and Harding aren’t you?”

“Unbeknown to them; yes.”

“Fucking Hell!” Mac laughed. “You really have shagged these two ball bags good and proper.”

“Indeed I have. There’s a shit load of brown in Henry’s office. It pales into insignificance when compared to what’s in my lockup. It’s all yours; you get the crown if you simply get me out!”

     Mac began to waver. Next to women money was his favourite thing, how he’d missed it. “Tempting” he pondered.

“Go for it” Knox encouraged. “If you need a very well paid bodyguard, I’m your man.”

“I can see that” Mac quipped. “Trouble is I trust this bitch about as far as I can spit her out!”
“Sounds covincin’ enough to me. If some mad cow dropped a bombshell like that in my lap when I was your age I’d’ve lapped it right fuckin’ up!”

“You don’t know her mate!”

“Believe me son; I know all I need too! She’s a lying, manipulative fuckin’ witch! But, she’s also desperate. In my experience desperation’s about as close to a person’s soul as you’re ever likely to get.”

“And what is your experience my friend?”

     Knox fell silent for a second. He looked mournful, retrospective. “British army” He replied. “I joined at sixteen years old, all fresh faced and innocent. They saw something within me, a spark they called it! Suited them when some knob heads needed liberating from some God forsaken penguin colony in the early eighties, or some mobile scud unit needed blowin’ up in the middle of the desert during the early nineties! Different shit when you’re shipped back to reality with what they called post traumatic fuckin’ stress disorder. I say bollocks! Those bastards made the man I am. Six months in a rubber room slingin’ my own shit at the walls while drooling like a fuckin’ bloodhound on the medication the plied me with couldn’t change that! They said it’d be alright, they’d gently reintegrate me back into society. SHITE! I’m a soldier not the boss of a fuckin’ jam warehouse!”
     Mac could see that Knox as a deeply disturbed man, yet he felt a certain affinity with him. After all, he too had been moulded into a certain way of life only to have stripped away from him. Brinkley on the other hand was set to erupt. He saw himself surrounded by parasites, illegitimate pretenders to his throne. Mental illness can manifest itself in many different forms. As an undiagnosed sociopath himself it revealed itself as raw fury. “NO!” He roared in decibels that shook the very foundations of the building. “IF YOU THINK YOU’RE FUCKING ME OVER WITHOUT A FIGHT THE THINK AGAIN!”

     Mac pulled his guns from his back pockets, pointed them at his enraged former employer. “Calm yourself!” He commanded.
“CALM?” Brinkley bellowed. “I’M NOT FUCKING DEAD YET AND YOU VULTURES ARE PICKING AT MY BONES! I’LL SHOW YOU FUCKING CALM!” He fixed his sunken eyes on the gun in Tony Mozzino’s lifeless fingers. Mac panicked “Oh no you don’t!” He squeezed his index fingers against both triggers. One bullet hit a photograph of the victorious pool team behind the bar causing Salter to accelerate his rocking and whining. The other tore through Brinkley’s thigh. Pain registered in the man mountains brain, rage pushed it aside. “You’ll have to do better than that Salvatore!” He Snarled. Mac took more careful aim. Brinkley hurled his colossal frame to the floor, made a grab for Tony’s pistol. His massive fingers met blood soaked leather as Knox’s boot kicked the gun from his reach. Mac fired another shot. The bullet burrowed deep into Brinkley’s buttock. The big man exploded beyond blind fury. He bounced to his feet. Mac raised his guns. Brinkley thundered across the room. Mac pulled the triggers. One bullet grazed Brinkley’s left arm, the other snapped point blank through his gut, exited within a millimetre if his spine. It tore a huge hole in his back. At least half a kilo of raw meat slapped against the wall as it followed the burning projectile. 
     This time no pain registered. Brinkley was beyond the constraints of mere mortals; he was primal, a wounded beast. Before Mac could squeeze the triggers again Brinkley smacked both guns from his grasp with one swipe of his giant hand. “Oh shit!” Mac groaned. Brinkley smiled a manic grin. Knox pulled the trigger of his gun. The sickening click of an empty chamber reverberated around his eardrums. He tried to stand; the pain in his shin was intense. He hopped up on his good leg. Brinkley drew back his fist, released a wrecking ball of a punch. His gnarled knuckles slammed into Mac’s cheekbone. Mac flew six feet to his right before a table broke his fall.
     Knox bounded on one leg along the gaudy, glass strewn carpet. He leapt onto Brinkley’s back, sunk his teeth into the giant’s neck. Brinkley flailed his arms back at his attacker. Knox was like an itch he couldn’t scratch; for once the width of his shoulders worked against him, he couldn’t reach. Knox bit deeper. He twisted his powerful neck muscles, ripped away a mouthful of flesh. Brinkley charged backwards, smashed Knox into the fruit machine. More glass erupted about the room. Twenty pound coins fired out with a rat-a-tat. Knox clamped his teeth back on to Brinkley’s neck. He forced the fingers of his able hand deep into Brinkley’s gaping exit wound. The big man felt that one alright; howled like a wolf. Knox rammed his fingers through thick muscle, gripped them around vertebrae and wrenched away backbone.

     Brinkley’s spinal chord was severed. He dropped to his knees and slumped face first to the ground. Knox spat out a mouthful of warm flesh, rolled from Brinkley’s back, and lay breathless on the gaudy carpet. He was spent. Blood loss and exhaustion began to take their toll.
     Davy Harding resembled a trapped wasp. He flicked panic stricken eyes around the lounge bar and nervously scratched a patch of psoriasis on his elbow. He thought about bolting, but sensed an opportunity. With everyone in the pub either dead or incapacitated the crown Jean had spoken of could be his. He cautiously peered behind the bar at a frantic John Salter and decided that the only able bodied person in the room did not represent a threat. He wrestled the gun from Reno’s rigor mortising fingers.

     Jean smelt Harding’s tobacco infused breath. She looked up to see an outstretched gun before his brown toothed snarl. Harding gestured with his pierced hand to the car park covered in the gruesome remains of his fallen army. “Are you fucking happy now bitch!”
“Do I look fucking happy?!” Jean grimaced. “Spare me the armature dramatics Davy, if you’re going to shoot me just get on with it you inbred tool!”

“Oh no, I’m not going to shoot you.”

“What then? Are planning to marry me and start a fucking family?!”

“You’re not my type love. I like my women without a set of bollocks! No, you’re coming with me.”

“Where; back to your sister’s house so I can watch you shag her?”

“Oh, that’d get your juices flowing wouldn’t it love?”

“I’d rather ram a red hot poker up my Vagina”

“That can be arranged. Henry said you were a bit of a deviant, told me you wanked him off when he was ten years old!”   
“Cut the shit Davy! Where are you taking me?”

“To see a Doctor friend of mine; five hundred sheets should see this hole in my hand and the one in your shoulder get fixed. Then, you’re going to give me all the details I need to clean out these Swiss bank accounts of yours. After that you’re going to take me to your lockup and give me all the brown. I’ll flog it to the highest bidder and then, I don’t know, perhaps we’ll go out for fucking pizza!”

     Jean began to laugh. “Two problems Davy boy” she jeered.
“And they are?” Harding quizzed.
“Number one; there are no Swiss bank accounts. I was bullshitting to buy time. Number two; I already have a recipient for the heroin.”

“Who?”

“Lord Powell.”

“Who the fuck’s Lord Powell?” 
“My Boss, he sanctioned this operation.”

“Operation?  You make this sound like official police business!”
“It is!”

“Fuck off!” Harding flouted. “I know enough about the law to realise this sort of shit is strictly out of bounds!”
“I’m above the fucking law!” Jean declared. “I represent the A.D.L.!”

“The what?”

“Every junkie’s worst nightmare! Think about it Davy; you and Brinkley were planning to flood a market controlled by Mozzino with bargain basement smack. By having you two eliminate each other we’ve prevented this place from becoming smack head Heaven! Imagine if you’d succeeded, you’d have killed this place stone dead!”

“But it turns out you were providing the brown” Harding reflected. “Why would you do that?”

“More bullshit on my part” Jean replied. “I told McCracken what I thought necessary to facilitate an escape route.”

“How do I know you’re not doing the same to me?”

“You’ll have to trust me” 
     Harding’s head began to spin within the whirlpool of Jean’s conflicting stories. He’d already fallen for one of her traps and certainly didn’t fancy stepping into another. “Have you ever told the truth?”

“Once or twice” Jean replied with a derisory tone to her voice.

“So how am I supposed to know if you’re feeding more bullshit or not?” 

“You don’t!” Jean spat. “Just bare in mind that the A.D.L. are afforded what we like to call special little friends, people who co-operate with us, help cover our tracks. As a special little friend you’re given certain rewards.”

“Like what?”
“Immunity from prosecution, a new identity, relocation, money.”

“How much money?”

“A King’s ransom in some cases.”

     Harding was drawn closer to Jean’s sticky web. He shrugged his shoulders and attempted to exorcise one final doubt. “Why didn’t you just nick us? Save all my boys getting fucked up!”

“You already know the answer to that one” Jean replied. 

“The alibis” Harding realised.

“Top of the fucking class Davy boy! If we so much as attempt to pin a speeding ticket on you, you’d have two hundred idiots swear blind that they were driving your car! Mozzino’s the same. We had a man working deep within his crew, nearly nailed the bastard. I found him this morning with his fucking brains blown all over his cornflakes! This is the only way; the future of law enforcement. No Judges, no juries, payoffs, or alibis. Only justice! We take care of you vermin in one fell swoop!”
     Although Harding wasn’t quite a bluebottle twitching it’s legs in Jeans cobweb he found her story more than a little feasible. “Fucks sake” he sighed. “So what do have to do to become a special little friend?”

“You can start by taking me to this Doctor friend of yours” Jean answered. “I prefer to stay clear of hospitals; leaves too many footprints.”

“What about any witnesses who can place you here?”

“They’ll either be paid off or disposed of”

“Even your own people?”

“They’ll be ordered from on high to keep their mouths shut. If they don’t, sizable amounts of class A narcotics will be found in their fucking bedrooms!”
CHAPTER 18: FRIENDS?
Uri heard the distant wail of approaching sirens. He patted his handkerchief against Kris’ cold, clammy brow. “Hold on mate we’re almost there” he comforted. The sirens registered in Danny’s ears. He put his arms around Shannon and kissed her on the forehead. The rag tag ensemble joined together in a group hug and whooped celebratory cries of relief. “Thank fuck for that!” Alan cheered. Eddie Mitchell threw up relieved hands. Even Satan the dog joined in with a jubilant bark.
      Although Harding was on the point of stepping into Jean’s snare he still held enough mistrust to seek an unlikely ally. He slapped Mac across the forehead. “Wake up you long twat!”
     Mac’s left cheek bone was pulverised. A lump the size of a duck egg ballooned from the side of his face. The swelling forced his left eye shut. He opened his right to see Harding’s less than sympathetic expression. “What?” He groaned.

“Fucking Hell” A semi relieved Harding chuckled. “I used to know you when you were handsome.”

“Very funny you manky toothed retard!”

“Seriously though Mac, you look like you’ve just been run over by a burning double-decker bus.”

“Is that right?” Mac scoffed. “And if wit were shit you’d be fucking constipated!”

“I beg to differ. I think you’ll find my current predicament’s got me as loose as a piss head with a dodgy curry nestling in his gut.” 

“So what’s your point arsehole; why am I still alive?”

“I need your help” Harding revealed.

“Sorry, but it aint forthcoming you back stabbing twat!”
“Come on Mac, we’ve been mates since we were sucking on our mammies teats.”

“How many times Davy?! You lost the right to call me mate when you sat by Brinkley’s side!”

“I’d say that’s pretty academic now seeing how that mad baldy blokes just snapped Henry’s back in half.”

     Mac cast his open eye over Brinkley’s lifeless, mutilated body “Fucking Hell!” He gasped. “This doesn’t alter anything though; you’re still a fucking traitor!”
“You don’t understand” Harding argued. “Henry wasn’t going to kill you. I persuaded him that a good kicking, a spot of public humiliation, and a show of loyalty were enough.”

“Bollocks!” Mac flouted.

“No! It’s true; I swear I am a mate. Do you remember when we were kids and we used to play last man standing? Well, I’m the last man standing!”

“Congratulations; where do I fit in?
     Harding recounted Jean’s tale of future law enforcement. Mac shook a disbelieving head. “You do know she’s full of shit?” He rebuked.

“Sounded convincing enough” Harding mused. “Although I figure I could use you as an insurance policy.”

“Oh here we go; in what way?”

“I sort of thought that you might watch my back, make sure that bitch doesn’t bury a bullet in it. I’ll give you half of everything I make out of this, honest.”

     Mac decided it prudent to play along with Harding for a little while, wait until his head cleared and take it from there. He pointed to an exhausted Terry Knox. “What about him?”

“Well” Harding contemplated. “I was planning on firing a round up his arsehole and letting bleed to death nice and slow. Why?”
“No!” Mac rejected. “He’s coming with us.”

“Why?” A perplexed Harding queried.

“Because he’s the closest thing to someone I can trust right now!”

“Seriously?”

“Deadly!”

“But he’s fucked!”

“He might look it, but I reckon he can tag along anyway.”

     The sirens neared. Jeans head shot in the direction of the oncoming wail. “I suggest we get moving gentlemen! Put your differences aside, help me, and everyone gets candy.”

     Mac’s reserve tank of self preservation found a little more fuel. He felt something was still to be gained from the debacle; Jean must have an ulterior motive. He gave her an insolent glare, knew he’d have to keep his good eye on her if he was to come out the situation with anything less than a council funded funeral. He wrapped an arm around Knox and hoisted him up.
     Bell felt more than a little miffed by the lack of attention paid to him by his leader. “What about me?” He bleated. 

“What about you?” Harding sneered.

“A little help wouldn’t go amiss Davy, in case you haven’t noticed I’m tied to a fucking chair here!”

“You got yourself caught, you get yourself out!”

“Fuck’s sake Davy!”

“Alright; stop your fucking whinging!”

     Harding released his troop from bondage. Bell frantically shook pins and needles from his hands. “I can’t believe you were going to leave me here!”

“I wasn’t” Harding rebuffed. “I was just winding you up you tool. Make yourself useful and fetch Henry’s keys from his pocket.”

“Fuck that!” Bell griped. 

“What are moaning about now?”

“That baldy lunatic’s next to Henry? I’m not going anywhere near him again!”

“He’s fucked you pussy, he can’t hurt you now.”

“You didn’t see him outside; he fucked us up in about ten moves! Not to mention what he did to Mozzino’s crew. He went through Lenny Abella like he was a pissed up spastic! You’ve just seen for yourself what he did to Henry.”

“I know” Harding mused. “I always thought it would take nothing short of a fucking bazooka to bring Henry down.”

“So you can see why I’m a little hesitant regarding the retrieval of Henry’s fucking keys!”

“Fuck it! I’ll do it myself.”

     Harding gingerly made his way across the room and pointed his gun at Knox’s face. “Be nice or I’ll crack one through your eye socket!”

“Do it!” Knox goaded.
“I will if you try anything!”

“Stop talkin’ shite you filthy fuckin’ turd burglar and pull the bastard trigger!”

“Why can’t you just lay there and be a good little nutter?”

“Because pointin’ that shooter in my face has just promoted you to the position of the fuckin’ enemy!”

“What the fuck’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means” Knox growled. “If you don’t finish me off now, I will tear off your bollocks and eat the fuckers raw!”

     Harding felt an icy shudder rise up his spine. He kept an uneasy eye on Knox as fumbled through Brinkley’s pockets. He couldn’t find the keys. “Where the fuck are they? We’ll have to kick the door in.”

“I’d like to see you try” Mac scoffed. “Henry’s door’s solid oak, it’ll take a bulldozer to knock that in.”

“I’ll get in somehow, I need to. There’s a shit load of gear, a serious amount of cash, and some tidy shooters in his office.”
“You could always sling your thick skull at it.”

“Maybe I’ll launch yours at the fucker!”

“Ooh;” Mac teased “Big man with a shooter in your mitt aren’t you? Why don’t you put it down and fight me like a man you shithouse?!”

     The sirens drew closer “GENTLEMEN!” Jean bellowed. “As much as hate to interrupt this lovers tiff, I do believe an armed response unit may be on the way! So once you’ve concluded your little, cock munching session I suggest we get the fuck out of here!”

“The car’s parked down the road” Mac considered. “We’ll be in clear sight if we go out the front.”

“Then quickly think of an alterative!”

“We could make a run for it.”

“No, they’d apprehend us, I can’t leave footprints.”

“So what the fuck do you suggest; dig a tunnel?”

“The cellar dwellers” Jean mused.

“The what?”

“Uri, Danny Booth, and co. They must have escaped their subterranean refuge somehow.”

“Drayman’s hatch” Mac realised. “They must’ve got out through there.”
“Where does it lead?”

“Too a patch of wasteland where the high flats used to be.”
“Can we double back to your car?”

“I think so” Mac considered. “It’s a rabbit warren of rubble and overgrown grass now. Property developers levelled the big monstrosities about five years ago, nothing was ever developed though. Me and Davy used lead you pigs a merry dace around those high rise mazes.”

“Spare me the social history of your impoverished childhood!” Jean scoffed. “Just answer the fucking question!”

“I think there might be enough of a labyrinth left for us to reach the motor undetected.”

“Then through the Drayman’s hatch and into the wasteland we go!”

     Harding saw some an obvious flaw. “Given certain people’s current disabilities” he began with his eyes firmly fixed on Knox. “How the fuck are we supposed to climb through a hatch in the ceiling of the fucking cellar?”
“We’ll manage!” Mac snarled.

“I could help” A voice from behind the bar whimpered.

     Mac’s eyes flicked to the origin of the offer. “Who the fuck’s that?!”

“Salter” Knox replied. “Leave him alone, he’s not well.”

“Is that where that screeching noise’s been coming from? I thought a stray bullet had hit the central heating!”

“He’s claustrophobic.” 

“I don’t care if he’s helping us get the fuck out of here!”
CHAPTER 19: SLIGHT OF HAND
The sirens grew louder. Uri tenderly cradled Kris’ head in his lap. “Nearly there mate. They’ll set up a perimeter and come and get us out” he whispered. Kris was dead. Uri knew it, but clung on to his friend as though he still had a chance. A tear welled in the corner of his eye. “Alice is going to have your spleen on a kebab skewer. You’re going to have to work triple shifts to buy your way back into her good books.”

     Danny raised a cautious head above his hiding place hoping to see the advancing ranks of a rescue force. “Holy shit” he squeaked before bobbing back down behind the broken picnic table.
“What is it?” Alan gasped.

“It’s that mad copper bitch, she’s heading this way!”

“On her own?”

“Not exactly mate, look for yourself.”
     Alan poked his head above moss encrusted, wooden planks. The sight of Jean accompanied by her unlikely alliance forced his voice up a couple of octaves. “Is that Salvatore McCracken with them?”

“I’m not sure” Danny mused. “He looks more like a battered up Dickensian chimney sweep to me.”

     The name Salvatore McCracken sent a cold shiver down my spine. I had a look for myself. “Oh shit!” I lamented. “I’m a dead man!”

“Why, what have done?” Alan asked.

“Long story mate; let’s just say if he sees me it won’t be long before he’s playing my lungs like a set of bongos!”

     Uri gently laid Kris’ head on an oasis of dandelions impudently sprouting from a pile of demolished rubble. “You might want to hide yourself a little better” he suggested.

“Why?” I warily asked.
“I have to confront him!”

“Please don’t!”

“I have to know why he’s aiding Holt. I can’t permit her to continue with this, she’s committed the most heinous crime possible in my world!”

“What?”

“She’s betrayed her own!”
“But he’ll kill me!”

“I have restore parity.”

     Jean’s battered band of tenuously forged associates trudged towards the picnic table. Uri sprang to his feet “STOP!” He ordered. “Jean Holt, I’m arresting you on suspicion of….”

“WHAT?!” Jean interrupted with a Squawk.

“I’m serious!” Uri affirmed.

“Bollocks!” Jean sneered. She turned to Harding “Shoot him!”

“Fuck that!” Harding rejected. “I’m not shooting a copper.”
“You were going to fucking shoot me!”
“This was different.”

“In what way?”
“Well, I figure your bent.”

“HAVE YOU NOT BEEN LISTENING?!” Jean raged. “SHOOT THEM ALL!”
     The penny dropped, Harding realised who he was dealing with. “You really are a nut case. Henry said you were but I couldn’t see it. There are no special little friends are there?”

“Don’t be stupid!” Jean snapped. “I have authority beyond your belief!”

“Prove it!”

“I don’t need to prove a thing to an arrogant little shit like you!”

“The deal’s off until you do.”

     Mac caught sight of me trying to make a stealthy escape through the long grass. “BURKE YOU LITTLE BASTARD!” He roared. I looked back, tripped and fell. Mac dropped Knox, bounded across the wasteland. He grabbed my long hair and yanked me to my feet. “Where’s Russell?!” He snarled like an angry Doberman.

“Who?” I whimpered.

“Russell fucking Leach and his slag! Where are they?”
“I don’t know.”

“Wrong answer!”

“I swear, I swear!”

“Do you know what I’ve been through you treacherous little twat?!”

“N, no.”

“I trusted you. I should rip your fucking throat out you deceitful little gimp!” 

     “Proof!” Harding demanded.

“I’m all the proof you need!” Jean growled. “Put it to the test if you like. Become a special little friend or go to bed tonight and never fucking wake up again! The choice is yours.”

“Don’t believe her lies” Uri warned. “She’s delusional, unbalanced.”

“Fucking shoot her!” Bell crowed. 

“No!” Uri rebuked. “She’s unwell, needs professional help.”

     Mac heaved me above his head and slammed me to the ground. Bell cackled a manic laugh “Go on Mac lad!” He encouraged. He swung his excited eyes back in Jean’s direction. “Shoot her in the fanny Davy!”

     Jean could see her fragile alliance crumbling to dust “STOP!” She yelled. “If it’s proof you want then proof you shall have! Uri, I trust you’ve acquired a working telephone.”

“Yes” Replied a cautious Uri. “But…”

“But fuck all!” Jean snapped “Phone Macy.”

“Chief Inspector Macy?”

“How many other Macy’s do you know?!”

“And say what exactly?”

“Tell him you’ve got me then pass me the phone.”

     Uri gave a wary nod then obliged. “Yes Sir, it’s me again.”

“Is the A.R.U. with you?” Macy asked.

“Not quite sir” Uri replied. “Erm, I do have Inspector Holt with me though.”

“Arrest her Uri!”

“She, erm, wants to speak to you Sir.”

“Put her on!”

     Uri passed my phone to Jean. She snatched from his hand. “Bob, it’s Jean.”

“What the Hell are you in to woman?!” An angry sounding Macy blasted.

“Way over your head Bobby boy” Jean discourteously answered.
“Listen to me, hand yourself over to Uri. I swear you’ll be treated with dignity.”

“Take your cock out of your hand and listen yourself for once Bob! Dial 078 477 068 and quote January alpha echo November three one five sixty six. Once you’ve gleamed enough information to make your raging fucking hard on fall flaccid call Uri back on this number.”

     Harding wasn’t impressed. “What does that prove? You pig’s are as thick as thieves!”

“Just wait!” Jean impatiently snapped.

“For what; your mates to turn up and nick me?”

“For proof you fucking half wit!”

     Alan attended to Knox’s ugly leg wound. He tore off a sleeve from his light, summer jacket and wrapped it tightly around disfigured flesh. Salter snapped a length of weathered wood from the picnic table’s seat and passed to Alan. “What’s that for you ginger prick?” Alan scolded.
“A Splint” A rather subdued Salter replied.

“Right, erm, thanks” Alan appreciated. He tore the other sleeve from his jacket and strapped the rotten timbre to the side of Knox’s shin.
     Knox released a rare tortured groan as the wood pulled his misaligned fracture back together. “Good work Al pal” he grimaced. “You should’ve been a nurse.” 
     Danny and Shannon rushed to my aid. “Leave him alone you bully!” Shannon Demanded.

“You don’t know what he’s done!” Mac snarled.

“I don’t care! I won’t stand back and watch you beat the shit out of my uncle.”

Mac looked down at my terrified face. An unfamiliar feeling washed over him; remorse.

     The phone in Uri’s hand rang out the melodic tones of Message from Father to Daughter by Sesame Jess. He flicked it open to here Macy’s voice insist “Believe her lies Uri!”

“Excuse me?”

“Do not stand in her way.”

“But she’s bloody unhinged!”

“No buts Sergeant! That’s an order. Give her the phone.”

     Uri gave Jean a highly suspicious look before reluctantly handing my phone to her. “Hello Bob” she smugly addressed. “Everything clear now?”

“Clear as mud!” Macy retorted. “I don’t know how you and surreptitious friends have managed to secure such power, but be sure I don’t like it! It’s not honest policing.”

“And what would you know about honest policing you fat sack of puke?! Don’t think I’m unaware of your dodgy dealings back in the early nineties.”

“That was a long time ago, things have changed.”

“Spare me the prodigal plod story Bob. I want you to speak to Harding.”

     A curious Davy Harding accepted the phone from Jean. “Hello” he warily addressed.

“Harding?” Macy snapped.

“Yes.”

“You’re a very lucky boy.”

“Funny, I don’t feel too fortunate right now!”

“Shut up and listen you despicable little thug! If Inspector Holt’s offered you a deal I strongly advise you to take it. Her associates are fashioning a pair of concrete shoes in your size as we speak!”

“Is that a threat Mr. Policeman?”

“Not from me!”

“From who then?”

“From a higher authority than I could ever aspire to. Just thank your lucky stars and obey her every command.”
“So she’s on the level then?”

“She’s on your level Harding!”

“Good enough for me.”

     Harding bared his disgusting teeth as gleeful smile grew across his face. “Looks like the deal’s back on Jean.” He switched his happy gaze to Mac. “Sorry mate, looks like I don’t need you anymore.”

“Good!” Mac sneered. “Good riddance to bad bastards.”

“I will need the keys to the car though.”
“Fuck off!”

“Might I remind you that I’ve got a shooter and you haven’t anymore?”

     Mac tossed the car keys at Harding. He tried to catch them with his injured hand. They bounced off his bloodied palm. “Looks like you’re driving Bell” he grimaced. He passed my phone to Bell. “Call Jack Mundy, I don’t think I’ll be able to press the keys.”

     Bell obliged and held the phone to his leader’s ear. “Jack it’s Davy, you’ve got incoming……..I’ve got a hole in my hand, there’s a woman with a bullet wound to the shoulder, and Bell looks like he’s been twelve rounds with a Sherman tank……Right see you in ten Mr. Doctor man.” 

     Bell snapped the phone shut and put it in his pocket. “At least leave us with that” Uri appealed.

“Give it to him” Harding ordered. “There’s fuck all he can do to us now.” Bell tossed the phone at Uri and disappeared into the wasteland with Harding and Jean.

     Mac pulled me to my feet and warned “You just think about where Russell might be and maybe I won’t finish what I’ve started!” He purposefully strode towards Uri. “Is that it mate, are you just leaving it like this?”

“What can I do?” Uri sighed. “It looks like Holt really has been sanctioned from on high.”

“I still think she’s full of shit!” Mac disputed. “Who’s to say the folk on high aren’t as bent as a bus load of drag queens?”

“Impossible; Lord Powell’s one the Prime Minster’s darlings; he’s a peer of the realm for God’s sake!”

“He’s a man isn’t he? Flesh and bone! This country’s history’s littered with dodgy dealings between Lords, Dukes, even Kings. Why should he be so different?”

“I’m not having it; he’s highest ranking police officer in the country!”

“So was Ernest Harrington.”

“Who?”

“The Duke of Moss Albion” Mac explained. “He sold out two battalions of our boys during the Napoleonic wars.”

“That’s ancient history” Uri dismissed. “This is the twenty first century man!”

“It doesn’t matter what century we’re in, greed is greed.”

“But Powell’s a wealthy man.”

“Wealth can be lost. Everyone’s got an Achilles heel. Take me for example, mine’s women. I lost everything I had to some computer geek because I fell for his slut! Powell could be into anything from gambling debts to being blackmailed. Twenty million quid’s worth of brown’s a serious amount of poppy! Think about it, everyone’s got their price.”

     Uri stared down at Kris’ motionless body and gave a thoughtful nod. “You may have a point” he conceded. “But how does an uneducated thug like you know so much about history?”

“I’ve had a lot of time on my hands” Mac quipped. “The Discovery Channel’s pretty addictive when it’s the only English speaking station on the telly. You should try it sometime, it’s educational.”
“Quite” Uri frowned. “So what do you suggest we do my newly enlightened friend?”
“You know as well as me that this thing stinks worse than last night’s kebab. We need to stop them!”

“And what do you get out of it if we do?”

“I’m not interested in the brown; I just want what’s rightfully mine. If I help you bring down that bitch and her cronies I want rewarding!”

“I’m sorry McCracken; I don’t possess the means to facilitate the kind of rewards at Holt’s disposal.”
“I’m not talking about the fucking special little friends club here!”  Mac scorned. “All I want is Henry’s territory. You turn a blind eye to me taking over his turf and I’ll help you get the bastards!”

“Just how do we achieve getting the bastards?”
     Terry Knox jangled a heavy set of keys above his head. “Perhaps I can be of some assistance you pair of knob jockey’s”

“What are they?” Mac quizzed.

“The big ape’s keys” Knox chirped.

“YES!” Mac rejoiced. “How did you get them?”

“A little slight of hand son; comes in handy now and again.”

“But I thought you were goosed!”

“Playin’ dead’s another useful trick when the odds are against you.”

“Brilliant!  Do you think you’ve got another couple of rounds left in you soldier man?”

“I reckon so son.”

“No way;” Uri objected “That maniac’s not coming anywhere near me!”

“Why?” Mac questioned. “He’s shit hot in a ruck, he bested Henry on one leg with his arm out of commission.”

“The man’s clearly as stable as a sack full of angry rattlesnakes! He booted me down the bloody cellar stairs.”

“Did he?” Mac laughed “All the more reason to have him onboard. Besides, he’s the one holding Henry’s keys. I don’t fancy getting them off him, do you?”

“Alright” Uri reluctantly agreed. “Just keep him away from me!”

“No problem. Now all we need is transport.”      
     Uri pointed at the ambulance and accompanying police car tearing a path through the long grass and rubble. “We’ll hitch a lift.”

“Nice one” Mac enthused.

     A paramedic sprinted from the ambulance, took Kris’ pulse, and shook her head. She quickly assessed that Knox and Mac were next on her list of priorities, tried to examine Knox’s leg “Hands off!”  Knox barked. “I’m too busy to be cared for right now.” She tried to administer a sterile bandage to Mac’s gunshot wound. “Me too;” Mac declined “Although if you leave me your mobile number I’ll take a rain check.”

     Uri ran to meet the police car. He was confused by the presence of two traffic police constables. “Where’s the armed response unit?”

“Macy called them back in” the driver explained. “We’ve been sent to bring you and Kris in.”

“Called them back in? Why?”

“I don’t know they were all set to rock and roll, next thing Macy called them off. We got the call to take you back to the station.”

“Right, well you’re taking us somewhere else. I need you drop us at the Marsden club.”

“I’m under orders Uri. I’ve been told to arrest you if I have too.”

“Then say you couldn’t find me! Please Steve, Kris is dead and I have to clean up one Hell of shit stain!”

“Get in then” Steve conceded.

     Mac and Knox made their way towards the car. “Wait a minuet” Steve cautioned. “Who the Hell are these two?”

“They’re with me” Uri affirmed.

“Sorry mate, the ambulance’s over there. I’m not ferrying extras from a war film about!”

“I said they’re with me!”

“Alright, alright! Jesus I must need my bleeding head felt. Get in.”

     Uri Turned to Shannon. “Will you go with Kris to the hospital?”

“Why me?” Shannon puzzled.

“You seem nice” Uri explained. “I wouldn’t want him to be alone.”

“Alright” A teary Shannon agreed.

     Danny’s weak heart had been put through enough for one day. He climbed aboard the ambulance, sat next to Shannon, and held her hand. Alan tried to get in the police car. Knox blocked his path. “Where do you think you’re goin’?”

“With you!” Alan retorted.

“Grown a back bone have you son?” Knox teased.

“Not quite Tel. The day you stop being a racist bigot’s the day that happens!”

“I’m workin’ on it son.”

“So am I.”

“Why do you want to come? Things could get even more fucked than they are here!”

“Why are you going Tel?”

“I made a promise; me and Harding’s gonads have got a date if you know what I mean. So come on Brookes, spill the beans.”

“I’m not sure” Alan mused. “Maybe it’s because of what happened to Albi, maybe it’s because I’m more than a bit pissed off about a bunch of arseholes ripping our lives to shreds, or perhaps I’m just fed up being the passive little joker who nobody takes too seriously… Maybe I just want to look out for you, you purple headed bell end.”

“Good man!” Knox crowed. “You’re backbone’s alive and well. Now all we need is some firepower.”

“Don’t worry” Mac smiled. “There are enough shooters in Henry’s safe to start a South American revolution. He looked to Salter. “What about you? Are you in?”

“Fuck that!” Salter vehemently rejected. “Disrupting fox hunts is one thing, this is more like down town Baghdad on a bad day! I’m off home for a stiff drink and a nervous breakdown.”

Knox cocked him a cursory glance. “I always knew he was a shit bag!”
     The rag tag ensemble watched the ambulance, police car, and Salter disappear before making a beeline for the nearest off licence, wherein they purchased much cheap cider. I’m not ashamed to say I joined them.

CHAPTER 20: TRUTH
Jean, Harding, and Bell pulled up outside the Marsden club. They’d changed cars. Jean figured a bullet ridden vehicle may attract a little more attention than Harding’s slightly less conspicuous purple hatch back car.
     The three had been fairly well patched up by disgraced Gynaecologist Jack Mundy. Mundy’s services had been offered to such low lives as Harding and Brinkley following his fall from grace ten years earlier. He had been a well respected consultant, a visionary in his field until one of his patient’s awoke from her anaesthetic a little early to find him grazing in her lady garden. He’d been reduced to plugging knife wounds, stitching lacerations, and a spot of crude surgery on the odd bullet wound.
     Unfortunately for Jean, Harding, and Bell Mundy’s ignominious tumble down the social ladder had left him a hopeless drunk. The three felt quite happy with the outcome his handy work. Not because they resembled refugees from a first aid convention, no, their euphoria was due to the fact that in his inebriated state Mundy had pumped them full of way too much morphine. They were intoxicated on a derivative of the very drug they sought in Brinkley’s office.

     Jean seemed less affected by the drug, betraying the fact that she had a tolerance for the stuff. Her thought process remained cognitive enough to acquire a fresh phone and weapon. On the other hand, Harding and Bell were a mess, slow, lethargic. 

     “The door’s open” Harding observed through half open eyes.

“Nice one” Bell slurred.

“What’s nice about it?!” Jean scolded.

“It’s open….We don’t have to break in.”

“Then you can go in first you fucking cretin!”

“Okay dokey.”

     Bell staggered into club, smiled a gormless grin, and drawled “See, it’s alright. The place is empty.”

“Fuck this!” Jean spat “Don’t you not think an open door to a deserted private members club’s just a little suspicious? There aren’t even any bar staff you ignoramus!” She held her phone in the hand bound in a sling and awkwardly tapped at the keys “Fraser, it’s me…….I know it’s not my number you overeducated ball sack! I’ve got a code red, I need you here…..Fuck visibility, just get your arse round to the Marsden club!”   
     Jean lost what was left of her negligible patience. She swept Bell aside and crept up the stairs. The door to Henry’s office was open ajar. She carefully and quietly pressed her ear against the gap, heard Mac’s voice. He was speaking to someone on Brinkley’s telephone. “We’re on mate…..God only knows! I’m here more by blind luck rather than design…..Yes, shit most certainly does happen…..Right see you soon.”

     Jean was incensed. She burst into Brinkley’s office gun raised, teeth bared. “Are you selling my smack you filthy great ponce?!” 

“Jean” Mac chirped “Nice to see you; come in, pull up a chair.”

“Fuck off! Answer the question, are you flogging my gear?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then what?”

“All in good time” Mac teased.
“How did you get in here McCracken?”
     The jangle of keys rang like Sunday morning church bells in Jeans morphine plied head. She spun on her heels to see Knox limp from behind the door baring a raised pistol with Brinkley’s keys dangling from the barrel. “What the fuck?” She gasped. Uri emerged from the adjoining store room followed by Alan. Mac raised a pistol of his own from beneath Brinkley’s desk. “Put your gun down sweetheart” he casually ordered.

     Jean’s volatile temper reached critical mass. “HARDING, BELL!” She screamed. “IN HERE NOW!” Bell came stumbling in. Knox cracked the stock of his pistol against the back of his skull. Bell crumpled to the floor, his inane grin still plastered across his face. Harding wandered in on rubber legs. He fired an indiscriminate bullet. It hit the ceiling sending a cascade of plaster to the polished wooden floor. “Hello son” Knox menacingly growled. Harding slowly turned and focused his drug addled eyes on Knox’s deranged grin “Uh oh!” He lamented.

“Uh oh” Knox mimicked before slamming his forehead against Harding’s nose. The ferocious butt nearly jolted Harding’s head from his spine. He flew back as though yanked by invisible ropes, landed in a twisted heap.

     Knox dropped his gun, stooped beside Harding, and got a firm grip of his latest conquest’s testicles. He squeezed until the veins in his forearm looked fit to burst. 

“STOP!” Uri cried.
“His balls are mine” Knox snarled.

“Let the law deal with him Knox!”
     Jean lowered her gun, shook a despairing head. “LAW?” She wailed. “This is the law you sad little man! For fuck’s sake Uri, you’re perverting the course of justice! Macy gave you orders; are you disobeying them?”

“It would appear so” Uri scoffed. “You’re not right in the head Jean, you need help.”

“Oh, and I’m getting bundles of that from you right now!”

“I’m serious Jean. You’ve fabricated a series of scenarios that are probably real to you.”

“Fabricated?! What the fuck to I have to do to convince you Uri?”

“Well” Uri mused. “You could start by betraying your instincts and tell the truth for once in your life.”

“You have to trust me” Jean appealed.

“Trust you?! You tried to have me shot!”

“Alright” Jean relented in a moment of morphine induced sympathy. “I suppose it won’t really matter what you know in about five minuets. The gear belongs to us Uri.”

“What?”

“Twenty million pounds worth of pure uncut heroin!”

     Mac felt he’d heard this one before. He cackled a sarcastic laugh and scoffed “Change the record Jean!”

“Who rattled your cage?” Jean scolded. Mac shook his head and gave a grandiose wave of his hand as a signal for her to continue. Jean cocked him a look of distain and carried on. “As I was saying before I was rudely interrupted by our overcooked friend here, the A.D.L are the owners of a truck load of brown.”

“For what?” Uri puzzled.

“We use it to wipe skid marks like Mozzino from the face of the Earth. We offer it to some over ambitious, greedy fuck wits like, I don’t know, Brinkley and Harding, at a seriously low price. Then we set the new boys against the established scumbags.”

“So you were getting them to wipe each other out” Uri comprehended with a hint of   self congratulation in his voice. 
“It’s what we do” Jean gloated.

“Even if it means sacrificing fellow Police Officer’s?”

“It’s war Uri, sacrifices have to be made!”

     Uri was infuriated. The thought of the force he served wrecking the lives of their own repulsed him. He tried to swallow back his contempt and take a more pragmatic approach in his pursuit of answers. “Where does the A.D.L. obtain that amount of untainted smack?”

“I acquired it” Jean cryptically replied.

“From whom?” 

“Does it matter?”

“It does to me!”

“Look Uri, I have one brief and one brief only. Use any means at my disposal to rid the streets of cancerous vermin like Mozzino. If I take a few arseholes like Brinkley and Harding out achieving my objective then all the better. So it really doesn’t matter where the gear came from does it?”
“If there’s twenty million quid’s worth of shit on the streets of the town I’m supposed to be policing then I think it bloody does!”

     Jean fought off a wave of morphine stimulated euphoria before retorting “Any means at my disposal is very broad canvas Uri. I’m sanctioned from the top of the tree you cretin! I can use anyone from the fucking postman to the armed forces. Let’s just say that my little story about disgruntled service personnel shipping back smack in their back packs was one of my more truthful anecdotes. The only difference is it’s for us not Archie Turner.”
“So what’s next?” Uri asked.

“We move the brown to the next town!” Jean crowed.

“And wipe out another shit load of young men?!”

“Precisely!”

“And what happens when you’ve wiped them all out and kids who’d never considered that way of life take their places?”

“We wipe them out too!”

“Can’t you see what you’re creating?” Uri beseeched.

“Clean streets!” Jean sneered.

“No! You’re changing the natural way of things. You’ll effectively be slaughtering innocents!”
     Jean took a second to digest Uri’s bombshell, he had a point. If her organisation removed enough of the big players from the equation the path would be clear for children who would have otherwise chosen a different route to financial gain to be tempted into a life of crime. “We’ve come up with ultimate A.S.B.O.!” She rejoiced.

“Bullshit!” Uri flouted.

“Bullshit’s what I’m good at!” Jean snapped.

“Tell me about it!” Uri despaired “Why all the lies; why did you have to involve me and Kris? Why couldn’t you just use your own people?”

“Newton’s third law” Jean declared. “Every action has an equal and opposite reaction. If I drove a fucking great tank down the high street and blew all the little shits to kingdom come more then a few eyebrows would be raised by the politically correct wankers in Brussels. There has to be plausible deniability for my superiors and the Government. Smoke screens Uri. If you can set a line of pendulums swinging in different directions and plot a course through the chaos, you become invisible!”

     Uri placed shaking hands onto his hips. He still found it difficult to believe Jean, but was terrified her story may be true. “Why don’t you just use the law?” He asked suspecting he already knew the answer. Jean shook her head and chuckled cynically “Do me a favour you naive little prick! When it comes to smack the law’s almost powerless. You lot stand about with your thumbs in your mouths while the scum of the Earth rip the piss out of you! We go in, cleanse the place, and move out; A.D.L. one drug dealing filth nil!”
“Cleanse?” A horrified Uri queried. “There’re more bodies outside that boozer than I’ve ever seen! Kris is dead leaving a widow and a child who’ll never know him! Doyle was our man on the inside, nearly had enough on Mozzino to put him away for a twenty stretch. Now he’s a corpse!”

“So is Mozzino!”

“Not because of anything you did! Knox took him out.”

“Pendulums Uri.”

“Behave! You don’t expect me to believe Kris knocking Stone off his bike thus drawing Knox into this mess was planned do you?!”

“No!” Jean spat. “Knox’s involvement couldn’t have been planned by the greatest military strategists on the fucking planet. He very nearly managed to scupper this operation single handed. Funny how things work themselves out sometimes though; he ended up doing all our dirty work for us. I should’ve simply hired him eh? Still, if     Kris had been watching the fucking road things would’ve been a whole lot easier! I wouldn’t have a hole in my shoulder, you’d have been none the wiser, and Kris would still be here!”

“Doyle wouldn’t though would he?”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning you sold him to Mozzino  to secure his trust didn’t you?!”

     Jean slapped her good hand against her thigh in an improvised round of applause. “You are good Uri. You’re wasted on the force; you should’ve carried on with your studies and become a Barrister.”
“Do you know why I became a copper?” Uri asked.

“Enlighten me” Jean sneered.

“I didn’t want to defend scum like you; I wanted to lock them up!”

“Bravo; kudos to you. Still, my way’s better. I have an effective way of removing the dog shit from the pavement; get it to pooper scoop itself!”

“It’s wrong Jean!”
“I don’t care, it’s done; they are no more! It won’t matter what you think in a second you pious little prick!”

“Why?”

     Four burly, well suited and booted men entered Brinkley’s office totting semiautomatic machineguns. “Who the fuck are these shit stabbers?” Knox enquired in his own inimitable style.

“Allow me to introduce you” Jean crowed. “From left to right we have Captain Harris, Sergeant Fraser, Sergeant Taylor, and Corporal Smith. British Army Mr. Knox, they know how to fucking shoot straight!”

     Mac was apprehensive, he lowered his pistol. “Come on Jean” he appealed. “The last ting we want here is Mexican stand off.”

“Quite” Jean chirped. “So if you Gentlemen don’t mind, I’ll take my belongings from Henry’s storeroom and be on my way. Oh, and don’t try to follow me Uri, not unless you wish to be doing a fifteen stretch for possession of more brown than a footy stadium full of smack starved junkies could ever fucking consume! As for the rest of you, thank which ever God you worship that I’m allowing you to live!” She pointed her gun at Harding and cracked a bullet through his forehead. “Alas, not fucking you!” A second bullet blasted into the back of Bell’s skull. “Or you! If any of you ever dare speak of today’s events your fate will be the same!” 
     Knox watched Jean and her cohorts leave through betrayed eyes. He couldn’t believe his beloved Armed forces could be implicated. “What do we do now?”

“Nothing” Mac replied in a monotone, deflated voice. “She’s won.”

“Has she Hell!” Uri disputed. 
“What are you thinking?” Knox asked.

“I know where they’re going.”

“Where?”

“Garstang’s Gas.”

“That place has been shut for fuckin’ donkey’s years, the whole estate has. Why would they go there?”

“I believe that’s where they’re storing the brown. Unfortunately I can’t rely on my colleagues for assistance, so I have to appeal to yourselves. We need to get in there; destroy the place!”

“I’m your man!” Knox enthused. “I’ll not have Her Majesty’s finest sullied by this fuckin’ aberration!”

     Mac slammed his fist on Brinkley’s desk. “Sorry to interrupt your testosterone fix, but I don’t fancy our chances! There could be loads of them in there; we’d get shot to mincemeat.”

“We don’t need to fight them!” Uri argued. “We just need to obliterate the heroin. I know how dangerous this is and I won’t think you a coward if you decline. Just think about the consequences if Holt’s telling the truth this time! In six months time we’ll have lost a generation!”

“Alright, I’ll help” Mac conceded. “But, at the risk of sounding repetitive, we need transport; preferably a Scorpion Tank!” 

“I’ve got an idea” Alan piped.
CHAPTER 21: END GAME.
Jean, Harris, Fraser, Taylor, and Smith sat amongst a mixture of rusty old butane gas canisters and a huge pile of cellophane wrapped brown one kilo parcels of heroin. Jean looked along a row of cobweb strewn, dust encrusted racking. She couldn’t believe the owners of the factory had left so many pallets of their products behind. “Fucking waste” she complained. “I hate waste.”

     Captain Harris was more concerned about the group’s departure. He anxiously glanced at his watch. “What time is the transport due?”

“In about twenty five minuets” Jean replied. “We’ll load it up, ship out, and then get me to a proper surgeon.” 

     Uri, Knox, Mac, and, Alan stood at the bus stop opposite the Marsden club. “I can’t believe I’m even contemplating this” Alan regretted.

“It’s your fuckin’ idea!” Knox chastised.

“I know, but….”

“Shut it; here’s the bus!”

     Don Murphy had nearly finished his eight hour shift driving his detested double-decker bus. He saw a charred Mac and a blood caked Knox. “What the Hell?” He muttered under his breath as he pulled up at the bus stop. 

     The door whooshed open. Knox hopped up the two steps and raised his gun “Out!” He barked.

“Are you taking the piss?” Don grumbled. “This is a dirty old bus not an airplane. You’ll get fuck all for high-jacking me!”

“Out!” Knox repeated “Everyone off the fuckin’ bus!”

     Don relinquished his uncomfortable seat. “Be my guest you nutter!” He griped. Knox took his place. Alan ran up the stairs. The top deck was empty. Uri cleared the bottom deck of confused, frightened, passengers. Mac ushered them off the bus with a cheery “Have a nice day. Tell your friend’s to use Moss Albion Park public transport.” 
     Knox struggled to use the clutch such was the pain in his wounded leg. He persevered, slammed his good foot against the gas pedal, and roared off down the road in cloud of diesel fumes. Uri placed a comforting arm around a nervous looking Alan. “Come on son” he consoled. “You must’ve been on a ram raid or two in your time to come up with this idea.”
”No” Alan squeaked.

“Oh well, me neither. Still, there’s a first time for everything eh?”
     Jean heard the approaching rumble of a heavy sounding vehicle. She wiped years worth of filth from a window next to the hydraulic loading bay in the warehouse and peered out. “What in the name of Christ is that?!”

     Captain Harris rushed to the window to see an orange double-decker bus approaching at speed. “I thought we ordered a truck and trailer for the pickup, what on Earth is this?”

“Not sure” Jean mused. “But I don’t like it!” The bus neared the roundabout that redirected wagons from the factory’s reception to its Goods In department. She saw Knox’s deranged face in the driver’s seat. “I don’t fucking believe this! MOVE NOW!”

     Knox figured that the Reception and adjoining offices to the front of the disused factory would be significantly less sturdy than the robust loading bay to its rear. He pulled his seat belt tight across his chest and roared “HOLD TIGHT!” He was correct in his assumption. 
CRASH!
     The double-decker bus tore through the husk of the building’s prefabricated façade. Knox kept his foot forced against the gas pedal. The windscreen imploded.   Shards of glass showered his face and torso. Twisted lengths of corrugated aluminium peeled away in the vehicle’s wake. It smashed through Reception. Its momentum brushed offices aside as if they were cardboard. A furious storm of plasterboard, dusty old paper, and office furniture burst into the stale air. The bus rumbled on. It demolished the canteen leaving splintered tables, chairs, buckled sheet metal, and more pulverised plasterboard behind it. It crunched into the breeze block dividing wall that separated the old Finance Department from the Warehouse. The front of the vehicle concertinaed. Knox’s seat screeched two feet backwards. Uri, Mac and Alan were slung around like rag doll’s. Chunks of masonry vibrated before they came tumbling forth. Canisters of palletised Butane gas clanged and rattled onto the cracked concrete floor. The wall collapsed. The huge pile of heroin along with everything surrounding it became immersed in a thick blanket of rubble and dust.      

     The crumpled bus trundled, groaned, and hissed to a halt. Knox brushed fragmented glass from his face and clothes. Uri hauled himself and Alan from the floor. Mac crawled from between the seats set aside for pensioners or the disabled. “What now?” He winced.

“Plane B?” Knox pondered.

“Which is?”

“Bleed the diesel tank and blow this gaff to fuck!”
“Are you mad? We’ll leave a hole the size of Wales if this place goes up!”

“Can you think of a better way of destroying all that filthy shit?!”

“Probably; if you give me a minuet.”

“We don’t have a fuckin’ minuet!”

     Smith’s retreat hadn’t been hasty enough. The wall and gas canisters had crushed him to death. Harris brushed dust and bits of brick from his smart suit jacket, raised his weapon. Fraser and Taylor did likewise “STOP!” Jean hollered. “Don’t be firing fucking bullets in here for God’s sake! Look around you, there’s enough of these blue canisters in here to send us all on a trip to fucking Jupiter!”

“We need to remove these people” Harris warned.

“Yes, from here. Not to outer reaches of the Milky fucking Way! Use your knives you plank!”

     Knox removed the diesel cap of the wrecked bus. He caught site of Harris, Fraser, and Taylor. “Trouble boys” he alerted. Uri, Mac, and Alan stumbled somewhat shell-shocked from the bus to see the three advancing army men. Although intent on blowing the factory to smithereens, Knox too realised that bullets weren’t a prudent policy. He flicked his eyes about the place for an alternative. 

     Taylor charged forward, knife held at his shoulder. Knox dropped to the rubble. He picked up half a breeze block, hurled with all his might. The heavy projectile thudded right between Taylor eyes. His forehead caved in. He dropped as though he’d been shot in the brain. Harris and Fraser pressed forward. Mac picked up a lump of breeze block of his own. Harris grinned, summoned Mac into the open with a playful wave of his fingers. Mac charged, raised his crude weapon. Harris dodged a downward thrust of the breeze block with ease. He slashed the blade of his knife deep across Mac’s stomach. Mac staggered back. Harris swung a well aimed boot at the bullet wound in Mac’s haunch. Mac doubled up in agony. Harris smacked his other boot against the crown of Mac’s head. Mac collapsed amongst the rubble.

     Alan was terrified, frozen to the spot. He felt nauseous, desperate to get out. Uri ripped a hanging length of tattered wheel arch from the bus. Harris goaded him forth. Uri summoned courage by tapping into his anger and disgust. He ran at Harris. Knox dragged himself up onto his good leg, hopped off after Uri. Uri swung the twisted metal at Harris’ face. Harris arched his back. The jagged weapon whooshed an inch from his nose. He darted to his left, thudded a vicious kick into Uri’s testicles. 

     Luckily for Uri he hadn’t planned to start a family any time soon. Unluckily for Uri it hurt like Hell. He dropped to his knees retching, gasping for air. Unluckily for Harris Knox picked up the wheel arch. He lashed it at Harris’ face. The blow was too swift to evade. It smashed against the side of Harris’ head with a resounding bong. Stunned, Harris reeled to his right. Knox launched himself headfirst. His rock hard forehead crunched into Harris’ chest. Sternum split asunder; his heart stopped beating. He slumped grey faced to the floor.
     Knox didn’t see Fraser creeping to his rear. The first he knew of his presence was a sharp, burning sting in his back as Fraser’s blade tore a hole. His lung was deeply punctured; began to fill with blood. He was drowning.

     Jean strode cocksure through the rubble and bodies. She leered over Mac with an ominous grin plastered across her face, pressed her bony knee against his throat, and sneered “Take me on? I think not you fucking half breed!”

“One question before you jump my bones” Mac choked. 

“Be my guest dead man!”

“How the fuck did you find me?”
“Wake up and smell the butane!” Jean jeered. “I’m surprised you don’t recognise Captain Harris. He was a frequent visitor to your former employer Vittali Puchiv. We used that sick Croatian fucker to acquire the brown! Trouble was he sent his cretin of a brother Davell to make the drop. You simply fell into my lap McCracken. Blind luck can be a beautiful thing don’t you think? Vittali handed me the perfect means to lure Henry from behind his oversized fucking desk! Still, alls well that ends well eh?”

     Fraser tormented Knox with a display of knife twirling to rival Lenny Abella’s skills. “Fucking do it you fucking arse bandit!” Knox spluttered as he gargled in his own blood. “All in good time” Fraser taunted.

“Better make it soon son.”

“And why would I wish to do that when I’m enjoying myself so much?”

     Knox pointed to Fraser’s rear wearing a knowing smile. Fraser spun on his heels to see a large blue butane canister descending towards his head. Alan slammed the metal container down. An almighty clang reverberated around the Warehouse. Fraser’s neck shrunk three inches as vertebrae crunched into vertebrae. His eyes vibrated as if trapped in a food blender for a second before his corpse slapped down beside Taylor’s and Harris’.  
     Jean came thundering forward with a fire dredged up from the pit of Hell in her eyes. “Stupid little prick!” She snarled. “I swear I’ll have your bollocks for that!”

“My Dad always told me never to hit girls” Alan explained as he whacked the gas canister against Jean’s chin. “I’ll make an exception in your case!”
     Knox wearily crawled back towards the bus. “What are you doing?” Alan questioned.

“Finishing this” Knox winced.

“It’s finished. We’ve won.”

“Not until I blow that filthy pile of smack to fuck we haven’t!”

“We could just take it outside and burn it.”

“And rob me of my grand finale? Like fuck!”

     Alan saw the extent of Knox’s brutal injuries, realised he was dying, intent on concluding his mission. “I’m not leaving you like this.” 

“You’d better!” Knox warned. “Or the only place you will be leaving’s the Earth’s fuckin’ atmosphere. If Mac and Uri are still breathin’ get them out. Be quick, I haven’t got long!”

     Alan helped Uri on to unsteady legs. The agony swirling around his balls made him vomit. Mac forced himself to his feet and spat a mouthful of saliva at an unconscious Jean “Whore!” He deprecated with a certain amount of satisfaction “Burn in Hell!”

“We’re not leaving her!” Uri protested.

“We most defiantly are! That bitch deserves nothing more!”

“I’m not having it!”

“Why? She’s fucked every one of us!”

“I refuse to sink to her level. I won’t condemn a fellow officer, no matter how deceitful, to this!”

“And just how do we get her out? In case you haven’t noticed you’re gonads need putting in a sling and I’m not exactly the picture of health.”

     Alan watched Knox’s breathing accelerate to a rapid pant. “Stop bickering!” He commanded. “We need to move now! I’ll carry her.” He picked Jean up and flopped her limp body over his shoulder. Uri and Mac used each other as human crutches and staggered towards a fire exit to the left of the loading bay. Alan turned to Knox, gave him a knowing nod “Any last words Boss?”

“Yeah” Knox wheezed. “Run like fuck!”
     Alan moved as fast as he could. He kicked the fire door open, bounded down the concrete stairs. He could see Uri and Mac lagging behind. “COME ON!” He bellowed. They didn’t move any faster. He anxiously flicked his eyes around the weed enveloped yard for cover. A rusty steel shipping container caught his eye. “Try and make it to that thing.”

     Knox made it to the bus. He rolled onto his heavily bleeding back, picked up his gun, and fired a shot at a distant upended gas canister. “Ten blue bottles, standing on a wall” he sang to himself with his ironic lyrics punctuated by wheezes, gasps and gulps. The bullet tore through steel casing. The canister whistled like boiling kettle before ejecting a furious blue flame. “And if one blue bottle should accidentally fall.” 
     Alan struggled to force the rusty hinged lever handle of the shipping container open. It was welded shut with years worth of crumbling brown corrosion. He dropped Jean to the thick carpet of long grass and weeds, pulled with all his might at the oxidized lever.
     “Nine blue bottles” Knox sang as he fired another well aimed shot. A second canister shrieked and hissed out turquoise fire. He blasted a third bullet through a much nearer canister. “Eight blue bottles.”

     The lever didn’t budge. Mac and Uri made it to the container. “Help me with this!” Alan grimaced. Mac lay on the ground, forced his feet against the lever. Uri propped his shoulder behind Mac’s heels, shoved with his last remaining ounce of strength.

     “Seven blue bottles” Knox spluttered. The erstwhile Regimental Sergeant Major felt his end draw close. He sprayed bullets at what his dwindling eyes saw as gas canisters, reached for his cigarette lighter, and pondered “I hope you boys got far enough away.”

     The rusty lever creaked and groaned. The three gave it one more almighty shove. It gave. Alan yanked at the door. Flakes of rust tumbled from the tarnished hinges. The door offered a defiant moan before it screamed open. Uri and Mac piled in. Alan grabbed Jeans jacket, dragged her inside, and heaved at the door. It took three solid tugs to close it.
     Knox flashed the wheel of his petrol lighter against the palm of his gnarled, bloodied hand, looked at the bodies of the fallen soldiers littered around him and proclaimed “If you shit stabbers want to be in Her Majesty’s glorious armed forces, don’t expect an easy ride. Expect to get blown to fuck!” He dropped the lighter into the open diesel tank of the bus.

BOOM!
     The factory exploded in a colossal ball of fire. A massive mushroom of black smoke and orange flame billowed up. The shock wave smashed windows four miles away. It sent the rusty steel shipping container rolling through the overgrown weeds. Its inhabitants slammed, crashed, rattled, and tumbled against its walls, floor, and ceiling. Intense heat cooked its shell like a blowtorch caramelising sugar. It rolled a full twenty metres before stopping. The long grass and weeds ignited as though napalmed behind it.
     Ten minuets elapsed. The exterior of the shipping container smouldered like a freshly fallen meteorite. The heat within began to bake its inhabitants. Mac figured he’d be the one to open the door seeing how he was already charred and singed. He tentatively pressed his fingers against the steel door. It was blistering hot. He snatched his hand away, gave the door a hefty kick. It rasped open. A thick black plume of noxious smoke gusted in. Mac coughed, wafted at the stinking cloud with his hand, and peered outside “Oh my good God!” He gasped. “How the Hell did we survive that?”

     Jean opened her eyes, placed comforting fingers on her swollen chin, and shook her groggy head. As her eyes came in to focus she saw Uri, Mac, and Alan stood silently at the open door. She wafted smoke from her path and gingerly made her way towards them “WHAT THE FUCK?!” She shrieked as a huge smouldering crater of glowing embers met her astonished expression. “You lot are going away for a very long time for this! I could arrange an appointment with the bottom of the canal for you, but that would be too fucking easy. No, you’re going spend the rest of your lives looking over your shoulders in prison!”

“I think not!” Uri sneered. “It was Knox who blew your evil shit to smithereens not us; we where all down the Marsden club enjoying a pint. Call it plausible deniability!”

“Using a known felon and a fuck witted nobody for an alibi Uri? You disappoint me.”

“That fuck witted nobody as you call him saved your life!”

“He belted me with a fucking gas canister!”

“Then he carried you out when he could’ve quite easily left you to be blown to atoms!”

“He should have!” Jean snapped.

“Why?” Uri despaired.

“Because your little all boys together club’s just ensured that the three of you get fitted with a pair of concrete shoes each before you take up exploring the nether regions of the deepest recess of the bastard canal!”

     Mac had heard enough. He hoisted Jean off her feet with one hand. “I don’t like water sports” he Jeered. “My hobby’s fucking!” He hurled her into the glowing radiance of the red hot chasm. “Consider yourself fucked!”

EPILOGUE
The driver of the truck and trailer charged with the task of transporting twenty million pounds sterling worth of heroin circled the old industrial estate three times in his search for Garstang’s Gas.  He scratched his head every time he passed the smouldering great hole in the ground where it should have been. Eventually he realised his directions were correct and peered into the crater. Jean’s body had been incinerated; nothing apart from the odd tooth and bone was left. Once again he scratched his bewildered head. The A.D.L. head honcho’s concluded that Jean had chosen an extremely volatile location in which to store their wears. They washed their hands of her and returned to the Middle East in search of cheap narcotics.  
     Following a few much needed skin grafts and several hours in surgery Mac took over Henry Brinkley’s concerns. He told me if he ever saw me again he’d tear out my liver and barbecue it along with my bollocks. I count myself lucky and give him a very wide berth.

     Alan Brookes is still a pal. I see him at the newly refurbished Ring of Bells on Friday nights where we reminisce about our adventure. We christened the smouldering chasm Knox’s crater. I think the council are planning on using it as a landfill site. I hope not, it kind of sums up that mad bastard. A man unsuitable for our ultra sensitive politically correct times, an institutionalised bigot made homophobic by the tradition and ethics of the army, made a fucking big hole in the ground. To use Jean’s vernacular; kudos to him.

     Albi? Don’t talk to me about that long twat! Four weeks I sat by his bedside praying for him to wake up. When he eventually did I ran the hundred metres in ten seconds flat celebrating the fact that our tour was back on. Albi kicked me square in the plumbs. He decided he’d found religion, pissed off to China to find his bastard yin or his yang!

     A disillusioned Uri resigned from the Police Force. He’s back studying law now. He keeps a caring eye on Kris’ widow and nipper, to whom he became Godfather. By the way, if you ever see the fat bastard, tell him I want my fucking phone back!

END.
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