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Chapter ONE:  Branching Out
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Mickey didn't mind being assigned the task of patrolling the perimeter and searching for assassins in the trees. After all, this was ‘RHS Bridgewater’, a delightful destination in the countryside, just outside the city of Salford UK.

Also, the target was the heir to the throne, Prince William, the Prince of Wales. Mickey hadn't had much contact with the young man over the years, but he knew that his on/off girlfriend Melia had been assigned bodyguard duties some time ago when the Prince arrived in the North West of England to observe sporting events. Presumably they might still be friends, Mickey was thinking - for once, not jealous. The Prince was with his Consort on the visit, Princess Kate. The couple were admired and loved by British people from one end of the Isles to the other, and Mickey was happy to be playing his part in keeping the Heir alive.

Mickey stopped for a moment, considering the angles.

Yes, there was a line of trees here, on the south side of the car park, and a person with a rifle and a telescopic sight would get a good chance when the Royal couple came back out of the Welcome Building to get back into their car. Besides, the limousine was open top. Not something Mickey might have recommended, but Will and Kate wanted to see their subjects as they passed by. And wave.

That could be a bad move, Mickey was thinking. It would give an assassin time to line up a few shots while the couple were seating themselves and getting ready to move off.

Mickey looked around again.

Apart from the trees, this side of the site ran along the Bridgewater Canal, which was perhaps six metres above ground level on an embankment at this point. A determined rifleist could be hiding in the bushes up there and again, with a little manoeuvring, line up a clear shot.

But why? Mickey was thinking again.

Will and Kate were a photogenic pair, with a young family and no hint of scandal. Maybe that was the point! A foreign power might want to disrupt the relationship between the British public and the Monarchy. Since nobody had yet found a way to malign them, maybe murder was the only option.

Terry had told Mickey it was being discussed.

Mickey missed his old pal. Terry was the technician in the Salford Unit, the branch of British Security that covered this part of the North West. It was Terry's job to work the computers in the office - make them function and repair them - but also run them continuously to monitor chatter on the internet.

"Something's brewing," Terry said, mysteriously. He had picked up hints and comments. It didn't look good.

There was one other reason why the Prince could have made himself unpopular.

William was committed to combatting Climate Change. He often spoke out against the irresponsible burning of fossil fuel, and had even instituted his own annual Prize for companies working to keep global warming low.

There were people in Britain who didn't agree with his stance, but even more people abroad. There were a whole swathe of foreign countries - competitors as well as friends - who wanted to slow down the whole Agenda, claiming problems with economic growth and job creation.

Maybe one of them had marked the Prince of Wales for death. It might help their cause.

It was a bright summer's day.

Ironic, Mickey was thinking. People like 'good' weather, when the sun is shining and the sky is blue. Such people seldom stop to think what might happen if this became not just the norm for the UK, but the start of rising temperatures across the country. Why, the News was full of farmers complaining about the lack of rain in the previous season that had stunted or even eliminated their crops.

Britain had a hard enough time trying to grow food to feed itself now. If the temperature rose, both here and abroad, it could have disastrous consequences on Britain's food supply.

Mickey took a deep breath.

Enough philosophising, he was thinking. I'm here to find men with guns.

That's when he found one.

The legs dangling from a branch gave the game away. Even though most of the guy's body was hidden by foliage, there was obviously a tall person up there. Mickey couldn't see a weapon, but -

But, well, there might be an alternative.

Maybe it was a photographer, someone with a long lens trying to capture happy snaps of the devoted couple.

It had happened, but mainly at the beach, or when sightseeing abroad. It hardly seemed necessary to take up station this far away if there was no murderous intent. After all, Will and Kate would soon finish their tour of the Walled Garden and the Greenhouses. No doubt they would be happy to pause before driving off.

There was no need for subterfuge.

Mickey hadn't really thought through his strategy for arrest. He had a pistol in his pocket - Captain Gibson at the Unit had been happy to licence him - but really, Mickey needed something less lethal to disrupt the lurker.

There was plenty of wood around.

Mickey selected a stout looking branch, lying on the grass, and hefted it in both hands. He thrust it over his head, up at the figure.

There was a cry.

Wanting a follow up, Mickey leaned back and slammed the end of the wooden stave on the man's knees, one at a time, from each side. More yells of pain. Another thrust and the man in the tree fell out.

He landed, with a heavy thud. He looked resentful.

Mickey leaned in, grabbed the man's rifle off the ground and levelled it at the assailant.

"You had a plan for this?" Mickey asked drily.

"What's it got to do with you?" the kid snarled.

Mickey looked closely.

Yes, the younger man was dressed all in black, with a hood - which was the fashion - and wore the sort of footwear that was designed for fast running. Nothing else. No bag, no rucksack. No umbrella.

"You Police?" the youngster snapped.

Mickey thought about that.

No, Mickey had never been in the police force, but he had often been commissioned by Captain Gibson of British Security when there was some local problem that needed input.

Hmm, that was a bit complicated to explain.

"Yes," Mickey said. "What's your name?"

"Boulder Trump."

"'Boulder'?"

"The name 'Rock' is taken," the kid explained.

Mickey, shaking his head, wasn't keeping up.

The youngster was so skinny! Not like a lump of basalt. Mickey was tall, but this one was taller. He looked about half Mickey's weight. He was a beanpole, no shoulders, no muscles.

Not really a danger.

Unless he had a friend.

There was a clatter in the undergrowth behind, and another male came out into the clearing.

This one was a different proposition.

He looked to be six inches taller than Mickey and about double the weight. He had arms like tree branches - which strained through the simple black t-shirt he was wearing - and legs like tree trunks.

The new arrival stopped when he saw Mickey and looked him up and down. His first assessment seemed to be that Mickey was no challenge - even though Mickey was still holding the rifle - and he started to speak.

He seemed to see no danger in sharing his story.

"I had a good view from up there by the canal," he told everyone. "I could see the Prince and Princess being taken around the Kitchen Garden, the Paradise Garden and the community planters. They stopped for coffee at the trailer in the woods, then came down past the lake and into the back of the Welcome Building."

Boulder said, sarcastically: "What are you expecting me to do about it?"

He nodded at Mickey. Yes, this stranger has my gun, he seemed to be confirming to the newcomer.

The big guy said to his compatriot: "You have seconds to spare before they leave the area."

"Who are you?" Mickey demanded of the pair. "What do you want?"

The big man said: "Shooting the handsome young Prince would be nice."

He started to move, slightly to his left, as if lining up a lunge at Mickey, or merely to keep Mickey off balance.

"It gets us the attention which means we get taken to America," Boulder said, unexpectedly helpful.

"You've told him who we are?" the hulk gasped.

"Sure, I'm Boulder Trump and you are my pal Stack," the rifle owner said.

Stack nodded. "Yeah, that's right. That's right."

Mickey said: "You haven’t told me if you know Badger."

"Badger Trump," Boulder said, nodding. "Same father, different mother. Stack is my half-brother. Same mother, different father. What we have in common is that we were all born in Russia, then smuggled out. Stack and I went to Estonia and were educated there. We attended the American University."

"You sound American," Mickey confirmed.

"We're hoping that will see us through when we reach North America," Stack said, "and Boulder is restored to his rightful father, so that restitution can be instituted."

Mickey nodded. "Badger told me he wanted that too. But I think he's in Canada now, not the U.S."

"No," Boulder said. "Latest news is that his father has agreed to meet with Badger."

The Stack man was looking thoughtful.

"Since you have deprived us of our current opportunity," he told Mickey, "maybe it's you that needs to make restitution."

Mickey wanted to turn around, to make sure that William and Kate had got into their car and were on their way to the next stop on their whistle-stop tour of Salford, but he felt like he couldn't take his eyes off the big man, Stack.

The man mountain was shifting on the balls of his feet, as if he was preparing to launch an attack.

"I need to remind you all," Mickey said quietly, "that I have the rifle. It's loaded, isn't it?"

Boulder nodded his head. "Oh, fully loaded and ready to go," he said, equally quietly and threatening. "But I need to remind you that it has a fingerprint safety and you don't have the right finger."

Mickey looked down. His right hand was next to the trigger, and his finger rested alongside a small, round screen.

Ah, just like security on a phone or laptop computer, this rifle needed the finger of the owner to make it work.

It was the ultimate 'safety catch'. The system prevented anyone else turning the weapon on the shootist.

Mickey had barely registered his peril, when he felt a shift in the air. He realised that the Man Mountain was rushing towards him at an alarming rate, seeking to overwhelm Mickey with his mass and speed.

It was good that Mickey had quick reactions. He was able to pull himself to one side, leaving the rifle outstretched.

Stack ran into the end of the gun at full pelt and it slammed into his solar plexus, winding him.

Unfortunately, Mickey's move put him within reaching distance of Boulder, the man on the ground, who reached out a hand, grabbed Mickey's ankle and pulled him off balance and toppled him sideways.

It was lucky the pair had a use for the rifle and no use for Mickey.

Boulder scooped up the gun as it fell from Mickey's hands and started running.

The other man, Stack, recovering his breath, simply turned and set off after his pal. Since Mickey was in the way of his run, Mickey got bounced aside, like a wisp of bamboo or a willow twig.

Mickey fell over in a pile. Struggling to his feet, he was just in time to see the assassin and his assistant disappear behind trees and re-emerge on electric powered scooters.

They powered off up the drive until they reached the main road, then into the distance, on quiet but deadly machines.

I've foiled an attempt, Mickey was thinking, but I've got nothing to show for it but bruises.
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Chapter TWO:  Croissants
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Some time earlier, someone knocked on Melia's door.

It was Jag.

"It's early," Melia complained, "and I'm not properly dressed. Also, I haven't had breakfast."

"Sling some clothes on," he insisted, "and I'll buy you breakfast in the Coffee Shop downstairs."

Melia looked him up and down. He was a handsome fella, but they'd never been close.

"Whatever it is," she started, "I'm not sure I can help."

"On the contrary," he said, "I'm here to talk about what I can do for you."

Melia let him enter the apartment, as long as he sat in the kitchen while she dressed.

She wasn't sure why she was so shy. She had never been close with Jag, but he was boyfriend to her friend Abi for a while. Heck, they had even shared rooms on the fifth floor of Chelsea Mill for a time.

But that was when they had all been hiding.

Was he trying to hide now?

Carelessly dressed, she walked into the kitchen to find he hadn't even put the kettle on.

"How's Abi?" Melia asked.

"Probably fine. She left the tent. I think she might be in Bolton now."

Hmm, that's right, Melia was thinking. The last time she had seen Abi, it had been in a tent amongst the woodland behind Salford University. Melia gazed out of her window. She could see the University off to her left. The Museum was in front of her, with the bend of the river leading around the Meadows, and Peel Park behind.

I don't take much time to enjoy the view, she was thinking.

I'm lucky to be housed, she thought then, knowing how many people were not in Salford, and knowing that if it hadn't been for Captain Gibson, who offered her this flat when her property burned down recently, she might have ended up on the street too. Life, she was thinking, is full of surprises and unexpected events.

Like people calling at her door. How on earth had Jag found her? She thought it was a secret address.

Ah, but Jag was a Secret Agent, like her. The only difference was that he worked out of the Leeds office, on the other side of the Pennines. Melia was based at The Unit in Salford Regional Office.

They could have taken the lift down, but Melia insisted on walking. She needed to stretch her legs.

Jag said, anxiously: "Can you set me up with a meeting with Mr Gibson?"

He needn't have worried. Gibson was already there, sharing a coffee with Terry, the computer technician.

Melia tried to start with introductions, but Gibson waved that aside.

"Sure, join us," he said to both, handing them a menu.

They all sat in silence while a young man came over and took orders from Melia and Jag.

Jag was happy with coffee, but Melia needed food. She asked for the vegetarian option.

"So, Captain - " Jag began, but Gibson waved that aside too.

"I hear you were fired," he said bluntly.

They all nodded. They had all heard that.

It was rough justice for the man who had saved Swinton Civic Centre from being blown to smithereens. His duplicity in disarming the bombs had saved many lives, possibly including the King and Queen.

"I resigned," Jag said. "They told me I was useless to them in undercover work now, since my face was all over the papers. They offered me Back Office work, but I turned that down."

"There's nothing wrong with Back Office," Terry snapped. "It's vital. Everything's a contribution."

Gibson nodded. "Terry here was just sharing some vital information that he obtained from internet postings."

"Yeah, sorry," Jag said. "All I meant was that it wouldn't have suited me."

Melia was staring at Jag, trying to gauge his truthfulness.

She couldn't help comparing him with Mickey. He was shorter, less wide, but looked like a fit and healthy man who exercised a lot, probably in a Gym. He wore casual clothes - unlike Mickey, who preferred a formal suit - but he also had an interesting face. An enticing face, Melia realised. He must be a devil with the women.

In another life he might have made a partner for her. She was as tall as him, also lean, fit and strong, and since she had given up the tight-fitting sweaters it might not have been so obvious anymore, but she was rounded and desirable. She was the sort of woman who had to fight off the men, which she often did, with well-placed fists and punches.

"What information?" she asked her boss, Captain Gibson.

There was a pause while coffee and plates were delivered to the table. The Captain hated to talk where he might be overheard, but The Salford Unit had lost its long-term base and they had been forced to move into this block of flats. He had his own two-bed apartment at the top, and other people had the use of apartments, either as accommodation - like Melia - or for office work, like Terry.

Hopefully, Gibson kept saying to himself, this is temporary. We need our own building again.

Terry said: "There’s repetition of a codeword, over and over, on all sorts of web sites and blogs."

Melia, starting to eat, said: "And what would  that be?"

"Treetops," Terry told her.

'Treetops'? What kind of 'codeword' was that? What did it even mean?

"There are many possibilities," Gibson said, picking his words carefully. "We're inclined to think it might be literal. After all, the Prince of Wales and Princess Kate are coming on a tour to our city. It could be that someone would be lurking in a tree, ready to shoot at them. Literally."

"That seems unlikely!" Jag blurted, then regretted interrupting.

Gibson went on: "I'm allocating resources. My plan is to send Mickey up to RHS Bridgewater and let him stooge around, looking out for men with rifles. Sorry, people with guns. No need to think it might not be women."

"Women can be as deadly as the male," Melia said, smiling.

Then, pausing chewing for a moment, she turned to Jag. "You know where that is? They used to call it Worsley New Hall, (and grounds). The manor house was demolished last century, but a lake is still there, and gardens. RHS - the Royal Horticultural Society - only had four sites in the whole of England. This is the fifth. They've restored the gardens, dug another lake, built a Welcoming Centre - "

"I'm sure that's all on the website," Gibson said tartly.

He wasn't sure why Melia wanted to include Jag in this conversation, anyway.

As if to explain, Jag said: "There's a lot of trees in this town. I'd be happy to help."

Gibson turned to him. "If you're not convinced that the treetops could be a danger, I'd be happy to assign you to Crowd Control. You could contribute to the team in Swinton."

"Is that where 'the tour' ends up?"

Gibson took a breath. He wasn't sure he had mentioned that, but yes, the Royals would finish visiting sites around the city, then arrive at Swinton Town Hall and Civic Centre in the afternoon, in time for 'Swinton 50' commemoration.

He said: "It's fifty years since Salford City Council moved in to the Civic at Swinton and they want a joyous celebration, (even if no one else does). It's been a triumph that they managed to persuade the Palace to send the Prince and Princess, but the thing that swung it is that Prince William is obsessed with all things green. So we lined him up with a tour that took in places like the RHS, and Clifton Country Park, and the University. They're all doing good work."

"We're not supposed to," Terry said quietly.

It was a reminder.

Everyone turned to him. The Captain was nodding, as if it needed to be said.

"You were part of the Leeds team," Terry said to Jag, "so you'll know that you were commissioned by London to take the lead on Protection for the Royal couple. You might not know how definite it was that Salford team should not be involved, not at all, not even for Back-up."

"We're doing it anyway," Melia said cheerfully, pushing her plate aside.

Terry said: "If ever you were hoping that Leeds would take you back on, Jag, then no, you wouldn't stand a chance if it became known you were helping us right now. We're all probably going to be sacked anyway."

"Or retired," Melia added. "Looks like London wants to close Salford Regional Office. You would be joining a sinking ship. It's something to think about while you're busy volunteering."

Jag put his elbows on the table. He spoke softly.

"I did a good job for them," he said, "and I got nothing back. Not a word of praise, no pat on the back. To be truthful, I was expecting a medal. Nothing like it. Not a trace. No, I wouldn't go back to Leeds. ever."

Gibson gave a sigh. Maybe he had made his mind up, to give Jag a try.

"Tell him the rest," he said to Terry.

Terry took the hint. "It's not just this country. The black propaganda is mainly coming from abroad. There are people who hate what Prince William is saying about Climate Change. He's pushing the agenda hard, and it's causing waves."

"It means that the job of keeping him safe is bigger than anything our Unit has ever done before," Melia said. She knew, because she had already been told. "We wouldn't be surprised to see disrupters and assassins arriving from all over. Probably, they would assume that security wouldn't be so tight out here in the Provinces. If it was simply the Prince in an open car in London, we could assume that there would be GB snipers on every roof. Up here, the North West of England, they might think the opposite - that we're slack, inefficient."

"But we're not," Gibson said, agreeing. "But we're stretched. We could use every pair of hands."

Jag smiled. "Mine are on offer," he said.

"I don't want you running off at a tangent," Gibson told him, "and you don't get your own show. If you want to help, then you can help Melia. She can keep an eye on you. I know you don't need baby-sitting, but this isn't your area. You don't know the backstreets either. If you're willing to take the role of Assistant, you can have it."

Jag stood up, looking round at all of them sitting at the table.

"It would be an honour," he said, offering his hand to the Captain.

Gibson stood, shook hands with the newest recruit, then stepped back.

"Right, I've got things to do," he said. "Melia, keep an eye on him. Terry, carry on with that thing we discussed."

Melia wondered what that was, but decided it wasn't the right time to ask.

As Gibson went out the inner door and moved towards the building's staircase, Jag rubbed his palms together.

"Well, I think that went very well," Jag said. "I feel like celebrating. Croissants all round?"

Melia nodded. Terry nodded.

"And more coffee," Terry said. "Thanks, Jag. By the way, how is Abi?"

"Oh, she's moved out on me," Jag said, over his shoulder. "I think she's moved to Burnley."

Melia stared. That wasn't what he said earlier, she reflected.

Meanwhile, Gibson, on the stairs, was thinking furiously.

I think that went all right, he was thinking. At least, nobody mentioned Boomer, and his strange death.

The minute someone decides they want to investigate that, he thought, forming the words in his mind, then I really am in trouble.

Boomer had been the boss of Leeds office, while Jag was working there. He was the equivalent of Mr Gibson, same rank, less experience of course, and younger. A rising star.

I wonder how much this Jag fella cared for him, the Captain wondered.

Perhaps I need to ask someone, and find out.
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Chapter THREE:  Take another shot
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Shawn, the landlord, was checking in a new tenant.

"Mr Newby?" Shawn asked politely, consulting the tablet computer in his hand.

The big man with the red hair laughed out loud.

"That's the name I used to register," he agreed. "But my real name is Fooks - Gerald Fooks."

Shawn had trouble controlling his expression. This was a real shock.

"I know what you're thinking," Fooks said genially. "Yes, I have an older brother. His name is 'Gerard', just one letter different to me, but a whole different personality. He's a risk taker, as you might guess."

Well, yes, Shawn was thinking. Brother Gerard was currently in prison, on Remand, awaiting trial for his part in master-minding 'Gunpowder Plot 2025', an outrageous conspiracy to blow up the King and Queen when they came to Salford to take part in the 'Swinton 50' celebrations.

It might have worked too, but for the intervention of a spy from Leeds called Jag, who infiltrated the group and succeeded in disarming all the firing pins, before the actual day.

Fooks went on, still amused: "You may have seen his picture in the paper. Doesn't even look like me, does he?"

No, apart from the hair, Shawn was thinking.

He was distraught.

The booking came in through his website, and seemed above board. He had three houses in a row, behind the University on Strawberry Hill, and they had all been in the process of refurbishment. Number One was more or less finished, and that was the one they asked for. Meanwhile, looking round, you could see that builders were still busy in Number Two - mainly putting in extra insulation, to meet the stringent levels expected to combat Climate Change.

Number Three was still in a bad way, windows not installed and scaffolding up the front to the roof. There were noises coming from within - hammering and banging. Shawn's team were trying their best to finish the job.

Number One had three bedrooms. There were more guests, as expected.

Fooks said: "Let me introduce you to the gang. This is Mr Butcher. This is Mr Flenser. We are all brothers of the 'Plotters in Prison' as the media likes to call them. This is Mr Stunner. Truth be told, he was part of the first team, but he managed to slip through the police net and escape. He won't be staying with us in the house. He has a friend to stay with in the vicinity. It will be safer for him if we don't really know where he is."

Shawn was trying hard not to jump to conclusions, but this man seemingly didn't care who knew what.

"What brings you to Salford?" he asked Mr Fooks.

The man with red hair laughed again.

"Why, what would be the point in assembling such a team if there was any other motive than revenge?" he said, sounding jolly. "Our brothers are incarcerated, we want to make a point. It's very simple."

Shawn tried a weak smile, as if to say, 'You're joking, of course'.

Unfortunately, he turned to see the man introduced as 'Butcher' unloading a golf bag from the boot of his car.

Fooks said: "No time for hitting the links. The bag contains our rifles."

In the doorway of Number Three, a builder was waving his hand, trying to draw Shawn's attention.

"Excuse me," Shawn said. "I think my men may have a problem."

The new guests were assembling their bags and suitcases on the pavement, waiting for Shawn to unlock the door. They seemed to be in no rush. They were calm, orderly, as if following a plan.

Bates the builder hissed at Shawn: "We can't get rid of the mice."

He didn't want to talk loud enough for the newcomers to hear, but it was an issue. The rodents might have spread to the other two houses in the block. It wouldn't be welcome for the visitors, but if the mice were there, they would be scratching in the night, up the walls and along the rafters. Shawn had been keen to remove them.

"You just have to do your best," Shawn told him.

"I'd like to say we will keep trying, but we overheard what that crazy face has been saying," Mr Bates said. "There are no windows on the first floor and that man has a loud and penetrating voice."

Shawn, fighting panic in his own head, tried to sound reasonable.

"We can't be sure who he is and what he's aiming to do," he told the builder.

"You've had enough problems with men called Fooks, Boss."

It was true.

Shawn didn't just have a record of property development locally, in Salford and Manchester. He had also run projects as far afield as London and the South Coast. That's where he first encountered Mr Gerard Fooks, the elder, when that man was working on some houses in the same street as Shawn. Fooks came calling on Shawn, saying that he was short of electricians, plumbers and carpenters. Could Shawn lend him some of his?
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