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Chapter ONE: Looking to land
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"You must have heard of Korrups, Mickey?" the young man said dismissively.

Not really. Mickey was born before the Berlin Wall came down, but he was a full generation after the Second World War, the time that Korrups was a still functioning company. They made guns, he had been told, in the two World Wars. Also, made steel and household goods. Now they wanted to set up in Salford.

The young man smiled. "They're not called that anymore," he said, trying to mollify. "They were taken over by an American Hedge Fund called Angel Tyson. Maybe that's why you don't recognise the name."

The young man, Mickey observed, had hair cut close to the side of his head. It was the fashion. It made him look like a storm-trooper from the former conflict, Mickey was thinking. Maybe that was why the kid favoured Korrups' plan.

It wasn't. The reason was that Korrups had paid the young man money to help them. It was a bribe.

Still, it was all going to be Mickey's decision. He was the boss.

Since his friend Gulf died and left Mickey a whole wedge of shares, Mickey had been appointed CEO of Corsh Corporation, the biggest property developers in the North West of England. They owned the Manchester Ship Canal and massive tracts of land alongside. One of their assets was the site of the old Patricroft Armaments Factory, which was closed now, but it was a place where guns and bombs had been made in the past. It was ironic; the place that built bombs to throw at the Germans was now being offered for sale to a company that had once made bombs to throw at British soldiers.

The two firms were equally guilty, then.

That didn't concern Mickey. The big man had never been interested in history and politics.

There was a simpler problem he wanted to solve: who killed Gulf?

Usually, in the normal course of things, Mickey wouldn't be here, discussing high finance and building work, he would have been out on the streets, pushing people around and hunting down the murderers. But there was a problem.

He was in a wheelchair.

Mickey had recently suffered an attack on his life. He had been shot, and been forced to spend weeks in a hospital bed. They patched him up, but there was spinal damage, and he couldn't walk. Worse, his circulation had been cut off for minutes, and it affected his brain. He was now in a perpetual state of Brain Fog and confusion. He couldn't remember the incident, even though he might have seen the person who gunned him down. He couldn't focus on details.

"Show me the plan again," he told the young man.

Mickey had cleared his massive desk, which allowed the kid to spread print-outs of site plans on the clean oak. It was a big desk, in a big office, in the penthouse of the tall office building. Mickey was CEO. He got a great view of Salford Quays, land which Corsh owned, and he could see the BBC buildings across the river.

The kid, who liked to call himself Alpha, was a Junior in the Salford Development Team, but he had taken on this particular project with enthusiasm. He put the street plan in front of Mickey. In the middle of houses was a blank square.

"The site still has buildings on it, assembly sheds and warehouses," Alpha explained, "but Korrups want the freedom to flatten or re-purpose any of them. They have their own ideas about what they need. Also, they have their own style."

He picked up some architectural drawings and showed them to Mickey.

The nondescript sheds were going to have new frontages. They were, Mickey noted, in the Classical style, all pediments and columns. They could have been designed by Albert Speer, German architect, back in the pre-war days, he was thinking.

"What are they offering?" he asked quietly. "What do they want?"

"Big money for a long lease," Alpha said, smiling. "Look," he went on, "the ground is sodden with chemicals from years of work with explosives. You can't build houses on it, which is why it's been empty since the Armaments Factory closed down. It would have cost us millions to dig down and remove all the polluted soil. These guys will be doing us a favour, especially as the 'Continued Use' is basically the same as it's always been. It makes applying for Planning Permission a doddle. No problem. I've talked to the City Council. They like the scheme."

That was one positive thing, Mickey realised.

In his short time with Corsh he had learned the number one lesson - the Local Authority Planning Department had to be won over before any new developments could be built. Corsh had a track record of fighting long and hard for Planning Permission over the years, forcing through their property developments with a combination of guile and expensive lawyers.

And money, Mickey guessed. No one had said as much, but Corsh always had cash to spend, if needed.

Mickey's mind wandered.

He looked out of the massive windows and saw people walking around the Plaza opposite, like ants. Going about their business? Maybe there for leisure, making use of the bars and restaurants. Salford Quays was a Corsh triumph. It was a 'destination', drawing visitors in with a constant stream of events and things to do. It was nearly Christmas and he could see workmen assembling the temporary ice-skating rink in front of the BBC. That would attract a crowd, he knew, skating and drinking Gluewien in the cold Salford air. It's getting to look a lot like Christmas, he thought.

His mind was all over the place, he knew. He couldn't concentrate.

Still, Mickey, big and wide, muscled and handsome, had been a soldier for many years, then assigned to British Security. He was interested in Korrups' business. What would they be doing in Patricroft, Salford?

"Ah, that's the clever bit," Alpha said, "They say they'll be making handguns and rifles in the new facilities. But that's not strictly true. They'll be assembling the weapons there. As they've told the politicians, they'll be buying parts from any British company that can supply them. They've already been to Birmingham to put in a contract for triggers and clockwork. They've been to Preston to source wood handles. It means jobs for British people, not just in Patricroft, but across the whole of the north of England. That's what's sold it!"

Because, of course, they would have to do that, wouldn't they? They'd have to sell the plan. Most Councils in the area were against armaments, as such. Manchester was the first Local Authority in England to declare itself a Nuclear Free Zone, back in the 1980s, when Mickey was still in short trousers. Other Councils followed. Yes, the idea of making guns, or even 'assembling' them, in Greater Manchester would be a difficult sell.

Korrups had done it. Maybe the change of name had helped.

Guns. Handguns. Mickey was wondering, as his mind drifted, what kind of weapon had been used against him. And Gulf. Was it a Korrups gun that had killed Gulf? Now here was Mickey, helping the gunsmiths!

A thought occurred to Mickey.

Mickey's pal in Manchester CID, a local detective, had told him that 'a suspect was in custody' for the murder of Gulf. Yes, Mickey had been told that, earlier in the week. How could he have forgotten it?

But he had. Just like the name of the cop. The Detective Sergeant. Mickey's best friend. Mickey couldn't remember his name! He rather thought it was Nick. Was it Nick? Mickey wasn't sure. He couldn't recall.

The door opened and a middle-aged woman bustled in.

"Your eleven o'clock is waiting outside," she announced, staring pointedly at Alpha.

He took the hint, sweeping up his papers and shuffling them all into a leather briefcase.

"I'll keep working on it," he said, to no one special, and headed for the door.

He was nearly knocked over by an even younger man, pushing a trolley. Behind him were five or six older men - older than Mickey - and dressed in formal suits and ties. Some of the ties were bright and flamboyant, but the suits were sober, sharply cut, and expensive. Very expensive. This was Mickey's Executive Team.

As they fetched chairs and arranged themselves in front of Mickey's desk, the woman commanded the trolley man to unload cups, saucers and pots onto the expansive desk.

"I thought you boys would appreciate a coffee," she told them.

One of the men, ring binder under his arm, declared: "I'd prefer a tea."

"I'll get that for you," the woman said, and hurried out of the room.

Mickey wanted to thank the woman but - for the life of him - he couldn't remember her name.

Was it 'Barbara'?

She was a highly efficient Personal Assistant, and when Mickey had the opportunity to inherit her from Gulf, he jumped at the chance. At least she knows what's going on, Mickey thought, right from the first moment they met.

She slipped a single sheet of typed paper onto his desk in front of him. Ah, an Agenda for the meeting.

There was a pause while the men, one at a time, poured themselves coffee. Then the young delivery guy withdrew to the far side of the room, with his trolley, as if poised for further service. He said not a word.

One of the men noticed, and said: "We need the youngster?"

"He's an Intern," Ring Binder man informed him. "He needs to listen in. How else is he going to learn?"

An 'Intern', Mickey was thinking, and all he does is bring the coffee?

The woman - 'Barbara' or something similar - brought in tea on a tray.

She said: "Here you are, Mr Gamma," and left the room to the men.

Mickey looked at the ring binder deposited on his desk. The spine read 'Property of Ben Gamma'. Well, he knew the name of at least one of the men he was due to talk to then. He was grateful for that.

Mr Gamma sipped his tea, then spoke: "As Deputy Financial Controller - "

Mickey butted in, conscious of the Agenda in front of him.

"I'll start," he told the assembled suits.

There was a smile on the face of the Intern. He was learning, it seemed. (He wasn't wearing a suit, though.)

"First, I want to apologise," Mickey told them. "To all of you. I'm sorry for what happened. The assaults."

Mickey felt doubly responsible.

Firstly, the ruffians that had actually targeted the Corsh executives and roughed them up, one by one at unexpected times, were drawn from a gang that Mickey had actually worked with regularly in the past. It was a shock to him that they were working both sides of the fence, but what did he think they would do? They'd been offered money. In the past he'd paid them to do dubious and slightly illegal things too. Someone else offered them a similar job. No brainer.

That someone was a man who had a grudge against Mickey and wanted to attract his attention by the repeated beatings. It worked. This guy, the organiser, was called Boyson, someone Mickey had completely underestimated. He never thought that Boyson - was it 'George'? Maybe 'Joe' - was either clever enough or brutal enough to hire thugs.

Mickey had been wrong about that. After all, look what Boyson did to Melia -

Mr Gamma noted the gap while Mickey took a breath, and jumped in.

"I've taken the liberty of drawing up a Schedule of Compensation," he said, opening his ring binder.

The piece of paper he passed Mickey was a surprise.

"This is rather generous," Mickey said, looking at the list of tens of thousands of pounds.

It baffled him. Every other Financial Report that had been placed in front of Mickey had finished with a rather small total at the bottom. Those figures made it seem like Corsh Corporation was rather short of money, almost going broke.

Gamma said: "We don't want anyone to start suing."

He said it with a smile, but it was a disguised threat from the Deputy Financial Controller.

Mickey's brow furrowed. It looked like all the Executives were being awarded similar amounts.

He said: "Shouldn't the victims who went to hospital actually get more than those who didn't?"

He didn't raise his voice. It was a genuine question. But it made the Executives squirm.

The Deputy Financial Controller said smoothly: "We have to compensate everyone for the unsettling conditions that the threat of violence brought to every one of us. We've all suffered, Sir. I think you can appreciate that."

Mickey looked around the gathered faces.

Peas in a pod, he was thinking. They all looked the same. They seem to think the same too.

"Can I get some advice on this?" Mickey asked quietly.

The door opened again.

"That would be my job," a voice said.

Two women entered the room.

The first one was someone Mickey recognised. She was called Aisling. She had been part of his life for a while, and not in a good way. They first met when she came down from Scotland and claimed to be related to that man Boyson, maybe his sister. Later, it turned out she was his sister's solicitor. It was a sham. A con. She was a crook.

She might have gone to prison, but the Judge felt sorry for her, since she was in a wheelchair.

That wasn't how she started, but something happened - falling down the stairs, maybe. Did she fall? Was she pushed? Mickey's recollection was hazy, but now that she was as badly off as him, they had become sort of allies in the Corporation. And, most coincidentally, they were only there for the same reason. They had both inherited shares.

When they both turned up at the Board Meeting, the Directors of Corsh had been shocked, worried, intrigued, and had to go away and think about it. When they came back, they offered the job of CEO to Mickey. Also, a job for Aisling.

"I am Chief Legal Officer," Aisling announced tartly to the men, as she wheeled herself into the room.

She came up the side of Mickey's broad desk and strove to see the paper on it.

The man called Ben Gamma handed her another copy from his binder.

"Compensation," he snapped.

"A proposal," she corrected him. She was a solicitor.

Mickey shook his head in wonder. He and Aisling had been enemies, once. Well, antagonists, at least. Now, she was possibly the only friend he had in the whole building. They understood each other. They were outsiders.

Aisling said, her tone sharp: "You gentlemen can withdraw now. I will discuss your suggestions with the CEO."

The smartly dressed bunch looked to Mickey. He simply nodded. They put down their coffee cups and stood up.

"Wait," Aisling added.

She turned to the second woman in the room, the one who had come in behind her.

"This is my sister Sonya," Aisling announced. "She is our new Intern in the Finance Department. Please make her feel at home. You can take her with you now and make a start on sharing your work with her."

It wasn't only Gamma who looked horrified. 'Share'? They looked like people who had secrets, and didn't like the idea of sharing their information with anyone, especially the sister of a legal person.

Perhaps they were thinking that Sonya could be a spy. They were right, Aisling knew. That was true.

Grumbling, frustrated that their ideas for spending money on themselves hadn't simply been nodded through, the men shuffled their chairs and started to depart. Then, looking at Aisling, maybe trying to impress her and win her over, they neatly stacked the chairs against the wall, making space for the two wheelchair users.

Aisling grinned at that. The obvious toadying. She wasn't impressed, but appreciated the effort.

The Intern still in the room, the man with the trolley, started to move across to clear Mickey's desk.

Aisling waved him away. She clearly intended to have a coffee of her own. She inspected the cups. They had all been used. There wasn't a clean one for her. Clicking her tongue irritably, she selected the least dirty one, poured out the dregs and refilled it from the pot. She sucked the more or less hot drink down greedily.

"You’ve seen the Patricroft Plan?" she said to Mickey, a little more calmly now that they were alone.

Mickey admired her style. She had despatched the posse and wanted to talk business. She was sharp.

"I've been offered a drawing by a youngster called Alpha," he told her, choosing his words carefully.

"A gun factory," Aisling said, slurping coffee. "You think that's a good idea?"

She was flashing her eyes at him.

Mickey never understood her mixed messages. She was a similar age to him, and when they first met Mickey found her an attractive woman. An attractive foe. When it became clear they were on opposite sides of the previous dispute, his feelings changed completely. But now, well, he was still a man. Even in a wheelchair, she was a pretty woman, who could twist men around her little finger. A little flirting went a long way, even in the supposed 'non-sexist' office.

Mickey fought such feelings. They were two people who had both met adversity. Now they were both off their feet, there was little point in pretending. Nothing was going to happen between them.

Aisling was simply continuing her usual method of communication and manipulation. She didn't know anything else.

"I don't know what else we could do with the land," Mickey said honestly.

"How about an extension to the airport?"

Mickey looked blank. He knew that Corsh owned Barton Airport, a small, local site, but that was on the other side of the motorway, a mile or so from Patricroft. How could the new development be an extension?

Aisling explained: "Barton is doing good business. The microlight aircraft and the helicopter training are bringing in real cash. Such machines only need a bit of grass. We can't build on Patricroft, but we sure could turf it over."

It sounded possible. Mickey nodded. Where was this coming from?

"I'm not an Ideas person," Aisling said, chuckling, "but my guys on the Fourth Floor are always coming up with good suggestions. I just want you to know that guns and rifles aren't the only option. No, Sir. No way."

"Okay," Mickey said. "Can we put somebody onto it? Draw up alternate plans?"

Aisling seemed irritated by such thinking, as if she wanted an immediate decision.

She said: "Do we want to get into bed with Angel Tyson? Look, Mickey, they're not from round here. 'Angel' isn't even an English name. Like, you don't pronounce it 'Ayn-jel'. It's Angel like the German. In English, 'Angle', like 'an angle of ninety degrees'. They've still got their German roots, the firm of Korrups, going back a hundred and fifty years."

Mickey made a face. Let's not get racist here, he was thinking.

"And Tyson?" Aisling looked disdainful. "Like the boxer? You'd be right. That man made a lot of money being Heavyweight Champion of the World, and he invested it all in a U.S. Hedge Fund called Overly Hampson. When he retired from the ring they changed the name and made him Chairman of the Board. Not 'Chairperson' or 'Chair'. ChairMAN. They wanted the macho element. Mickey, he's the guy who bit off the other guy's ear. He's an animal. Worse than an animal!"

So, Aisling was offering a choice. The US/German investors, with their weapons of war, or more flying machines.

"I like what you're saying," he started, but she interrupted him again.

"I don't trust Ben Gamma or any of his cronies," she told him, backing her chair up. "I'm going down to make sure they've given Sonya a desk, at least. You chew on what I've said and we'll talk later."

'Trust'? Mickey raised his eyebrows. Could he trust Aisling? His memory wasn't good now, but he was pretty sure he had never trusted the woman, before the Boyson débâcle and after. Should he trust her now?

The Intern rushed to the door and opened it for the chair-bound lady. Then, when she was through, he turned back to his own wheels and pushed the trolley across the carpet to Mickey's desk.

"I can clear away now?" he asked. He had a low and thoughtful voice.

Mickey nodded, his mind on other things. He had a lot to think about.

The Intern came around the side of the desk, aiming for the cup that Aisling had used, (or re-used).

"You don't recognise me, do you?" the young man said calmly. "I'm Wayne Smyth. I was a good friend of Gerard's."

Mickey moved. His legs were useless but the upper half of his body was still strong, still agile.

When his eyes saw the fist coming, Mickey's brain moved automatically to get out of the way. 

Wayne was punching empty air. He looked baffled, then tried with the other hand. That failed to connect too.

'Gerard'? Mickey was thinking. Gerard was a religious nut, with delusions of super powers. Mickey had fought him, way back, before he got shot. Mickey had won. Gerard was - well, dead or in prison. The battle hadn't gone his way.

This kid? He was a follower of Gerard, maybe? Another religious fanatic, then. Completely twisted.

Worse, he seemed to be blaming Mickey for something, maybe for how Gerard ended up. So, he was here to get even? To settle a score? Taking a job as an Intern? That couldn't have been too easy. Most of Gerard's followers were from the lowest echelons of society, with little education. The kid must have faked some qualification.

And waited. Waited all morning, while the men in suits talked and later, when Aisling plotted. That was impressive, Mickey was thinking. That showed real patience. He bided his time until they were alone.

The young man, Wayne, grabbed hold of Mickey's shirt and pulled the seated man towards him. Since Mickey was sitting in the light chair, not the battery powered one, the chair lifted, but Mickey had the brake on and it didn't move.

Let's get to it, Mickey was thinking. He reached down and pulled the brake lever to the off position.

The chair rolled forward, since Mickey was strapped in, around the desk and onto the carpet.

Mickey put both hands up, between Wayne's hands, and broke his hold. He pushed the kid back abruptly.

Wayne Smyth crashed back onto his trolley, and tumbled to the floor.

Ouch, Mickey was thinking, that must have hurt.

It probably did, because the youngster was annoyed now. He rushed at Mickey, both hands out.

Mickey let him come, even though he knew that young Wayne was aiming for his throat. The kid got a grip and Mickey leaned back, getting him closer. They were nose to nose, each breathing heavily, sweating.

The kid's feet were under Mickey's, but Mickey was in the chair and his feet were on metal supports. When Mickey broke the young man's grip for the second time and pushed him hard in the chest, Wayne fell over backwards - but his feet were trapped. His two ankles snapped with a noise like pistol shots.

It wasn't just the pain. His ankles were broken. He couldn't stand up, couldn't continue the attack.

Mickey had won, again.

Not bad for a chair-bound guy, he was thinking. Perhaps I'll apply to those Olympic Games for people with disabilities, he thought. If it lasts. If it lasts. I was hoping, Mickey thought, to get out of this chair sometime.

The Doctor had said physiotherapy might help. He might learn to walk again. One day.

Wayne Smyth was rolling on the floor in agony, screaming. The noise brought Mickey's assistant into the room.

When she opened the door, she saw Mickey sitting calmly while his assailant was hurt, disabled.

Mickey had a sudden flash of remembering.

"Betty!" he said to the woman. "You're called Betty!"
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Chapter TWO: A new kind of bird
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Meanwhile, in central Salford, Mickey's old boss was reviewing the troops.

It was about a mile away from Mickey's new office. The Unit had once been closer, right on the Quays, but their secret base had been discovered. Captain Gibson concluded you couldn't carry on being the Secret Service if everyone knew where you were, so he demanded that his Chief Assistant Terry find a new location.

Terry had a great idea: the agents would hide In Plain Sight.

There was a large building in Central Salford, just off Chapel Street, called Chelsea Mill. It had once been just that, a mill that made yarn into cloth, but the machines had long gone and the long, echoing floors had been divided up into units and had then been let out to artists, potters, sculptors, P.R. people and film-makers. In fact, any self-employed person who wanted a cheap space.

Instead of looking for a new building for the whole team, Terry's idea was that each Secret Agent, maybe in twos and threes (such as Admin or H.R.) would arrive at the Mill and hire a room. They would blend in with the existing tenants. No one would know that they were TEEF, Britain's foremost anti-terrorism agency in England, (or, at least, the North West) and that it was the new Regional Office. The officers liked the idea. Some of them saw themselves as artists. They thought it would be fun to try and fit in.

Now, on this autumn morning, Gibson had asked them to assemble in the canteen.

It was a bit later than the usual breakfast time, so there weren't many civilians in the crowd when the Captain walked in and the men and women under his command stood to attention. He liked that. Gibson was a little old-fashioned and he expected discipline. He himself was small, slim, smartly dressed with a plain suit, short hair and a small, clipped moustache.

He spoke in short, sharp sentences. He had no truck with fluff.

"At ease," he snapped, and the people under his command sat down.

Other people there, still eating toast, eggs and such, were mildly amused by the display, but not disconcerted.

Gibson coughed, as he stood at the front, near the food counter. He felt mildly put off by the location, but this was the largest room in the building and he wanted each and every member of the Unit there.

There was to be an important announcement.

"Thank you for your attendance," he told the Unit, "and your attention, but it's not me you need to listen to today. We have a visitor from London. I'm sure you will want to hear his news. There may be changes to our routine, but I reassure you - "

There was a fuss by the door, and the sound of marching boots. The door was held open and a line of brisk men and a few women entered the space. They clumped in. They weren't wearing uniforms but they couldn't hide their military bearing or their origins. Gibson's face fell. This is no Secret Service! he was thinking. We will be revealed, again.

The man in charge of the new arrivals was taller than Gibson, wider, with a moustache more bushy - like Stalin, rather than Hitler. He looked around and his face was mean, as if he didn't like what he was seeing.

"I am McNulty," he said, gratified to see that every person was hanging on his every word. "You will get to know me well in the next few weeks. I do not outrank your Captain Gibson, but my mission is more important than anything any of you are working on right now. Take my word for it, London wants you all to give me priority. I am now your new Number One task."

The people who had followed him in were standing along the sides of the room, waiting for orders.

"I want every member of TEEF - and you know who you are - to raise a hand," McNulty snapped. "One of my team will join you at your tables. You will make them welcome. One on One. Each team member gets a new friend."

There was much shuffling of chairs as Gibson's team - who were sitting with their pals, or, at least, people they usually worked with - had to make room for a person to join them, One on One, a new one for each of them.

McNulty stared down from his height with a growing sense of satisfaction. He was ignoring Gibson.

"These are your Shadows," he announced grandly. "Each of you - Field Agent or Office Support - will adjust their working practice so that you are never alone. You know why this is."

That flummoxed the Unit. Gibson's staff looked at each other, shaking their heads. No, they didn't know why.

"Some of you are traitors," McNulty declared, and let the implications sink in.

"Taking bribes," he asserted. "Consorting with foreign powers. Undermining the security of the State."

Gibson was outraged. His team? He would vouch for each and every one of them! This couldn't be true.

"I'm not here for discussions," McNulty told them all. "I am here for a change. We are cleaning the stables."

Gibson was hopping from one foot to another. There was nothing to clean, he was thinking furiously.
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