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			Prologue

			Tuesday 20 December 2016

			There’s no way Finn is waiting for the helicopter. Who needs them, when you can run at 30 mph and effortlessly scale eight-foot fences? He’s caught the scent of the suspect and he’s in his tracking harness; at times like this there’s no need for a command. His whole body language changes and he starts squeaking excitedly – my final warning that the thirty feet of line I have to play with is about to be played out, and fast. Finn, as ever, knows what to do.

			We head off past suburban houses, most with Christmas lights twinkling, to a dead end and – of course – a dense hedge. It’s then that I realize that I’m going to need a torch, something that’s not been high on my list of priorities since our fateful last shift together eleven weeks back.

			Someone passes one to me – Finn’s already on the other side of the hedge now – and though I take it, I turn down the offer of assistance; it’s hard enough for me to keep up, and I have Finn tugging me on his line. More bodies will just complicate things.

			I’m through the hedge now – getting battered is par for the course – and thrashing behind Finn into darkness. But I’ve half a moon to help me so I opt to keep the light off and negotiate the woodland till Finn leads me to a barbed-wire fence, where, knowing my place and taking very great care, I use my arms to form a bridge over the glinting, vicious barbs, so that Finn can safely cross it.

			We’re in a field now, a very muddy one, ripe with the smell of horses. I hope they don’t panic. Finn’s fine with horses – he can happily work in and around them – but whether they feel the same about him’s another matter.

			They keep their distance, however – probably already scared off by the suspect – and galvanized by the sound of helicopter blades in the distance, Finn’s more anxious than ever to do this on his own. Like me, he has something to prove.

			He heads off, tugging hard, his route straight as a die; he’s on the hunt, and his nose never fails him. I follow along blindly, the gloopy mud trying to claim my boots. With the torch off, we’re nearly on them when I make out the stables – suitably ramshackle and atmospheric to suit the time of year. Finn stops then, stock still, lifts his nose and sniffs the air; he’s deciding which one to go into.

			Now I do switch on the torch. If the suspect’s in there, I’d quite like to see him, not to mention any weapon he might have picked up as well. Though with Finn at my side I’m not afraid. I see straw spread around, lots of horse blankets hanging. Except one, which seems carelessly flung on the floor.

			Finn sniffs it, then barks, and the blanket starts moving. But Finn’s got him. Our suspect’s going nowhere.

			‘We’ve got him,’ I radio. ‘Finn’s found him!’

			I hear cheers. And, as if on cue, the whup-whup of the helicopter blades now directly above us. As if in salute. He’s done it!

			Finn’s back.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Wednesday 5 October 2016, 2 a.m.

			We were doing a spot of training when the radios crackled into life. A property search, of the kind Finn and I do often. Like pretty much all dog handlers, I train him on a daily basis. It both keeps him (and me) sharp and keeps my bond with him strong. But it seemed our training session was about to come to an abrupt end.

			They were calling for firearms and dog units. Finn was instantly alert – he always is when that particular piece of equipment on Dad’s shoulder starts talking. And when I answered it he immediately became even more excited because it meant we were probably off to do something fun.

			It was an armed robbery, apparently. Of a taxi driver. He’d been held up at gunpoint – at least he thought it was a real gun – and robbed of his night’s takings by a passenger. He did the sensible thing – stopped the car, handed the money over, ran for his life – and I can’t say I’d blame him. You don’t tend to stick around to check in that kind of situation.

			The armed unit arrived at the scene first. Finn and I were second. It was our job, once all the necessary safeguards were in place, to track down the suspected offender. We couldn’t go alone, though, because the suspect had a possible firearm. We needed an armed escort, but the armed escort weren’t quite ready; they were still with the victim, the cab driver, and couldn’t leave till he’d been picked up and taken away to give his evidence.

			Finn was impatient because he knew where to go. We’d been shown the direction the suspect had headed off in, and he already had the scent trail up his nose. And what was more frustrating is that we were in a busy part of town: people coming and going, their own scents travelling with them, and the longer we waited for the firearms officers to join us, the more likely it was the scent would be compromised. We waited and waited, and by the time we were clear to search safely, the scent was lost in an ocean of other smells.

			Time was getting on too, so it was decided to conduct the search in vehicles instead, but it wasn’t long before Finn and me were told to stand down again while all the taxi firms in Stevenage, part of our patch, were made aware of what had gone on and what to look out for. We also now knew that this wasn’t an isolated incident. There had been reports coming in all day of a group causing trouble – possibly from London and therefore presumably anxious to get back there. But not in one of our taxis, hopefully. All the local firms had gone into lockdown.

			Stevenage is typical of any Home Counties town: crime is relatively low and serious offences aren’t common. If these people popped up again, chances were we’d know about it quickly, and in the meantime Finn and I stayed close by. We attended a couple of other incidents of a more routine variety – the second of which was to search the large, usually heaving, town centre in neighbouring Hitchin, looking for a person who probably didn’t even exist. It was the dead of night now, cold and dark, and as far as we could see (and Finn could smell, of course) not a soul was out and about. So we went for a stroll, Finn enjoying the freedom of a very long line, which allowed him to investigate every dark doorway, stairwell and alley, always on the lookout in case something happened right in front of us, or – better still – we found someone who was up to no good.

			This kind of patrol, or rather stroll, is never wasted. Nothing is when you’re out with a police dog. As with toddlers, there is always the chance for them (and us) to learn something new. And we did. We found several nooks and crannies that we’d never seen before. We also found a couple of new environments in which to do a spot more training. (Familiarity with a wide range of environments is a crucial part of a dog’s armoury; if they are comfortable in an environment, they will be able to track better, so again we’d do this whenever time and circumstances allowed.)

			It all started happening again when we were on our way back to the van. Not that we were really much the wiser about what ‘it’ was. Just a suspicious incident back in Stevenage, coupled with some strange goings-on captured on CCTV and reports of a dodgy-sounding cab request back to London.

			So back we went, and as soon as we arrived where we were needed, a firearms officer approached my van window to let me know that they’d been called to an address in the next road. It was no distance – you could almost see the rear of the property from the road we were in – so, leaving Finn in the van, I went to assist the other officers on foot, checking out the lie of the land as we went.

			The property we’d been called to was a house in a road behind a short row of shops. The back-garden walls of the houses were adjacent to the shops’ delivery area, which had a locked twelve-foot metal gate at one end and a brick wall at the other. The only way out onto the main road, then, assuming whoever was in the house couldn’t use the front door, was via a narrow alley between the last shop and the brick wall.

			So far, so good. Because the firearms unit obviously weren’t there delivering flowers. This was possibly, indeed probably, the current location of the character we’d almost had a brush with earlier, and who by now was a possible suspect in another reported incident. Another cabbie, who’d picked up a suspicious-looking group, had seen one of the passengers drop something – something he’d thought might be a metal pole or baton, but which had been hastily retrieved and hidden away.

			At this point there was no need to deploy Finn. Instead he had to sit and wait patiently in the van with his canine buddy Pearl. Though Finn definitely doesn’t do patiently. I knew he’d be itching to join in. But right now it was simply a case of knock on the door and wait – though for what we didn’t know because we didn’t know what we were dealing with, which is policing summed up, pretty much.

			What we did know was that it was a house we’d visited before. And, again, not to deliver groceries from Tesco. We duly knocked and a familiar noise started up from the rear of the address.

			If you’ve ever tried to break a door down by force, as we in the police have been known to do from time to time, you’ll know the sort of noise I mean. It’s generally a thud, followed by the sound of the surrounding walls reverberating, then the rattle of whatever door furniture is connected to the door.

			It sounded like someone was trying to break into the rear of the house, but logic told us this was unlikely. Much more likely was that someone was trying to break out. So was someone in trouble? Was a person inside the house in danger and trying to escape? Was someone trying to enter the address from the back to commit a crime? Was an offender trying to escape after committing one? We had no way of knowing.

			‘I’m going to get Finn,’ I told my colleagues. There were four other officers in attendance, after all, which was plenty for the front of the house. But round the back, where all the action was currently happening, there was no one. And, more pressingly, beyond the back-garden wall we already knew there was a means of escape.

			Finn spotted me from the window as I ran back to the van. He looked excited to see me. I was pumping with adrenalin too now, mainly because the thudding had now abruptly ceased, and in its place came a sound that both Finn and I knew well. The sound of someone fence-jumping. Which meant that a garden-hopper, to use the parlance, might be getting away.

			Finn had already studied my body language on my run back to the van. I didn’t need to say a single word to him. I never do. He was already spinning in his cage in his excitement to be released, a learned but, it must be said, not encouraged behaviour, which I was now unavoidably reinforcing.

			Though this probably wasn’t the time to try and correct it. Instead, I fumbled for the leash I had wrapped around my shoulder. All dog handlers wear them and are trained in how to use them, for those times when you need to deploy your dog quickly, or, as often happens when it’s a car you’re first giving chase to, so you can deploy your dog at speed into the front of the van instead. That way you can set off on a foot chase without delay.

			Finn was more than ready. He was born ready. That’s why he’s such a good police dog. So I ran round to the back of the van, opened the cage door, caught Finn as he jumped out, and attached him to the leash. Which isn’t easy when you’re trying to hold a strong, determined dog, but control is all because you might not want to give chase yet; the environment might be busy or the road very dangerous. Having control could one day save a life, animal or human.

			I slammed the van door as we set off, and as I did so my radio crackled again. There were two persons out of the house now, apparently in the delivery area behind the shops – presumably the garden-hopping I’d heard earlier. By now a police car had driven up to the twelve-foot metal gates, lighting both the area and the wall at the other end, to the side of which was the alley they could escape through.

			Assuming they would try to, I set off towards the front of the shops, Finn pulling hard. He was digging into the ground with every step to make me speed up, so he could get to his destination that little bit faster, a destination that we couldn’t know would, in the next twenty seconds, decide if either of us would see our family again.

			*

			Finn’s nemesis – though he couldn’t know it – soon came into view, running full pelt from the adjacent walled alley. He stopped almost immediately in front of us, about fifteen or twenty metres away. We were still running towards him, but there was a sudden uneasy stillness as he looked at both of us in turn. A metaphorical rabbit caught in the headlamps, his body lit by the streetlight at the end of the alley. 

			He had a split second to decide his next move. Which I obviously tried to help with. ‘Police!’ I shouted at the top of my voice. ‘Stop!’

			He ignored me. But at least Finn now had him in his sights. I had a split second myself now to assess what we were dealing with. A young male, much younger than I was, slim and athletic, possibly a bag on his back, with his right arm hanging oddly and, as he broke into a run again, looking more incongruous still. People don’t tend to run with one arm pinned to their side. As we gave chase, I realized it was because he was holding something in his right hand, something long which started out thicker then tapered – something like a police baton when fully extended.

			So, he was armed. Make a decision, Dave!

			I decided. He continued running, Finn and I on his tail now. We turned the corner just in time to see him running out into the street and across the road. I reached for my emergency button – this cuts across all other radio transmissions – and yelled out a short message to say we were in pursuit of a suspect who might have a weapon.

			The main thing about the emergency channel is that once opened, it stays open, so I could talk while I ran without the need for fiddling around pressing buttons, and risking a fall. It also left me free to shout out my usual dog-handler challenge: ‘Police officer with a dog. Stop! Stop! Or I’ll send the dog!!’ This too would have been heard across the radio network. (To be fair it could probably have been heard in the next street.) I was also able to shout out the street name from a sign I noticed, so that everyone would know where we were going.

			The male glanced back at us. He was heading into deeper darkness now, his right arm still hanging strangely, and I kept catching glimpses of what was in his hand. Whatever it was, he showed no sign of wanting to let it go.

			The next decision involved a box-ticking exercise. He was young, fast, possibly armed with a baton, and might have been responsible for an offence. I had no idea who he was, where he was going or what his intentions were. But he wasn’t going to stop and would soon get away unless I sent Finn to get him for me.

			I run faster with Finn – I have no say in the matter – but this male didn’t have thirty pounds of equipment on his person. Neither was he shod in big clunky boots. Short of flying, I had no chance of reaching him. Finn, however, can run at 30 mph when not attached to me, and would catch up with him in moments, stopping him so I could take control and arrest him.

			The criteria had been met. I gave my challenge a second time. Then, when once again it was ignored by the suspect, I reached down to Finn’s collar and let him go. I ran after him of course, but he was soon out of my sight, having deftly and quickly rounded a corner. By the time I’d come round it myself, it was to catch a glimpse of his tail disappearing through a flapping back-garden gate.

			I’d had no time to get my torch out so the garden was in darkness, but as Finn searched the male suddenly appeared from behind a bush, and was once again lit – this time by an intermittent security light – as he made a dash for the far fence.

			I shouted, ‘Stop! Police!’ again, but again the suspect ignored me. Instead he tried to scrabble up the fence. Seeing his quarry again, Finn, now mere yards from him, gave chase. If I couldn’t stop the male, I knew he would.

			As the male jumped, Finn took hold of his lower leg in his mouth, pulling him down till he was face down on the lawn. There, as he’d been trained to, Finn would start dragging him back towards me.

			Still hoping to escape, the suspect suddenly flipped onto his back, but Finn, unperturbed, simply allowed him do so, letting go and then immediately re-gripping his leg.

			The male was now lying on his back, his upper body supported by his elbows, while I took hold of Finn’s collar in my left hand. ‘You need to listen to me,’ I told him. ‘You need to stop fighting my dog.’ Only once I felt I’d gained full control of the situation would I ask Finn to let him go.

			I was just about to continue with ‘You need to remain very still. You are under arrest’ when something caught my eye. And just as time had seemed to stop when we’d first encountered the male by the wall, it seemed to stop again. Or at least go into extreme slow motion. It would be these seconds – a scant couple which felt more like twenty – that would become the focus of my recurrent flashbacks for weeks to come.

			I was straddling Finn’s back now, my head eight or so inches above his, when I saw the male lunge his hand forward suddenly towards Finn’s chest. Finn was still pulling on his leg, still dragging him away from the fence, and though I saw the movement, I had no idea what the suspect was doing.

			I was about to find out, and in horrifying detail.

			The male had come up off his elbows, almost as if trying to do a sit-up, and that’s where the true nightmare began. I could see his hand moving back again and a glint from something in it, and as I watched a massive piece of dark metal appeared, which he appeared to be pulling from Finn’s chest. It looked like nothing I’d prepared for – this was no police baton. It was covered in blood, dark and gleaming, so long and so wide. It was a knife. A knife as thick as a ruler. And as long – it just kept coming out . . . It was ridiculously huge, like a hunting knife – I remember registering that appalling fact well. It was enormous; the blade alone must have been a full ten inches long.

			It couldn’t have been more than a millisecond, but it felt like an age.

			‘You’ve just stabbed my dog!’ I gasped. ‘You piece of shit!’

			‘What do you expect?’ he replied with chilling calmness. Then he lunged forward again, not towards Finn now, but towards me.

			I had no time to react, but Finn, angry now, did. He tugged harder on the male’s leg, lifting it up and shaking it violently. This diffused the energy of the thrust, and disturbed its forward motion, and all the suspect managed to do was slice open Finn’s head, and as my hand was close by, he sliced that open too. Though it would be a good while before I would even register it.

			I couldn’t stand there any longer and wait for him to lunge again. My life was at risk now, my partner possibly mortally injured – though, despite that, Finn was still pulling heroically on the male’s leg, something that I think stunned him into lying on his back again. I unstraddled Finn and, keeping tight hold of his collar with my injured hand (adrenalin is a wonderful thing; I still hadn’t even realized I was bleeding), grabbed the suspect’s hair with the other. Then, with Finn’s help, I lifted him as far off the ground as I could manage, before slamming him back onto the ground.

			He held on to the knife, so we had to try again. And this time, with Finn still dragging him, and blood seemingly everywhere, we at last succeeded in forcing him to drop it.

			Noises then, behind us. We’d been found by my fellow officers. I told Finn to let go, and they immediately took control.

			My nightmare was over. But Finn’s was about to begin.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			If you want to upset a police dog handler upset his dog. If you want to upset a police dog upset his handler.

			Dog handler saying

			The first two police officers who came clattering through the garden gate were the firearms guys we’d been supporting initially. I hadn’t directed them in; they must have been guided by the commotion.

			As were others. There were soon five or six of us in the tiny garden. Though I had no real idea of what was going on around me as all my attention was focused on Finn. While two officers took hold of the suspect, another passed me his torch, and although Finn was clearly in a lot of discomfort, he let me gently manhandle him onto his side so I could get a better look at his injuries.

			I could see lots of blood. Finn’s belly fur was slick with it. But I still couldn’t locate the wound. I then lifted his leg and heard a blood-curdling noise. It was air, without question. Being sucked into his body through a hole that shouldn’t be there.

			‘You fucking cunt!’ I shouted as my fingers found the wound. ‘You’ve stabbed my dog! ‘You fucking piece of shit!’

			Not language I’m proud of, but I couldn’t seem to stop it. The words just exploded from my lips. Finn’s blood was pouring out of him, all over my hands and down my trousers. Was my boy lying there dying before my eyes?

			‘We’ve got to go!’ I shouted desperately. ‘I need a vet. Now!’

			I felt a touch on my shoulder. A calm, familiar voice. ‘Give me your keys, Dave.’ Scott, a colleague. ‘I’m going to drive you to a vet. They’ve already called ahead so they’re expecting us.’

			I wrestled the van keys from my pocket, my shaking hands sticky. Then I threw them towards Scott, scooped Finn up in my arms and ran with him across the garden and back across the road towards my van, where I had to lay him down again so I could open his cage door. Scott was already in the driver’s seat, starting the engine. Pearl’s used to drama, being a police dog, but she clearly knew something bad was happening. She was still, which was very unlike her. Watching us silently from her cage.

			I placed Finn in his own cage as gently as I could, smearing its pristine white with oily crimson. I was finding it hard to keep a lid on my rising terror. How did he have a hope in hell of surviving when he’d already lost so much blood?

			I knew just how precarious a position he was in because I’ve seen how quickly someone stabbed in the heart can bleed to death; I’ve stood and watched helplessly as a young lad’s life ebbed away, despite paramedics trying desperately to save him. So, knowing roughly where the wound was and having seen the size of the knife, I was terrified. How on earth would we make it to the vet in time?

			I ran round to the front passenger side and almost threw myself in, reaching to drop the hatch that separates the cage from the front cabin. I’d normally do this when I needed to get Finn out in a hurry, as I’ve said, but now I leaned into it as far as I could manage so I could try to keep him calm while we drove. Every movement, I knew, would make things worse.

			Luckily the nearest twenty-four-hour vet was only a couple of miles away, and as we drove – on blue lights – the radios kept on crackling. Everyone was aware now that Finn had been wounded, because I’d yelled, ‘He’s stabbing my dog! He’s stabbing my dog!’ into my mic as I’d realized what had happened, hoping that someone would hear. It was my stunned colleagues, therefore, who had forewarned the vet.

			I could hear my friend Caz, another dog handler, refusing to be fobbed off by someone. ‘NO! Listen!’ I heard her yelling. ‘Dave and Finn have been stabbed! We all need to go to Stevenage right now!’

			Then a senior officer came on, asking what the justification was for requesting back-up and armed officers. I grabbed my own radio. ‘How about the fact that that piece of shit has stabbed me and my dog? Is that justification enough?’

			The reply was short and sweet but the response was immediate. A small army swung into action.

			*

			I had no idea about Finn’s injuries, but his blood loss was relentless. Despite that, he seemed not so much scared as excited – he was squeaking and squealing and refusing to lie down, exactly as he would on any other blue-light run, clearly of the opinion that we were off on another job. But I knew that meant nothing; it was just the adrenalin still coursing through him, just like it was with me.

			I was scared. I didn’t know where his blood stopped and mine began. Only that the sight of his cage as I lifted him out when we arrived made it inconceivable that he could survive this. ‘Has he lost very much blood?’ one of the vets asked as I carried him inside. I sent them all back out to the van so they could see for themselves.

			They returned in a quiet hurry, and since no one suggested I didn’t, I sat down with my boy on the floor. Previously pristine and green, it was turning red too now, and all I could do was try as best I could to hold Finn’s chest together while they shaved off his fur and started getting IV lines in, in order to try and stabilize him, to give them time to work out what they needed to do.

			Which of course meant inspecting his wounds. And as soon as they did, I heard the same chilling noise I’d heard back in the garden. The sort of sucking noise you get when you pull out a bath plug. A sound that was serious. It was air being pulled into his chest cavity. A sound that will live with me for a very long time.

			*

			I took a very active role in trying to save Finn’s life that night. Not because I had any veterinary expertise, but because I simply had to help – had to be there. There was no way I could ever have sat in the waiting room; I needed to be by his side, just as he’d been by mine for the last seven years. To leave him now, perhaps to die, would be unthinkable.

			So I stayed, and, perhaps understanding that it wasn’t negotiable, the vet let me help as much as I could.

			My main role of course was to support Finn. To keep him as calm as I could while both vets examined him in turn, to cuddle, kiss and stroke him and say soothing things to him, to help with his fear, even if I couldn’t help with the pain.

			Anyone who’s had to watch a beloved animal in extreme pain will understand just how terrified I was by this time. Finn was breathing so fast and so shallowly – a kind of urgent, desperate pant – and I knew it was no longer down to the adrenalin. It was because, with his chest full of air now, his lungs wouldn’t inflate. As if someone was sitting on his ribs. With every pant he was struggling to get oxygen into his body, but he couldn’t. Right there in front of me he was fading away.

			It was like being at the epicentre of a particularly violent storm. Blood everywhere, matted fur flying, radios crackling, phones ringing, equipment beeping, conversations round corners no one thought I could hear. It was the sort of thing that only ever happens to other people, the sort of thing you only see on TV dramas and in Hollywood movies. And so many people – a vet, two veterinary nurses, Scott, who had driven us here and of course me – now flat on the floor, as I needed to be – and no one seeming to know what to do for the best.

			And in the midst of it all, lying horribly still now, was my partner, being the good, trusting lad he has been his entire life, trusting them, trusting me, to take care of him. Far from struggling against these people who were causing him even more pain, he took my lead, listened to my voice and let them do what they had to. He even found my hand wound and tried to clean it. He was gravely injured, perhaps mortally so, yet his priority was make sure I was OK, gently licking the blood off my fingers. It was like I’d been stabbed a second time, watching him do that. Stabbed in the heart. All that had happened to him, and he was still thinking of his dad.

			His breathing was becoming increasingly fast and laboured, and as the vets continued to stare at him, I could feel dread welling inside me. This was my boy. Why weren’t they doing something? I couldn’t help blurting it out. Were they just going to stand there and wait to see if he’d bleed to death? I didn’t mean it, of course; I was just so angry and upset. And, being the professionals that they are, they didn’t comment.

			And of course they were doing something – they were assessing him expertly – and once they felt happy enough to move him into X-ray, four of us duly picked him up, placed him on a trolley and carefully wheeled him into the darkened room. Where of course we had to leave him.

			He just lay there and let me go.

			Finn follows me everywhere; he’d never allow me to leave a room without him, so the fact that he did now only frightened me more. So much so that I thought I was going to be sick, and as two other officers, Conrad and Carl, had by now appeared, I grabbed Carl and made him stay by Finn’s side while I rushed out, retching, to grab some lungfuls of air.

			Conrad, once I was outside, refused to let me back in until he’d washed and dressed my wound. No arguments or fuss – though at the time I barely registered it; just a colleague helping another colleague out.

			Caz was still out with her dog Otto, still searching. With two or three other suspects still to track and apprehend, the operation was still very much live. But Conrad and Carl (something I’d be stunned to learn later) had come from Hemel Hempstead and Cambridge respectively, some twenty-five and thirty miles distant. Carl had also gone to lock my open van, and having seen the amount of blood, couldn’t believe Finn was still with us.

			Another more senior vet had arrived now, Hayley, which meant another examination of Finn’s chest wound and also the painful business of stapling the slash in his head, which had sliced through the skin from his eyebrow to his ear. Finn winced in pain with every one that went in. At least the blood loss seemed to be slowing now – obviously a good thing – at the same time there was no knowing if it was simply pooling somewhere inside him instead. Examining him again also exacerbated the main problem. Lifting his leg led to air once again being sucked into his chest cavity, which put further pressure on his lungs, making them even harder to inflate. No matter that he was now inhaling 100 per cent oxygen; if he couldn’t inflate his lungs, he wouldn’t be able to breathe it. And then he’d die.

			So began another quiet hurry as we tried again and again to reseal the wound; lifting him up and binding his torso with cling film, trying to make a decent seal before wrapping him in bandages. But every time we moved him, more air whooshed into his chest. It was clear that we were fighting a losing battle against biology, despite the hand-operated chest drain they’d now managed to put in.

			You could literally see it happening. My previously lean, athletic dog had now become a bloated barrel, and as his pain increased under the pressure of all that air, so did his need to relieve it – by moving and undoing all the good work we’d managed. No choice then but to keep repeating the same process – using a large syringe plunger with a valve to suck the air out of Finn, while trying to hold the wound closed, to stop it rushing back in again. It was slow work and increasingly futile too. But we had to stabilize him enough to be transferred for surgery. Surgery that Hayley told me was his only chance. But it felt increasingly desperate as the clock ticked inexorably. If we couldn’t keep the air from getting back into Finn’s chest cavity, there wouldn’t be a Finn to operate on. Hope for the best, I kept thinking, trying to quell my rising panic. I couldn’t prepare myself for the worst because I’d never give up on him, but he was clearly in a very bad way.

			*

			Davies Veterinary Specialists are based in Higham Gobion, a twenty-minute drive away. It was one of the few centres that had the facilities Finn urgently needed if he was to have any chance of surviving the night. It was almost 4 a.m. when a police van arrived to take us there, one normally used for transporting prisoners. In the early hours of this particular morning, however, it held Finn and I, lying together in the back of the van, along with vet Hayley, plus all the equipment and the many leads now attached to Finn, including the oxygen that, with his reduced lung capacity, was now absolutely vital for his survival.

			Once again, either despite or because of the morphine, Finn became agitated. So to keep him calm, I tickled his ear and whispered soothing things to him, while the van made its noisy and tortuous progress.

			Just as two seconds had felt like twenty in that back garden earlier, so the twenty-minute drive felt like a lifetime, every passing minute of which I was expecting Finn to die. But at last we arrived to see another team already outside to meet us, and while Hayley went through Finn’s notes with them, others set about immobilizing him, ensuring he had sufficient oxygen and morphine and, most importantly, trying to get a large mechanical chest drain inside him, so they could monitor how much air they were managing to get out and he could at least breathe a little more easily.

			Ronan, the senior vet there, now looked at me over his glasses and explained what the next steps would be. They would seal the wound – I had to trust that finally they would be able to do this – and measure the airflow in and out, so they’d have a better idea what was going on inside Finn. And there was a glimmer of good news. Ronan declared himself happy with Finn’s blood pressure, meaning the injury was almost certainly confined to his lung. ‘But there’s nothing further you can do for him now, Dave,’ he finished gently. ‘Get your own injuries properly seen to, then go home and get some rest.’

			I knew this moment would come because procedure had to be followed. A crime had been committed. I needed to have my injuries seen by a doctor and have them officially documented because they were obviously all part of the evidence. But I had no idea if I’d see my boy alive again, and leaving him broke my heart. ‘Daddy loves you,’ I whispered, crying into his fur. ‘You can do this.’ He responded with a weak wag of his tail.

			‘Please save my boy,’ I pleaded with Ronan. ‘He saved my life tonight.’

			He promised he would do his level best.

			*

			I had no choice but to do as I was told. Another officer, a sergeant, took me to the nearest hospital, though his well-meaning attempts at small talk fell on decidedly deaf ears. He was so kind, but I had literally nothing to say to him. I was numb. Exhausted and terrified. I think I managed no more than half a dozen mumbled words to him, as my whole being, spent from the adrenalin dump, was now flooded with horrible flashbacks. The vision of the knife, that flash of metal as it slid out of Finn’s chest. Then another flash as the suspect lunged a second time, aiming for my upper body, and Finn moving to protect me and blocking the knife with his head. And all the while he was still pulling hard on the suspect’s leg. Never giving up, never wavering from the job.

			Like anyone else in A & E, I then had to check in. And the waiting time, as scrolled across a screen above the reception, was currently standing at four and a half hours. I could barely take it in, though. The receptionist had to ask me everything twice.

			We sat down then, me and the sergeant, but it soon became obvious (at least to me) that with Finn’s life in the balance there was no way in the world I could sit in that waiting room for four and a half hours. I’d be doing it for what? For procedure? I looked around me at the usual crop of late-night A & E patients – cut foreheads, sprained ankles, the obligatory brace of drunks – and my hand was fine. My colleague had patched it up at the vet’s, hadn’t he? Yes, it was cut, but it wasn’t like it was about to fall off. And every minute waiting for what was little more than a form-filling, box-ticking exercise felt like a minute I couldn’t, mustn’t spare. My duty surely was to be with my boy?

			The sergeant, no doubt aware of my unease and unhappiness, went to see what he could do. And luckily for me – though at that time unknown to me, of course – the very same A & E had seen another patient earlier. A young male suspect, brought in handcuffed, who’d been bitten by a dog. I believe the sergeant’s pitch went something along the lines of, ‘You know that person brought in earlier who stabbed a police dog and his handler? Well, that’s the handler. His dog is in a very bad way, and he really doesn’t want to be here. Is there any chance he can be seen to?’

			As a result, I was called through to a separate section a few minutes later, where I could have my wounds inspected and photographed in private. Sad, but all too often true: when you are in uniform, A & E is not a nice place to be. I was seen by a doctor to whom I owe a debt of thanks; she was so calm and caring. Which went a long way to help calm me down. She told me I’d been very lucky. She could see it must have been a very sharp knife. She also knew all about the straits Finn was currently in, that he’d been a hero and perhaps not so lucky. ‘How’s he doing?’ she asked gently.

			‘Not good,’ I told her. ‘Nor am I. I just want to be back with him.’

			‘He’ll be OK,’ she said. ‘They’ll be taking the very best care of him.’

			Such a little thing, but her voice and words really soothed me.

			She patched me up again, this time with glue and Steri-Strips, but I was still not allowed to go back to Finn yet, as the investigators, who’d already seized my van and equipment, now also needed my clothing.

			‘I’m sorry, Dave,’ the sergeant said apologetically. ‘But I need to take you home first, to wait for someone to collect them. You know how it goes.’

			It was now almost 7 a.m. Another new morning. The world waking up. Oblivious. People going about their business.

			He was right, of course. I’m a policeman. So I did know.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The greatest fear dogs know is the fear that you will not come back when you go out the door without them.

			Stanley Coren

			My eldest daughter, Jaymee, belongs to a swimming club in London and attends regular early morning sessions, and by the time I was on my reluctant way to hospital, my wife Gemma was on her way there with all three of our daughters – a round trip of some ninety-odd miles.

			At this point in the day, if I was working a night shift, she’d have expected to hear from me, usually by text, to let her know I was on my way home to bed. When nothing arrived (we’re both police officers, so this is perfectly normal) she checked her iPhone locator to see where I was. Which, by now, was at the hospital, so naturally she called me.

			Barely functioning but very anxious to hold it together, I had been ignoring all messages from colleagues and senior officers. The only call I would have answered at that point in time was the one I really didn’t want to get. But so far, so good. Surely no call meant no news, which I consoled myself must be good news. But this one I couldn’t ignore either. I fobbed Gemma off with some nonsense about getting off late and told her I was on my way home, my thinking being that it would be better for both of us – mostly her, since she was driving – if I waited till she was safely home herself.

			This ploy failed almost immediately.

			Moments later she called again. ‘Dave, what the hell is going on?’

			It turned out she’d had a message from someone she worked with:, ‘Just heard about Dave and Finn – let me know if there’s anything I can do.’ But with the girls in the car with her, I could do nothing but reassure her. ‘Nothing’s wrong,’ I insisted, trying to keep my voice calm. ‘Just get the girls to school then come home. I’ll see you there.’

			*

			The same sergeant who’d taken me to hospital drove me home, and once again I could barely manage a word to him. Without a job to do any more, I was left with my thoughts. And my thoughts weren’t a nice place to be.

			As a police officer, I have a lot in my head that I wish I didn’t, but you find a place to park it because what else can you do? I’ve seen victims of shootings; I’ve been in fights involving stabbings; I’ve watched firearms officers with their fingers a hair’s breadth from pulling triggers, faced with armed suspects with handguns trained on them. I’ve attended serious road traffic accidents, seen limbs detached from bodies, been asked to find people who’ve been violently thrown from cars. I’ve been sent to search woodland for a person intent on suicide, and then found them, having succeeded in what they set out to do. In short, I’ve seen lots, but these were all other people. You find a way to detach. It’s just another shout.

			This was different. This was me and Finn. And we were indestructible, weren’t we? We’d tracked and taken on in excess of 200 people. We’d separated warring football fans baying for each other’s blood. We’d stared down hardened criminals, not knowing who’d win, and we’d won. We’d found ourselves alone in the dark, facing violence, unassisted. We’d faced fight after fight, and we’d always prevailed.

			Yet here we were – here was I, now – facing mortality. Something you just never allow yourself to believe could really happen. How could we do the job if we did? That knife. God, that knife – plunged so violently into Finn. That knife could so easily have been plunged into me. Leaving my wife without a husband, my children without a father. Was my dog, my beloved partner, going to pay that price for me?

			The flashbacks, the shock, the guilt, the disbelief. All were clamouring in my brain like a swarm of angry wasps. And, perhaps realizing I needed to be alone, the sergeant dropped me without ceremony. After telling me someone would be round soon to collect my clothes for evidence, he had driven off before I even reached the front door. A neighbour looked up, on her way to work, and I could see her questions. Why was I being brought home? Where was my van? Where were Finn and Pearl?

			I hurried inside and was immediately surrounded by my other dogs, Roary, Millie, and Maxi – a whirlwind of tail-thumping, nuzzling concern. I was still covered in blood but had lacked the will to wash it off. It was mostly Finn’s blood, and a part of me couldn’t bear to – it felt too much like I’d be washing him away. I broke down then, sobbing into Maxi’s fur.

			I was still crying when the knock came at the door. I’d managed to strip off my clothes, dress again and fold everything carefully. I’d managed to bring it all down, ready for collection, and place it by the door. But I couldn’t shower. I just couldn’t. So by the time the officer arrived – it was a female colleague of Gemma’s – I was back where I had started, sitting at the bottom of the stairs, slowly falling into a black hole of blaming myself. With no one there, nothing to do, no one to give me instructions, I was lost again to the flashbacks and guilt.

			Looking concerned and upset, the officer kept things very brief. She took my clothes, boots and stab vest, placed them inside large brown paper evidence bags and left me mere minutes after arriving.

			So that’s how Gemma found me, having returned from taking the girls to school. She’d been told by her own sergeant that I’d suffered a minor injury, but because the girls were in the car and he’d been on loudspeaker, she’d asked him not to tell her any more. So now I had to, and of course she burst into tears too. Finn’s her baby as well, after all.

			*

			It was another difficult journey. I would have preferred to be the one driving back to the clinic, if only to have something to do. As it was I was spent, emotionally drained and, having now been awake for some twenty-two hours, probably in no fit state anyway. But at least the vet hadn’t called. And when we arrived at the clinic, it was to hear the encouraging news that Finn was at least for the moment stable.

			Ronan also told us that a specialist soft-tissue surgeon, Rob Adams, would be taking over Finn’s care. He had already seen Finn and said the chest drain was now working. Despite that and the fact that the seal to the outside was intact, air was still being drawn from Finn’s lungs into his chest cavity through the stab wounds. Rob was clear. Finn had suffered a punctured lung, and to have air where it shouldn’t be was potentially catastrophic, allowing infection and disease to get inside Finn too – where it would lurk, where it had the power to undo everything that was being done for him. To finish what that evil knife had started. ‘Early days,’ Rob told me more than once. That air could be a catalyst for infection taking hold from all the nasties that had been carried in on that knife.

			All this meant Finn needed emergency surgery. And (Rob was clear on this too, despite his positivity) there was no guarantee he would survive it.

			*

			Gemma and I were shown into the waiting room where we’d end up staying for the whole day. By ten that morning, following a police press release, our phones were going crazy. Finn was well known in the policing community because he was such a loved and respected PD and the subject of many posts and articles on our internal social media. So putting out what had happened to him had caused a storm of anxious messages. We were soon joined by close friends and one of my bosses (a friend also), all of whom helped me begin to process what had happened and send the spectre of the what ifs and shock and guilt away, even if only temporarily.

			No one could do anything about the fear though. Though Rob sent out regular updates on progress, it was past three in the afternoon when he finally appeared, still in his scrubs, greeting our anxious expressions with the news that Finn was finally out of surgery and being made comfortable in the recovery room. ‘He really is the luckiest unlucky dog in the world,’ he told us. ‘He’s still with us, and the surgery’s gone well.’ And as I listened, it felt increasingly like a miracle. Despite the hideous malice and recklessness with which that ten-inch blade had been thrust into him, it had completely missed his heart. As it was, he was only missing two pieces of his punctured lung, although at one point it had been touch and go whether they’d save it.

			Another hour, another agonizing wait, and Gemma and I were finally allowed to go in and see him, following Rob to the building opposite. Various nurses, presumably busy prepping for other ops, stopped what they were doing to follow our progress. They all seemed to know where we were heading and who we’d come to see. The silence as we passed was unnerving.

			I was braced but still shocked and concerned by Finn’s appearance. He was linked up to all sorts of machines and breathing aids, and though Rob talked me through the equipment and what everything meant, all I could see was my boy – my big, brave boy – so horribly diminished. Almost his whole body was shaved, beneath a blue protective jacket that kept all the tubes in place and protected his enormous surgical wounds. I got down on the floor and lay with him for a while, whispering words of encouragement and gently stroking his ear, till Rob gently explained that it was time for me to leave. He promised he’d update me before he went home for the evening, and that, all being well, I could come back and see Finn the next day.
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