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CHAPTER ONE: Old flame, burning bright
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Melia stopped dead, in the middle of the concourse at Piccadilly Station.

She was aware that it was one of the busiest places in the whole of central Manchester - people arriving; people hurrying to catch trains; people milling around, hampered by bags and case, straining to read the notices and display boards with timing of trains, their departures and arrivals; people clutching coffee cups, struggling to gobble sandwiches, croissants and worse. She knew she was in the way. She didn't care.

Mickey had phoned her.

That man! She hadn't heard from him in months. He might have been dead, (which is something she had often thought when he did this, when he disappeared). Like her, he was a secret agent, an operative, a spy. At different times, they worked together, but not recently: somehow their paths hadn't crossed, and try as she might, she hadn't managed to get him to reply to any communications, whether by phone, text, message, carrier pigeon, or note written on the back of a plain white piece of paper in invisible ink. In truth, he might have dropped off the edge of the world, for all she knew.

But then her phone had rung, just then, as she was fighting to get off the train to London, and move herself off the platform. It wasn't that she had suitcases - she always travelled light - but a crush was a crush, bodies swirling around every side of her, hemming her in, blocking her path. Then, suddenly, it was like no one else existed in the world. He had called. At last.

And he wanted to meet.

Her heart lifted. She had had one hell of a day up to then, consulting with her boss in London. Captain Gibson, chief of WSB, the foremost security unit in the whole of the British Secret Service, was in reflective mode.

"Melia," he said quietly, "have you any idea how the First World ​War began?"

He was sitting back, behind his enormous oak desk, his fingers steepled in front of him. He was staring off into the distance.

Something about an heir to the throne getting himself shot, she suggested.

He nodded enthusiastically.

"Exactly, exactly," he said, smiling a rare smile. "The Archduke Franz Ferdinand took himself off to visit the Balkans at a particularly sensitive time. The empire of Austria-Hungary had just taken over a small country in that divided region, and yet, he had the cheek - the gross insensitivity - to ride around in a huge car with his pretty wife and wave at a newly subject people. Of course lots of them wanted to kill him! You could have taken bets on it."

Melia nodded, and sipped at the small, delicate, bone china cup of coffee she had been provided with when she entered. It should have warned her; she should have realised that the Captain only supplied drinks to people he needed favours from.

"We have the potential for something similar to develop," Gibson said, not meeting her gaze.

She had no idea what he was talking about. She lived in Manchester - hardly the Balkans - and most of her working days were spent at Regional Office, across the river in Salford. An old city, but not a Duke in sight.

"You will be getting a visitor," he informed her.

It was the Chinese Minister for Trade and Investment, she was told. He would be spending six days in Britain, four of them in the north. It would be Melia's job to organise the local protection detail. Her team would have to follow him round, (after first inspecting the destinations and clearing them of threats, real or potential). They would provide close-up Security, keeping back the crowds and averting trouble.

'Trouble'? China was a friend to Britain now, surely. There was a lot of investment coming in to Melia's region.

"Exactly," Gibson said again, as if it was the word of the day. But, don't forget, he urged her, that Manchester has the second-​biggest Chinatown in England. There was a significant Chinese community in the city, and not all of them were supportive of the authoritarian government in Beijing.

"Many of them are refugees," the Captain said, reverting to his history lesson again. "Many of them have fled the country of their birth. Some were born here, but still bear the family memories of persecution and oppression. The new China may be friendly to the West, but that's only within the last few years. There are some old wounds out there, running deep."

Okay, demonstrations, then. Melia could understand that. That had happened in Manchester before. Sometimes it was about Tibet, the country occupied by China way back in the - what, '50s? There were continuing petitions on the internet, she knew that, and banners might be waved. She could handle that.

"We think someone might try to assassinate Mr Ho," Gibson told her, and he waited for her reaction.

Melia shook her head. That couldn't be right! For what reason? The protection wouldn't be a problem; she had handled something like that recently. In the summer of 2012, when the Olympics were in full swing in London, the Queen had sent Prince William up north to represent her at some of the events being held locally. In a sense, he was an 'heir to the throne', wasn't he, she was thinking. Just like the Archduke. But she had done a pretty good job of keeping him alive, despite the best efforts of bombers, gunmen, and terrorists linked to the international conspiracy known as Le Quest. She had defeated them then, and was quietly confident she could do so again.

"There are many factors," Gibson said, continuing.

For a start, it was soon to be the anniversary of the Tienanmen Square Massacre, when many hundreds of students had been shot dead by troops in the Chinese capital. Some of them had fled to the West, the Captain suggested. Then there was Tibet, as Melia had thought earlier. Then there was Hong Kong. Britain had recently had to think about the anniversary of having to surrender that territory back to the Chinese government, at the end of the last century. It was ​a bitter pill to swallow, and it too led to many people coming to Britain, both native Chinese and English expatriates who had lived for many years in that place. Some of them were bitter, some downright angry.

Would any of them want to see Mr Ho dead, Melia asked her superior?

It's a confused picture, Gibson said. But, in the end, it didn't matter who pulled the trigger. The fact was that Mr Ho was a 'Crown Prince', in a sense, and it would be a huge blow to the Chinese government if they lost him. It wasn't that he was the most obvious next-in-line, Melia was told, and anyway, the Chinese leadership put great store on being 'open' and 'democratic' these days. But the Unit had been monitoring developments: the Chairman of the Party was due to retire next year and senior members were jockeying for position. Some pundits were putting Mr Ho as fifth in the forthcoming race, but more detailed calculations said that the top three hopefuls were too close to call, and might cancel each other out. That could leave Mr Ho as the 'compromise candidate', being acceptable to most in the party. If he could build a coalition of interests, he would inherit the throne.

"He can't die here," Gibson declared. "Not on our watch." Because, of course, the death of the Crown Prince wasn't the end of the story. It was what happened next that actually started the First World War. It was the demands the Great Powers started making that caused the actual conflict to break out.

Gibson explained: "Austria-Hungary made demands of the little country that their Archduke had died in. They sent an ultimatum. Then Russia told them to back off. Then Germany came to the aid of Austria-Hungary. Then France weighed in on Russia's side. They had treaties, you see. A whole bunch of treaties."

So that was it. Melia finally got the picture. If the Chinese Minister was assassinated in Salford, what demands would China make on the little country in which he died? And who would take up her cause? Who would defend Britain, and come to her aid? The nations of the world might line up again, divided into their power blocs. It could be the start of the Third World War, and the reason - the justification for taking up arms - would all be about what took place on Mr Ho's visit.

Gibson was thinking again, his eyes drifting up to the ceiling as he considered the enormity of what he had reason to dread might actually come about. Melia sighed. Well, it was all up to her, then, wasn't it? Again.

It was a sunny day, and Melia decided to walk from Piccadilly Station, across Manchester.

She had time to kill, anyway. Mickey had said he could meet her, but in an hour. She strolled, taking her time, looking in the shop windows along King Street, the posh frocks and expensive dresses. It wasn't an interest of hers; fighting, that was what she did best. Even though she was a pretty girl, buxom, long auburn hair - She looked at her reflection in the windows. Yeah, a real package, and, in her work, she'd had reason to use every inch of her charms to get her way, woo men and exploit their weaknesses to extract information. She smiled. She was a winner, all right: her looks had sometimes made a man betray his country or his cause. Why not? Later, she could punch them, maybe. She was good at that too.

Mickey had mentioned a restaurant opposite the Law Courts. It was on a side street, just off Deansgate, the main thoroughfare, but quiet, a little downmarket, which made it suitable for him. He had no airs and graces; he was tall, dark, with a brooding sort of presence, that made him threatening to men and attractive to women. He was also, in his way, extremely clever; Melia had seen, time and time again, how he outwitted his opponents, worked out their plans and discovered their intentions, without even a shot being fired. But the other side was there too; he was capable of extreme violence. He had to be. The Unit used him liked an enormous cannon that they wheeled out of their store when needed. When he was needed, he was explosive.

The cafe was called Esseck's, and was busy, even at mid-morning. People were enjoying the extensive breakfasts the place was​ famous for, chatting and passing time that otherwise might be wasted in offices, doing actual work. Mickey was clever; this place was across the road from Manchester Justice Centre, but no solicitors or barristers would deign to call in. They had their own, more salubrious coffee houses on the street. Whatever Mickey was doing at the Courts, he wouldn't be bothered by legal people when he came to talk to Melia.

She took a seat, having placed her order. It was a Self-Service arrangement: you looked at the food on offer and the many photographs on the back wall, and asked for what you wanted. Having paid, the food would be prepared. They'd shout. You had to go back and collect your plate. That's the way it was. Nothing fancy.

They gave you your coffee straight away, anyway, Melia was thinking, as she took a seat at a table in the corner. The coffee smelt wonderful. She stirred her drink, turned off the noise of the chatter around her and kept one eye on the door. Her heart was pounding: she couldn't wait to see her man again.

He strode in, a massive figure against the bright sunlight outside, spotted her and took a seat opposite. A waitress appeared and took his order. A 'waitress'? Melia gasped. The place had no such staff! That was just the man he was, then; he commanded respect. People leapt to serve him. He was here, she was thinking. She had to be thankful for that.

"It's about my shares in Corsh Industries," he declared.

No pleasantries. No apologies. It was all work with Mickey. He wanted to get down to business right away.

He babbled on and Melia picked up the story very quickly. Corsh were one of the biggest family firms in the North West of England. Both Mickey and Melia had had dealings with the group over the years. You couldn't avoid them; they had fingers in every pie, every bakery, every cake shop, in Manchester and beyond. They were huge investors. They were big.

"I went before a Crown Court judge and got him to agree a transfer of ownership," Mickey stated flatly, stirring his coffee.

Where  had  that  come  from,  Melia  wondered.  The  coffee,  she ​hadn't noticed that arrive. Or the shares. She'd forgotten about them. Mickey had been commissioned, years ago, to protect the great man, Evan Corsh, from attack. It hadn't been one of his more successful ventures. Evan Corsh had been killed, actually by an old business partner, which was a surprise, and the three sons had disputed who took over the business empire. In the end, it fell to Charlie, the youngest of the trio. Carl left the country and Colin found religion, retreating to a monastery, or something similar. Evan left Mickey some shares, and he suddenly found himself rich, and involved in the massive empire. But that wasn't the end: both Mickey and Melia had been involved in another case, something about Roman artefacts and bible manuscripts, and it had dragged in Charlie Corsh. Someone sabotaged his helicopter and it crashed. It was a terrific loss, both to his family and to the business, and a real shock, when the remainders of the Corsh clan woke up to find that Charlie had left the majority of his stock to Mickey.

"I never wanted it, you know that," he told Melia, and she nodded. Yes, he had mentioned it.

"You're selling?"

He looked at her, his eyes wide, as if he really hadn't thought of that.

"I've found someone worthy to give them to," he informed her. Well, at least he had made a decision. Two years ago, when the people of Salford were carefully voting for a Mayor for the first time in their history, Mickey had been badgered by various members of the Corsh family for his support in their endeavours. The worst of them was a cousin from the States, Clem. He was still in charge, as far as Melia knew.

His bacon sandwich arrived and he tucked in. Mickey had a hearty, enthusiastic way of eating, and Melia knew she would have to wait for any more talk. That was fine: it gave her a moment to consider the implications of what she was being told. Mickey, a reluctant major shareholder in a business that he despised, had devised a way of extracting himself from the seedy world of commerce. How had he done it? And who was he talking about?

​"He's in a charity," Mickey said, wiping his mouth. "I'm making over my shares to the charity. It's a good cause."

The man, the representative of the cause, had been delayed at the court, signing papers. He would join them shortly.

"You might know him," Mickey suggested. "He lives in Trafford. His name is Bobby Yip."

Melia felt like she'd been punched in the stomach. If she'd been drinking coffee at the time, she would have choked.

Her mind flew back to a time, several years ago, when Mickey was abroad and she was feeling particularly vulnerable. She had been sent to a conference at Salford Civic Centre in Swinton. It had stalls and information stands all around the edge of the hall, mostly charities and Third Sector not-for-profit organisations that worked in Salford. One of them was Bobby Yip's group; although based in Trafford, across the river, they had several projects going in Salford. They were busy.

Bobby Yip was tall and slender, with a sensitive face and deep, dark eyes. He had a slow smile that was entrancing. It was obvious they would spend time together at the event, avoiding the speeches and the ridiculous boasts and simply talk to each other. Bobby talked about food; he liked it, and his family was involved in making it. He offered to show Melia one of his family's restaurants in Chinatown, in the heart of Manchester. After a convivial meal, good conversation, superb cookery and many glasses of wine, it was inevitable that she would invite him back to her flat in town, just behind Piccadilly Station.

Nothing happened that first night, they slept in each other's arms. But that first date was followed by more. Why not? Mickey was out of the picture - not for the first time - and she felt free, and terribly, terribly alone. Bobby Yip was gentleman to fill the space in her life. He was good company. They laughed a lot.

"He can speak the language," Mickey said, droning on. Corsh Industries were doing a lot of trade with China. They also had several Chinese companies investing in their new ventures. Bobby could keep an eye of it. He was honest, straight forward; he would ask questions​ and not be put off by the language barrier.

He had a lot going for him, then, Melia thought, and a smile came to her lips: yes, he was special.

After meeting him for a few outings, Melia was surprised to run into him on another day she was in Swinton, to see her cousin, Liv. The two women had arranged to meet for lunch. The restaurant they chose, across the road from the Civic Centre, happened to be Chinese. What kind of coincidence was it that it too belonged to the Yip family? Bobby was in to see his sister, he told Melia, but stopped whatever he was doing, in order to play  host to Melia and her cousin.

He's nice, Liv said later. I like him. Yes, Melia agreed. I do too. But it was a short affair. By the time it had blown over, Mickey

was back in England, and eager to see his 'girlfriend' again. Melia fell back into the regular routine, only a slight tinge of regret marring their reuniting.

"Here he is," Mickey said, getting up to attract the newcomer. Bobby Yip came over, smiling, happy to see Melia again.

Romantic as ever, he took up her hand and kissed it.

"Coffee?" Mickey said, nodding at them both. He strode to the counter and placed the orders.

"As soon as Mickey told me," Bobby said, while Mickey was away, "I knew I had to see you."

"How have you been?" Melia asked quietly, not wanting an intimate answer.

"Despondent, until I saw you," he said gallantly. "You know things have changed," she told him.

He nodded, a realist at heart. He understood: Mickey was back, Melia was his. No further questions.

Still, they could be friends, he had assured her, now as well as then. He delighted in her company. He was happy with that.

"I was telling Melia - " Mickey said, bringing back the mugs of steaming brew.

"It must be wonderful for you," she said, reaching for her drink. Bobby pushed it across the table towards her and their hands briefly touched. There was a little spark there; Melia could feel it. She ​tried not to meet his eyes. She looked across at the women cooking behind the counter. Then she turned back and tried to concentrate on what Mickey was saying.

"Paperwork?" he was asking Bobby.

The Chinese man pushed a large envelope across the table. Mickey glanced inside it and seemed happy.

"You can't understand what a weight has lifted off my shoulders," he said to the other man.

"It's great," Bobby Yip said.

The shares represented a huge amount of capital, but then, they would all be held in trust for his charity. The annual dividend, which had always been considerable, could be spent on the activities of the charity. It was a noble cause: Bobby's charity helped all people in transition, whether that was young people coming out of care; people leaving prison or mental hospital; recent arrivals in our country who needed settlement and a new home. No one was ever turned away.

They had been struggling for years, and how they had a secure future. He was very grateful to Mickey.

Mickey smiled. He was just glad that the transfer had been so painless. Now, he could walk away.

"Can I give you a lift anywhere?" Mickey asked Bobby Yip. "My car is round the corner."

"I'll walk you out," he said, standing up.

He took Melia's arm, not proprietorially, but naturally, as if expected. He would give her a lift, of course, he seemed to be saying. Well, she had arrived on foot, and before that, on the train. Sure, he could drive her.

As Bobby Yip walked towards the door, Mickey held back for a moment.

"Now," he whispered, "I can retire."

Mickey felt like she had been hit, again. The sounds of the kitchen, the crockery on the table, the pleasant chatter, it all faded away as she stared at the man she had loved for so long. She couldn't believe her ears. 'Retire'? Him?

Then where did that leave her - alone, again?

​Why did he do this to her? Why had he been hurting her for so long? She couldn't stand it any more!

Bobby Yip hesitated in the doorway for a moment, but then, looking back and seeing them following, he walked out into the sunshine. He walked to the edge of the pavement and stopped, then turned to face them. He had his back to the road.

Melia was in the doorway, letting Mickey go first, when she suddenly became aware of the roar of the motorbike engine, close at hand. She heard the squeal of tyres as the machine took off, then stared in horror as it hurtled into her field of vision. It was right up close on the road, and was passing directly behind Bobby Yip. The driver had his helmet jammed tight on his head, but the passenger behind wore only a baseball cap and his black hair streamed out behind him.

In this far hand he held an ugly black pistol.

Two shots rang out and Bobby Yip came staggering towards them, clutching his chest. Behind him, the bike disappeared off to the left, up into Manchester city centre.
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