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The Flight to Rwanda

A Crime Fiction Mystery Thriller by

Mike Scantlebury

This is Book 2 of the ‘Korruption Kills’ trilogy,

(non-commissioned by any Traditional Publishers).

(If people say you can’t predict there’s going to be a Trilogy when you’ve only got as far as writing the second book, well, this is Mystery Fiction, and - who are these people, anyway? When was the last time you believed a word they said?)

Anyway, this is also Book 24 of The ‘Mickey’ series of crime novels, featuring our hero, who spends his time now in Salford Free Town UK.

Usually.

––––––––

[image: ]


c. Mike Scantlebury 2023

Standard Copyright applies, which means that if you attempt to sneak the merest semi-syllable away from this exclusive volume, then you will have to accept the fact that rude words might be written about you on subway walls and tenement halls.

This edition put in place by Mike Scantlebury and offered for production and possible distribution to several wonderful on-line aggregators and distributors. Unfortunately, there were problems when I made a request to name this Book 24.

Accordingly, I have turned to my good friends at ‘Draft2Digital’.

Thanks to them for allowing us and them to do what they do best, putting the customer first..
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CHAPTER ONE - Up in the air
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Mickey was galloping across the concourse at Manchester International Airport, trying to catch the man he thought had tried to kill him.

It wasn't a pretty sight.

Mickey was flustered, angry, out of breath from running up the escalators, along the travelators and down the stairs, then across the back of the huge hall, past each line in the International Departures (Outside UK) check-ins. Several times he thought he'd lost track of his quarry, but then he saw a head pop up in the crowd. The good thing was that nobody else was moving fast - mostly just standing, waiting, queueing - so somebody running stood out. Unfortunately, there weren't just static lines though. Other people were approaching, moving away, crossing over. It was a sea of bodies, most of them as frustrated as Mickey, and for the same reason - the seeking, not the finding.

The final line, the last of maybe thirty, was right up against the wall. Mickey saw the man in the baseball cap skirt the end of the queue and disappear. Mickey could only have been seconds behind him, but when he skirted the end of the line, the man wasn't there.

Mickey slowed to a panting stop, confused.

"Hi, you!" a Security man shouted at him. "Get to the back of the line, please."

Mickey blurted out an apology.

"I'm not going - " he started, trying to explain.

"No, you're not," the man in uniform told him. He was not fit, overweight in fact, but seemed emboldened when a heavy-set colleague arrived. Now there were two of them, shabby blue uniforms and peaked caps.

"To the back," the second one said, grinning at his pal.

The guard put his fist forward and seemed to be passing something to the other. Mickey was stunned, but guessed what it was.

A bribe, he was thinking. They're sharing out some recently acquired cash.

That's the way it worked in Britain today, Mickey was thinking sourly. You want something done, you have to pay for it.

"I've got money," Mickey said, talking quietly so as not to embarrass them. "I'm guessing you just let a guy jump to the front of the queue, and he gave you some notes, eh?. Am I right? I can do the same. I've got funds, believe me."

Seemingly, they didn't.

The fact that Mickey was badly dressed, shirt open, sweating freely. Plus, he had no bags. What was he doing at the airport if he had no luggage with him? Did he expect them to believe he was going somewhere?

The second guard, the more confident one, said: "I'm sure I don't know what you're talking about. We don't accept money."

"I've got money," a voice said from behind them.

It was a middle-aged man, walking back from the front of the line. He was dressed in Hawaiian shirt and Bermuda shorts, as if going on holiday to somewhere sunny and warm, far away from England. He was clutching a small suitcase, 'Cabin' size.

"I've just been given - well, thousands, to give up my place in the queue," he said proudly, as if he'd really worked hard to earn the funds. "It's no problem, is it?" he went on. "I can just come back next week and get the next flight."

Mickey didn't get it. "Where are you headed?" he asked.

"Rwanda."

"We all are," someone else said.

Mickey turned and immediately saw two things. One, the Departure Board above the desk at the front of the queue was blank. Ah, the government didn't want to advertise the destination, not publicly.

Second, the other person was dressed similarly and had the same size luggage. They all had. Shirt and shorts - to be ready for the warm climate in central Africa - and not much baggage, just as much as they could carry.

The man in the line said to Mickey, just for information: "We are the ‘Ten Pound Poms’. The government is flying Asylum Seekers out to Rwanda and filling up the empty seats with people like us, willing to pay a tenner for a chance to start a new life in the Tropics."

You sound like the television ads, Mickey was thinking.

Yes, he'd seen evidence of the plan on TV. The government was starting weekly flights to Rwanda, taking Asylum Seekers for processing, and they had spaces on their aeroplanes. Of course they did! The number of actual Asylum Seekers on each trip was hardly likely to be more than a handful, by all accounts. So, for the sake of appearances, what better than to offer space to emigrating Brits?

It was a Win-Win, the British Home Secretary announced.

The man in the line said: "How many thousand? I'd give up my place for big money!"

Mickey looked at the Security Guards. They'd taken money to slot a new arrival into the front of the queue. They didn't seem willing to risk doing the same thing again. But this guy next to Mickey? He was about half way along, so guaranteed a seat, probably. The line snaked back, and sure there seemed to be more than two hundred there today, so some of them would have to 'come back next week'. So it was all about getting there early, evidently. The first happy man, paid to give up his place, seemed willing to take a chance the next time.

Mickey moved closer to the man still in the queue.

"How does five thousand sound to you?" he asked the traveller.

"I got ten!" the first man said, unhelpfully. He turned to the Security Guards and they all smiled at each other, happy to be paid off.

"I would like twelve," the man in the queue told Mickey.

"Well, settle for ten," Mickey advised him. "You got an app?"

The man took out his mobile phone and said: "All right, you send the transfer now and I see it reach my bank account, and you can take my place. No problem. But I want to see it. No promises, right? It has to be real."

Modern technology, Mickey was thinking. A few minutes later, he'd transferred money from his bank account and the man had stepped out and let Mickey move in. He went, the first man went, the Security people went. Everyone was happy.

"Hey, this ain't right," the man behind Mickey said. "I've been here since six this morning."

Mickey turned and faced him. "I haven't got an endless supply," he told the skinny, weasely man honestly.

"Buy me a drink."

Mickey reached into his inside pocket and found some notes. Without pulling them all out, he found some tens. Ironic, he was thinking. A ten pounds for a Ten Pound Pom. The man seemed pleased, all the same.

It wasn't a lot, of course it wasn't, but the government had named it after a scheme run in the 1950s. The amount was the same - worth a lot more then - and the destination was Australia, not Africa The intent was the same - help young Britons find new beginnings.

Unhappily, the new arrangement was riding on the back of an outlandish project to get rid of people who arrived on the shores of Britain in small boats. The British government thought that telling those new arrivals that they would be processed not in a nearby camp or Settlement Centre, but a six hour plane trip away in the middle of Africa - well, they were sure it had the potential to discourage arrivals.

Strangely, it wasn't working. The people of Britain were underestimating the desperation of the Asylum Seekers.

Mickey didn't take time to think about it. It was all happening so fast. He wanted the man he was chasing, he wanted him so bad -

If that guy was willing to jump aboard a plane to get away from Mickey -

I will follow him to the ends of the Earth, he decided. He's not going to get away from me.

I have a photo, he was thinking.

* * * * *
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An hour later, Mickey was sitting on the plane.

It hadn't been easy.

The line was edging forward, but that just gave him time to think.

The pursuit had started outside the Russian Embassy in the middle of Manchester. A Construction Manager had seen two men push Mickey into the River Irwell. She was up on scaffolding, too far away to help, but she swore that she heard them talking, and they were speaking in Russian. She spoke Russian too, she said.

The pair of killers hadn't done so well. Mickey had grabbed the jacket of one of them and pulled him in too. Mickey managed to clamber out of the water. That man hadn't. The other man? Well, other builders had witnessed the struggle too and had wrestled him to the ground, holding him down until the police came. One contractor took a full facial photo of the assassin, and shared it with Mickey's phone. So, a few days later, feeling better, Mickey set off for the Embassy, thinking to show them the photo.

Surely, they might recognise the overseas visitor.

Mickey almost didn’t.

As he walked up the steps, a man came hurrying out, almost knocking Mickey off his feet. The man gaped. He seemed to recognise Mickey, and he showed his guilt by running. Mickey almost didn't go after him, he was so surprised. The man had been arrested! He was free now? So soon?

Mickey shook himself and started in pursuit of the fleeing figure.

They hared across Piccadilly Gardens and into the train station. A crowded place! Several times Mickey thought he'd lost the man completely, but the conspirator didn't have the sense to ditch his distinctive red cap. Mickey saw it bobbing through the throng.

Ignoring the trains, the guy headed down the far escalators to the trams.

Mickey jumped down the steps, but again, the platform was so crowded, he couldn't see -

Several trams went through - the Eccles line, the Altrincham line - then, when an Airport tram arrived, Mickey saw the cap climb on.

Easy, Mickey was thinking. This fella has walked into a trap. He was now on a closed vehicle. All Mickey had to do was walk up and down the carriage and pick him out. Mickey did, several times. He didn't see the face in the photo.

It was impossible!

Even though Mickey made no effort to conceal he was scanning faces, no one reacted. There was no such man.

With nothing better to do, Mickey rode the tram to its destination, the Airport. He stepped off, disconsolately, thinking he might stop for a coffee before he caught a tram back to the city. Then, in the distance, he saw a red cap, and started running.

Well, now he knew how that had turned out.

Again, it seemed the man was cornered. All Mickey had to do was get onto that darn plane, and man guilty of attempted murder could be found. But again, the fates seemed to conspire against him.

Rather than everyone neatly filing onto the plane in order, the Asylum Seekers and their escorts were loaded through the front door of the plane. The 'Poms', the British citizens, were shown to an outside door of the building, led down some steps and across the tarmac, up a set of mobile steps and in through the back door of the aeroplane. The Asylum Seekers, the few of them, were out of sight at the front, behind a curtain. Mickey, suddenly shy, didn't want to make a fuss. I'll be subtle, he decided.

When the plane was up in the air and the stewardess came round to take drink orders, Mickey showed her the photo.

"I'm looking for this man," he told her quietly. "Don't say anything to him, just point him out to me when you see him."

The young lady seemed unimpressed with the subterfuge. Mickey had to pass over two twenties to encourage her.

It was all about money, Mickey sighed. If you want someone to co-operate -

He thought of the woman at the Check-in desk at the Airport.

"I haven't got my passport with me," he had to admit to her.

He had his British Security I.D., the Warrant Card they gave him when he worked with Captain Gibson in TEEF and WSB.

She smiled. "Ah, you're some kind of Air Marshall," she said. "Am I right?"

"You're right," he told, with a deprecating smile. "You've got me all figured out," he assured her.

Still, she had his Boarding Card in her hand, but wouldn't let it go until cash was exchanged.

"For my trouble," she said, although clearly it had been no trouble at all.

A second stewardess arrived with a drink and leaned over Mickey.

"I hear you're looking for someone," she said conspiratorially.

She had the same scraped back hair, the same plastered-on grin and the same sad make-up. It was like Stewardess School was turning out clones. Greedy clones.

Mickey didn't ask questions. He simply showed her the photo on his phone. When she look doubtful, he gave her banknotes too.

"He's up front," she declared. "With the VIPs, the Border Guards and the Home Secretary."

Then she shuffled away, looking briefly only once over her shoulder.

Mickey tried to hide his concern. Really? The Home Secretary was on the flight?

Of course, that made perfect sense too.

The present Home Secretary had staked her political future on the Rwanda plan. Sure, she would want to demonstrate her support and show it working, hopefully. She would want to evidence -

Mickey looked up. A tall man with a large video camera had come through the curtain from the front and was working his way down the gangway, grinning at all the Poms enjoying their free drinks.

More 'evidence' of a wonderful new government initiative?

He shouted, waving his camera from side to side: "Come on, everybody. Give me your widest smiles! Happy to be going to sun and sand? A new life!"

The people, lubricated by the alcohol, started cheering.

By the time the videographer got to Mickey, things had calmed down a little. The film maker had a t-shirt on, with a slogan, maybe his company name. He had a narrow face and curly hair.

Mickey stopped the man, and showed him his phone.

Mickey said: "You've been up front? You've been filming all the 'guests'? You've seen him, right?"

The film maker didn't pause or even ask for money.

He shook his head. "I don't recognise this guy. No," he said.

Mickey gasped.

The reality of his position began to dawn on Mickey.

I'm up in the air on this one, he was thinking. I'm on my way to the middle of Africa, chasing a ghost. Everyone says he isn't here.

Is this the biggest mistake of my life so far?
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CHAPTER TWO: Welcome Strangers
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There were three muggers facing Mickey.

They had knives, they told him. They wanted his money, but, as he tried to explain, he'd given it all away.

"No problem," the tallest one said, "there is a cash machine on the corner."

Mickey looked around. He was surprised. Sure, they were in a city street, but it was wide and dusty, not much traffic. He didn't know what the capital of Rwanda looked like - or if this was it - but he saw no skyscrapers, or even big shops.

It was hot, the sort of weather for silly shirts and shorts. There was a slight breeze blowing, and the stifling heat was a shock when they stepped down out of the plane. But -

He didn't really know where they were.

The plane had landed, but at a small airfield, maybe a military base, and definitely out in the bush. The new arrivals had to wait for the 'VIPS' and people up front to get off first, before the set of steps was wheeled down to their end of the plane. When they started descending, the Asylum Seekers were gone. Luckily there were several other buses standing by, ready to take people into town.
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