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Chapter ONE:  From Casualty to casualty
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"My name is Ian Bann. I make bombs," the kid said.

Like your father, Mickey was thinking.

Mickey had met the older Bann. That was a few years ago. Mickey was fairly sure the old man was dead. He'd have to ask the boy, he decided.

"I want you to work together," Captain Gibson told them both.

It was an odd place for a meeting. They were gathered in the Sound Room,  a glass booth at the back of the top floor of the Bridgewater Hall in Manchester. It was one of the nicest concert venues in the North West of England. It was especially good for Classical Music. Not so good for screaming, raging, riotous rallies.

But that was what was going on right then.

"His name is Jerry Garage," Gibson said, nodding at the man at the microphone, far below them. "He prefers the American pronunciation."'

Well, he would, Mickey was thinking. If he said it, Mickey, it would be 'Garridge'. That's how people talked in Britain.

In America, it would be 'Gah-raj'. Much better.

Also, the man seemed to prefer the American way of holding a rally. The 'speaker' was screaming, ranting, shouting at his audience.

They were loving it.

Terry noticed Mickey's intense stare down at the performance.

"He's a good-looking man," Terry observed.

Mickey knew that. He'd seen Mr Garage in newspapers and magazines lately. Ironically, the man had once been a Male Model in magazines, the sort of handsome youngster you see in a wool shirt or  yachting cap, staring off into the distance.

Very restrained. Nothing rude.

But today, Mickey couldn't help but notice each pore of the man's face, either. There were two massive screens, either side of the stage, fed by cameras who concentrated on a close-up of the lecturer. Terry had set it up. He was in charge of video as well as audio.

Mickey trusted Terry. He had worked with Terry for many years. Terry was the computer geek who provided all the technical support for Captain Gibson and the Unit. With his wild, red hair, thick glasses and bad choice of brightly coloured clothes, he was a familiar face around the office. He was thoughtful, helpful. If Terry was doing the optics for this show, Mickey thought he wouldn't do anything wrong.

Mickey turned to survey his other companions in the booth.

Captain Gibson was his usual self. Immaculately dressed, a smart dark suit, white shirt and restrained tie.  His black hair slicked back from his forehead, surprisingly unlined, despite his many years. He was short, thin, but always with a straight back and confident air, learned from his length of command. The Captain had been in charge of Mickey when Mickey was in the Unit. Now that Mickey was retired, freelance, out of the chain of responsibility, doing Gibson a favour, Mickey soon fell into the old habit - the Captain was the Boss.

And Ian Bann.

Well, Mickey was thinking, he's the image of his Dad. The older man had wild brown hair too, a grizzled, weatherbeaten face, with a permanent scowl, as if he hated the world - which was a necessary attitude, if you devoted your life to blowing it up. That meant the kid was already scarred along the arms, the hands, from working with dangerous chemicals, and that could be seen - he only wore a t-shirt, above his badly stained jeans.

The t-shirt had a message, of course it did. It read 'Stop the Boats'. Every man jack of a Briton knew what that meant. Put an end to the small inflatables coming across the English Channel from France to England, loaded down to the gunwales with refugees.

That's what the man below was shouting about. 'Stop the refugees and asylum seekers'. 'Make England great again.'

He was an impressive speaker, but as Mickey's Dad might have said, 'He's as crazy as a bat'.

"I'm not sure what you want me to do," Mickey said to Captain Gibson.

"Infiltrate the organisation." the Boss said now. "Mickey, I want you to make that man there your new Best Friend."

And then inform on him, Mickey thought. You want me to spy, go underground, discover all the campaign's secrets.

"I'll do the rest," Ian Bann said.

Mickey had almost forgotten about the bomber. What was he going to do?

Ian said: "My mission is to act the part of the campaign's premier bomb maker. The difference, for me, is that most of my devices won't actually work. I'll design them to fail, go off prematurely, or have all kinds of faults that mean they don't actually kill anyone."

"Sounds a tricky thing to do," Mickey said calmly.

"If I don't do it, someone else might. They might try," Mr Bann added. "But there would be carnage."

Mickey was puzzled. "How can this group be allowed to blow things up?"

Gibson stepped in.

"Oh, what you see is not what you get," he said with a snarl. "The man down there, Mr Garage, is the front for 'Make England Great Again', MEGA, and they're portraying themselves as a respectable political party. When we get to a General Election next year, they will field candidates and try and get their members into Parliament. But behind them is a larger, shadowy following, and they are the danger."

"The people in MEGA have their slogans," Terry said, trying to be helpful. "They say, 'Stop the Boats' for instance, but the background group say 'Sink the Boats', and they don't care how they do it."

The Captain coughed. "I've got Melia working on that. You guys don't have to worry."

Melia?

Mickey hadn't seen his on/off girlfriend for months, not since bumping into her at Headquarters in London. Then, he had been on his way back from Rwanda, and stayed the night. Melia wandered into the canteen as he was having breakfast. She said something about 'working the South Coast, from Brighton to Worthing'. Ah, now it made sense. She was with the lunatics trying to sink refugee boats.

Always a spy, Mickey was thinking. He had a lot of respect for Melia, the way she worked. A true professional.

Also, sometimes, his partner. But they'd been separated by work, and, at that moment, by jealousy.

Mickey had been in the company of a woman. Her name was Ripley. Mickey had known her many years ago, in the Army. They had been in the same unit for a while. They were pals. Unfortunately, Melia jumped to the wrong conclusion. She assumed that Mickey and the beautiful woman were something more. She was wrong, but Mickey had no time to explain. Melia rushed out, without a word.

Mickey hadn't heard from her since.

Well, Mickey was thinking, sooner or later, Melia would get back to her flat in Manchester and they would meet up and talk.

Mickey would explain everything.

"The other slogan," Terry was saying, moving on, "is 'Block the Borders'. This group, MEGA, is all about 'Making England Great Again'. They don't care about the rest of Britain. Scotland wants to leave the Union, the United Kingdom? MEGA says, 'Fine, go ahead'. And Wales too. And Ireland, if they want it. Both parts of it. So, the slogan is 'Block the Borders', for most MEGA members, keep those ungrateful non-English residents of these islands at bay. But the shadow group says 'Bomb the Borders'."

"And that's where I come in," Ian said proudly. "Back to me. We've already tried a few things, Terry and me, but we've got a real corker lined up for later this afternoon. We'll be able to see it from here. Terry has a link to a traffic camera on the A47."

Scotland? Mickey was thinking. A main road. What on earth could the two conspirators do there?

Just to be sure that Mickey understood, Terry clicked a few buttons and a small green screen on the right of his desk sprang into life.

There was a road. Clearly, the road was on a bridge. A train line was going under the road.

Terry said: "Ian has made us up a bit of a package. Impressive. We've loaded it into a white van and one of the Loyalists has agreed to drive it up to this spot and park it in the lay-by there, just before the bridge. It will look to anyone that if the bomb goes off, it will have been intended to demolish the bridge and send it crashing down onto the train tracks."

"How are you going to save lives?" Mickey burst out. It looked far to deadly to be anything but a disaster.

"Take it easy, Mickey," Terry said. "We've got other people walking in both directions up the railway. They will put flares on the line, to be set off just before the explosion time, and any trains approaching will automatically stop."

Ian Bann chuckled. "The van has been loaded with petrol cans. When the bomb misfires, the fuel will be ignited. There will be a terrific fireball, but no blast. We'll pick a time when the camera shows us no cars nearby, but the blast will look authentic. I'll explain it to the gang."

"What will you say?"

"I'll say I made a mistake. Don't worry, they trust me."

"Not after six mistakes!" Mickey protested. "You won't be able to palm them off for ever."

"We will cross that bridge when we come to it," Gibson said, relaxed as ever.

Looks like these three have got it all planned, Mickey was thinking. Okay, I'll go along with it. For now.

Meanwhile, he had other concerns.

"Do I need to travel?" he asked his Boss directly.

"Lucky for you - lucky for all of us - " the Captain said, "MEGA has decided to make its HQ right here in Manchester. Look at a map. The city is just about in the middle of all four countries - England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland. Garage has a house here. He'll be spending plenty of time right here, close by. Of course, he stages one of these things regularly - these rallies - but that's only about once a month. They are expensive events to put on and the group doesn't have that much funding at the moment."

"Does he have plans to raise more money?" Mickey asked.

"No doubt," Gibson agreed. "But that's one of your tasks, Mickey. We need you to find out where he gets his money from."

"So you can cut off the supply?"

"So we can supplement it, if it starts to wane," the Captain said mysteriously.

There wasn't much more time to chat. Jerry Garage was building to a big climax.

He waved at Terry and held up three fingers. Terry tapped a button and let a video roll, on the middle screen, the big one at the back. He dimmed lights in the hall, so the video was clearer. At the same time, he kept the auto cameras on the speaker and kept his image going on those two side panels. His audience demanded that. Some couldn't keep their eyes off their hero.

"He's talking about the NHS," Terry said helpfully, since they couldn't hear the speech in the soundproof booth.

The video was a short film of Mr Garage, defender of English values, visiting hospitals, clinics, dentists and hospices, all part of the National Health Service, or 'England's Pride', as he liked to call it.

"Ironic," Terry said, and Ian giggled. "Mr Garage was a small-part actor as well as a Model, at one time. He worked as an Extra in plenty of TV dramas. He was in the Soap Operas - 'Casualty', 'Holby City Hospital', the daytime soap, 'Doctors'. He did them all!"

"Usually as the body on the trolley," Mr Bann laughed.

It had done him some good, apparently. There were millions of people in England who had never heard of Jerry Garage, but when they saw his face - well, then, they'd say, 'Oh, he looks familiar.’ Yes, he would. They had seen him on telly. He had been a regular, once.

"Wait," Terry said. "Wait."

He had been checking Social Media. He knew plenty of people would be watching online. All Jerry's shows were broadcast. Terry had been checking the comments. Most were very positive, but one -

It said, 'Shame about the poisoning. Such a nice man, sorry to see him go down'.

"Poison," Terry gasped, and the others looked at him.

Terry had gone white. His eyes were wide in fright.

"Turn up the sound," Mickey muttered. Maybe he should hear what this demagogue had to say.

There was silence.

Mr Garage was standing off to one side of the stage, pointing a wireless mike he held in one hand at the screen, but he wasn't speaking. The other hand was clutching his chest. He seemed to be in some trouble. He swayed and started flailing.

"Oh, no," Ian Bann laughed, "the pretend patient becomes a real-life Emergency?"

"We should do something," Gibson declared. "Terry, phone for an ambulance."

But Terry was preoccupied. 

He had been staring at his watch. It was just about time for the white van to go boom and turn into a ball of flame.

He turned to Ian, angrily. "Where did the other van come from?" he demanded.

Mr Bann looked over Terry's shoulder. He had no idea what the computer guy meant, but then he saw it. There were two vans, one parked behind the other. But that made no sense! He had only set up one explosive device. Why would anyone duplicate?

Events overtook them.

While the Hall erupted with concerned fans, piling on to the stage to save their idol, the coruscating speaker, Terry and Ian were glued to the CCTV feed from the A47. Slowly, but inevitably, the planned actions unrolled - but included an awful, unplanned finale.

First there was the crack and smoke from the flares on the railway lines.

Then the nearest van disappeared in a flash of flame, and was completely enveloped in thick, acrid, black smoke.

Then a ground-shaking blast, as the van behind blew itself completely to pieces and took the bricks of the bridge with it, collapsing the twisted concrete and steel into an unhappy mess on the deserted rail line.

Gibson stared hard at Ian Bann.

"I don't know. I don't know," the young bomber protested. "That's not one of mine!"
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Chapter TWO:  Swim or Sink


[image: ]




"I've been kidnapped," the handsome young man said. "That's why I'm here."

Here?

He was sitting next to Melia, on one side of an inflatable boat, somewhere in the English Channel.

"What's your excuse?" he said, a twinkle in his voice. "Why are you here?"

The real reason, she was thinking, was that she was a spy. This was a MEGA craft, doing things that were possibly illegal. She had infiltrated the organisation and was working undercover. She had been pretending to support their cause and had earned their trust.

After all, she was a very pretty girl. Long legs, buxom body helped too. Men! Melia thought. So predictable.

Still, her current reality was intense: it was dark, it was night. It was very cold and it was raining, a little. Melia was cold, hungry and miserable.

"My name is Amy," she lied. "I'm a journalist. I've been freelance for a number of years, and I'm always interested in a story. I got the chance to interview Arlo and found MEGA interesting, very interesting. I've been following them ever since."

Arlo? At the mention of the name, the young man raised an eyebrow, (even though it couldn't be seen in the dark). He didn't like the person, the large, bluff, broody guy who was currently at the tiller, steering their craft.

"My name is Yot," the young man said. "I hold the post of Professor at Southampton University. I was giving a talk on 'Refugees and Asylum, a worldwide problem', a public lecture. Mr Arlo Trub and his thugs attended. They didn't approve of what I said, presumably. Afterwards, they surrounded me and escorted me from the hall. Arlo was saying something about the fact I 'needed to see for myself'."

They were moving swiftly through the water.

It was what they called an 'unsinkable inflatable'. It had a solid wooden floor, and even if it overturned, it should right itself since the side walls were large, round, and full of air. All of the people onboard, maybe a dozen, wore life belts. If the boat floundered, they might be tipped out, but should end up bobbing in the water like cartoon characters, until rescue came.

It gave Melia no confidence at all.

It was being handled with an unfounded optimism by today's 'Captain', Arlo, a man with a huge obliviousness to his own lack of abilities. His confidence came from Who Knows Where. Of course, he was Deputy Director of MEGA, second only to Mr Garage, but Arlo didn't have the looks, the charisma or the ability to speak. He just had the forcefulness, nothing more.

Melia sighed. She had told Mickey she would be working 'from Brighton to Worthing', but her leads took her further west, to Southampton. Once she had met Arlo she decided to cling to him like a limpet. He was clearly the weakest link in the organisation, and she knew she could work him. She could play him like a piano, like a portable church organ. She could use his shallowness.

He even believed her cover. When she told him she was a journalist, he encouraged her to write a piece for ‘The MEGA Gazette’, primarily about him. She wrote a flattering article, stressing his bravery in confronting the daily boats incoming from France.

He loved it.

Maybe, Melia was considering, he loves me. I'm tall, auburn hair bundled up under a baseball cap, leather boots and jacket. In this weather, in this rain, I've got layers of woolly sweaters and a high-vis tabard, but I'm still the best-looking person on the boat.

Me and - whatever his name - Yot?

Melia reflected. Why, Mickey had always been the one with the writing talent. He was still keeping a Diary, and both of them knew that one day he would write a book, either Memoirs or an action novel. He had the ability. She wasn't so sure about herself, but, well, it had turned out all right, her recent article. Maybe it could be submitted to one of the newspapers, one of the tabloids, the daily trashy ones.

"A journalist?" the young man said, raising his voice to be heard over the crashing waves, the wind and the noise of the powerful outboard engine. "I write too. I've had several papers published in academic journals. MEGA is an interesting phenomenon, baffling, really. No one knows where it came from or where it's going. Academics find it a fascinating conundrum, but most dismiss it as a vapid 'populist' movement. They can't see the deep layers of violence that maintain it. They've never had to get up close."

You're 'close', Melia was thinking. You're right in the belly of the beast.

She wondered if he was afraid.

Arlo was shouting. His people were looking at mobile phones. They had information about boats up ahead, refugee boats. The Deputy Director and his team were planning to intercept them, confront them, and maybe encourage them to turn around and go back where they came from.

Back? They were fleeing wars and persecution. What would be the odds they would prefer a return to ‘home’?

Why else would they risk crossing the most dangerous sea lane in the world, at night, without electronics?

Arlo was interacting with his gang, taking information he was being fed. Abruptly, he cut the speed. The noise of the engine reduced to a whisper, only the noise of the bantering MEGA members filled the soggy night air.

Melia was amazed to see that the sea was now less rough, almost still. Where were they - in the Channel, or still in the Solent, the area around the Isle of Wight? The wind had died too, as they had slowed down. It was eerie, water lapping against the boat.

The professor beside her stirred and moved closer, so he could talk in a normal voice and she could hear.

Only her. The rest of the night riders, in a huddle at the back, were too busy on their crusade to notice them.

"I have studied these MEGA people, poor souls," he told her. "I am sorry for them. They think they have an answer to one of the most intransigent problems of our time, but they are deluded. Simplistic answers won't defeat the cause of the unforgiving tide of asylum seekers."

"What is the cause?" Melia asked, not confident that one man would have the answer to such a huge issue.

"The Russians," he said quietly.

Melia stared, lost for words.

This 'professor' seemed to be going as 'simplistic' as the thugs of MEGA!

He said: "I am developing a theory, with the help of a colleague. We aren't ready to publish yet, but once we have more data, I think the proposition will be unstoppable. It's a nice question of where we can present our findings, somewhere where people will listen."

Melia nodded, sure of that fact at least. Talks and speeches never received a polite reception these days. Speakers were either cheered to the rafters or howled down. There was no middle ground, no calm consideration.

She knew it personally. Melia's cousin Liv was working at Salford University, back home, across the river from Manchester. Liv had been studying the plight of women in Britain for several years now and her findings had never been well received.

People were so impolite! It was a feature of the times.

Right then, the MEGA members on the boat seemed less interested in talk - they were starting to act.

Melia looked on in wonder as the leader on board brought out a rucksack from the back of the boat and started emptying it. It was full of t-shirts.

She had seen plenty of such shirts recently, but these were simpler. They were white with writing in black. The message was 'MEGA'.

Just that.

The members, the excitable young people, eager for action, were pulling on a t-shirt each. Melia was amazed. They were pulling them on over their life-jackets. The garments must be Large or Extra, Extra Large size, she was thinking. The combined effect was that they looked like Michelin men, round and rounder, as if inflated.

They were yelling, somewhat incoherently.

Arlo had slowed, and the engine was barely ticking over. He had a flash-light in his hand, and was waving it across the water in front of them. Other people brought out electric torches, scanning the waves. They were expecting something?

"Over there!" one shouted. "I see a boat!"

Mr Arlo Trub gave the motor a nudge, and they started heading in that direction.

"Found some refugees," Melia commented quietly to the Professor.

"Maybe," he said. "Or they might be Asylum Seekers." Then, after a short pause: "You know the difference?"

Melia turned and looked at him. He was going to give her a lecture now?

Now?

He said: "Refugees are people, generally speaking, who are people fleeing from some great disruption. It might be a war, perhaps an earthquake or some other terrible natural disaster. They are moving because they feel they have to. You can't just say to them, 'No, stay where you are'. Like when those floods hit the Indian sub-continent a few months ago. Well, they couldn't stay where they were."

"Go on," Melia said, realising he was waiting for a prompt.

"Asylum Seekers on the other hand," he said, being factual, "are generally people fleeing their governments. Not 'natural' upheavals, but political upsets, Civil Wars, rebellions. We in this country would probably counter by saying, 'Oh, yes, there may have been problems in the past, but the violence is dying down. Your country is now safe, you can go back’. You think they'd believe you? If they were persecuted, tortured, raped - No, they’d probably say, 'I'm scared', and for good reason. They would instead risk death in a sea crossing like this, rather than take their chances back in their homeland. In both cases, reason will not work. You won't be able to change their mind with discussion."

Two groups, Melia was thinking, but there's a third. Would he mention them?

He did.

"Then there's what all MEGA people call 'Economic Migrants', coming here for the chance of a job or a new start. People in MEGA think those people could be easily persuaded to leave. Sure, if there were jobs back there, where they came from. If there weren't droughts and sand storms and they could grow food like their forebears. If their country wasn't being appropriated or poisoned by Western companies."

"Turn us around," Arlo was shouting. "No good. Complete waste of time."

Melia looked at the nearest man in a MEGA t-shirt. Something wrong?

"Solar panels," the man growled. "They're not Asylum Seekers, they're smugglers."

"You're not going to try and turn them back?" the Professor said conversationaly.

"Everybody needs to earn a living," the muscled man said, his voice angry, maybe because he hadn't found the right target yet.

There was a whizzing noise above Melia's head. She looked up in alarm. Birds? Wild birds?

"Take it higher!" Arlo boomed, turning off his searchlight.

"It's a drone," the Professor told Melia. "That's how they spot the boats, out here, in the Channel."

Whatever the technology, it was working. Only a few minutes later, Arlo, who had taken a position at the front of the boat, was shouting to the man at the helm that he could see something suspicious. An 'illegal' crossing, he declared heartily.

"This is it," Melia's companion hissed at her. "Now we will see how far MEGA are prepared to go in 'stopping the boats', eh?"

"Rifle!" Arlo Trub shouted, and a man at the back staggered forward, a gun in his hand. Gingerly, he handed over the weapon to the Deputy Boss, and accepted the flash-light in return. He now trained that on the way ahead.

Inching forward, the MEGA boat approached another inflatable craft, about the same size, but this one had about forty people aboard - men, women and children. They were shielding their eyes from the light shining on them but they looked terrified.

"Help us!" a thickly accented voice pleaded. "Our engine has failed."

Arlo didn't reply, but he raised the rifle to his shoulder and took aim.

"Make the call!" he commanded, to someone at his back. Then he loosed off several shots into the inflated sides of the other boat.

There were screams of pure fear as the air hissed out of the boat sides, and the vessel started to sink.

The Professor was on his feet.

"You can't do that!" he shouted. "This is pure murder!"

"Relax," Trub's assistant told him. "I've called the Coast Guard. All these people have to do is cling to the wreckage and they'll be rescued."

Arlo Trub turned to face the academic.

"Look what you made us do!" he snapped at the academic. "You and your fancy Liberal friends. If you'd only face facts and admit that this country is too crowded, then I wouldn't have to do this, night after night. But I need to give these people a scare, then maybe some of them - maybe all of them - will ask to go back home."

"And we can have our country back," the man holding the light said, his voice unhinged. "Let's make England great again," he suggested.

Arlo said, viciously: "You live in an Ivory Tower, Professor. Face facts - we can't live with these people."

"They're only people," the Professor said. "They're just like you and me."

"You think so?" Arlo said, sneering. "Fine, go and join them. Live their lives."

The big man seized the academic by the shoulders, turned, and tipped the smaller man into the water. There was a splash.

Melia was speechless. Frozen to the spot, she couldn't break her cover. She had to pretend to side with Trub and his gang.

Arlo shouted: "Sink or swim, Professor. When the Coast Guard gets here, try explaining to them what an important person you are."

He turned back to his friends and admirers, and saw they were all grinning with approval. He was a popular guy.

"Okay, Trev," Arlo said to the man on the tiller, "turn us around. We're happy to go back to our warm beds. We are the people of England."

A ragged cheer echoed out over the sea as the engine revved and the MEGA boat headed for home.
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Chapter THREE:  The Peasants' Revolt
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"My helicopter dropped me off," Deputy Director Caulfield told the men on the gate.

Richard Caulfield, second only to Captain Gibson in the Unit, had got out from behind his desk and was out in the field, literally. He was standing at a farm gate, on a muddy track, in his oversize boots, waiting for the tough farm workers to let him in.

Caulfield had one massive advantage. His clothes.

As long as anyone had known him in his current job, Mr Caulfield was the man who turned up for work in a smart suit. Usually of Italian design, the trousers were straight and the jacket had four buttons. He generally wore a white shirt, with a tie. It was unnecessary garb for a typical day at the workplace, and it made him stand out at Regional Office in Salford, and if not actually earning him any respect, it made him known.

To earn respect, he would actually need to be able to do the job. That he could not do. His was a 'political' appointment. The grey men in London had brought him in simply to keep an eye on Gibson, a man they didn't trust, since he seemed to have a mind of his own. Caulfield was a lackey. They could rely on him. He was like a sea anchor, slowing down the work of the Unit.

Except that the rise of Mr Garage and his erstwhile 'Party' had led to sheer panic in Whitehall and Westminster, and a full mobilisation had been ordered. Everyone - and that included Caulfield - had to get out there and do something. It was an unusual occurrence for the Deputy Director, but when he was told that maybe he could 'handle the rural vote', he heaved an enormous sigh of relief and set out for green fields.

My people, Caulfield was thinking. He was born and raised in the countryside and felt he understood the rural mind. It just wasn't the country of Britain, but it was a start. And yes, he ordered an official chopper to take him to deepest Cheshire. He thought it matched his story.
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