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Chapter ONE
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Mickey didn't expect to walk into a riot when he came out of the office building on Salford Quays.

At first, he hardly noticed it. He was preoccupied. It hadn't been a very good day, so far, and it looked to be getting worse with every moment. A horde of jeering and cheering muppets in front of him, young and old, male and female - Why not? What else did Fate have in store, he wondered?

He glanced around. It didn't even make sense! One banner said, 'Corsh out', but the adjacent one read 'Downtown wins'. Who? Mickey guessed that the 'Corsh' referred to was The Corsh Corporation, the biggest firm of property developers in the North West of England, but what did 'Downtown' mean? He looked around some more. Here they were at The Quays, three miles down river from Manchester City Centre, the biggest conglomeration in this part of England, and the Regional Hub. If 'downtown' meant anything, it might mean the financial district behind the Town Hall and Albert Square, or maybe the shopping areas on each side of Piccadilly Gardens. But what did Corsh Corp have to do with them? Corsh were big in Salford. What were they doing in Manchester, he wondered?

Unfortunately, Mickey had a track record with Corsh, of course. They had played a big part in many of his investigations.

A few short years ago he had been tasked with protecting Evan Corsh, the Grand Old Man of the dynasty, and Evan had saved Mickey's life - even though the arrangement was meant to work the other way round. Then Evan had been murdered, right in front of Mickey, and Mickey had been unable to do one solitary thing about it. He caught the guilty party later, but that was no recompense.

Mickey had failed, and the memory still smarted, like a barely healed wound.

After, the company passed into the hands of young Charlie Corsh. What happened to him was even more distressing. He never should have got mixed up in politics, Mickey was thinking! But that was no relief either. He had failed Charlie too, and he was a real friend.

Then, last year, the helm had been taken by a former colleague of Mickey's, someone who had once worked alongside him in the Security agency. The young man was nicknamed 'Gulf' by his friends and team-mates. He had a history in the Army and had served in the Persian Gulf, where he got the name, but his surname was 'Corse' and they thought 'Gulf Corse' sounded like a joke. It wasn't funny at all. Gulf found out that his family was connected to the 'Corsh' line, and he strode right in and demanded control. He was now Chief Exec - him, Mickey's old mate.

It unsettled Mickey, made him nervous even thinking about it. He had underestimated Gulf, and it irritated him.

It also made him feel vulnerable, and that was the last emotion Mickey wanted to feel right now, since he would then have to remember the way he had been treated on the fourth floor. He went into that building with a piece of paper in his pocket and showed it to the glamorous young woman on the Reception desk upstairs. She didn't seem very impressed.

"I don't have an appointment," Mickey said, trying his usual blend of charm and unflappability, "but I was passing - "

"He isn't in," she said.

"I'll see someone else."

She sighed. "You have an arrangement to work with Gerard. He's not here. Everyone else is busy."

For Goodness sake! Mickey was thinking. He tried hard to stay calm, but her blanking made him mad.

After all, he didn't have to be there. He was a volunteer! He had come along to offer his services - for free, dammit!

If he had arrived in a better frame of mind, Mickey might have been willing to argue, to persuade, to cajole. As it was, the confrontation just made him feel defeated. He retreated back towards the lift, and there was nothing but a fake smile on his face.

As he rode back down, he looked at himself in the mirror.

A tall man, strongly built, with bold features and thick black hair. Dressed smartly - as always - with a military bearing. He was used to giving orders and taking them. He wasn't afraid of anyone, usually. But right then he felt like Superman holding Kryptonite. He was weakened.

It was Melia, he reasoned.

They had been getting on surprisingly well. She had just finished a difficult assignment and taken a few days off. She even agreed to come to his house in North Salford and spend some time with him. They shared passion, but relaxing in the same space was difficult for both of them. They tried to find TV and video they might enjoy together, but couldn't agree on anything. They went out for a luxury meal but Mickey just got more morose. He felt they were drifting apart. What about their history? Didn't it mean anything?

Then, that Monday morning, she simply announced she was 'going into work', again.

He gave her a lift in his car down to Salford Quays, then gave her a small peck on the cheek and watched her walk into the massive building that housed Regional Office on the top floors. That used to be me, Mickey was thinking, but he had quit. For the last few months he was 'retired'. It wasn't going well. He wasn't enjoying it.

Still, being there, on the old dock-front, it reminded him of another promise. He dug the paper out of his pocket. Yes, it was nearby. A brand-new office tower, behind the BBC's Banana building and across the narrow street from Quay Ten. He hadn't been down that side street before, but he wasn't worried. Every day, it seemed, there was a new block in the area. Corsh, of course. They owned the whole of the old dockside. Once Salford Docks, it was now 'The Quays' and the very middle of their whirlpool.

And now they had a demonstration in that street. It looked like they had enemies, new ones.

"Hey, Mickey," a voice called out. "Here to solve problems?"

It was Don Fellowes, Mickey's best friend in the whole world.

Don was a Detective Sergeant in Manchester C.I.D. and he was smartly dressed, obviously working.

"I had an appointment, I thought," Mickey began and gestured vaguely at the Notice Board behind the main Reception Desk on the ground floor listing occupants.

It was then, looking closer, when he observed - for the first time - that the agency he had visited was on the Fourth Floor, and each floor below was allocated to - 'The Corsh Corporation'. That can't be right, he was thinking!

He was shocked that he hadn't noticed it before, but then, thinking about it, only half-shocked.

Melia had told him, while catching up, that her recent adventure had taken her to that squat pyramid of a building across the river, on the Trafford side of the water. Mickey nodded. Yes, he knew the place. He had been there. It was Corsh HQ.

Not any more, Melia said.

Corsh had moved out, and the floors of offices had been converted into accommodation. It was now an 'apart-hotel', she said, renting rooms and suites for periods of time from day to weeks. It wasn't a proper hotel - no dining or bars - just rooms, bedrooms, bathrooms, entrance hall and a funny name - 'The Ignato'. It was the same place? Yes, she was sure of it.

Right, so Mickey had one piece of a puzzle. Corsh had moved, he knew that, but from Melia's telling, there was no indication where they had gone to. Now he had the second piece - here. They had moved into this new office block. But that made no sense! The new building had a much smaller footprint than the old place, and there would be so much less space available for them if they were only taking up three floors. They were 'downsizing', maybe? That was a surprise. If Corsh had made redundancies in their team, wouldn't it have made The News?

There was the sound of air horns from outside in the street. The demonstrators were making their presence felt.

"You here for that?" Mickey asked, but Don shook his head.

"It's a surprise for me," he told Mickey. "I came here to see the boss, you know, your old pal Gulf. He's not in."

Mickey nodded, commiserating. Yeah, he'd had a similar problem while on his visit upstairs.

"He's in South Africa," Don said, quietly, as if he wasn’t sure if  that was remarkable.

Mickey did. Gulf didn't like travelling. He hated flying. Why would he leave the country, anyway? What business did his corporation have in Sub-Saharan countries? Mickey sighed, and just added the information to the list of things he wasn't understanding.

"Managers are being targeted," Don said.

Mickey stared. He didn't know what to say. What? What was Don saying?

Calmly, taking his time, Don explained to his old friend that a problem had emerged. One by one, executives in the Corsh empire had been the victims of unfortunate incidents, involving theft and violence. At first, it might have seemed like a coincidence - after all, there was a lot of mugging in Manchester city centre. But it wasn't just the outlandish and unusual nature of the attacks, it was also the emerging evidence that the occurrences were anything but random. It was all about Corsh employees.

Don had pulled out his small police notebook and read off a list of names and dates. He thought Mickey might be interested. Also, Mickey might be able to help. Sometimes Mickey could see patterns and links that other people might miss.

"What were those names again?" Mickey asked, leaning on the massive Reception desk.

Outside, things suddenly became very quiet. Mickey had turned away for a moment, and when he turned back, the view had changed completely. It was if the mass of swirling bodies had simply been swept from the scene. He stared off to the right and was in time to see a line of police people in uniforms pushing their way up the narrow street. Yes, the bobbies had formed up, holding clear plastic shields in front of them, and forced their way forward like an old-time Roman legion, sweeping the opposition along, out of sight.

Don had seen it, but didn't seem bothered. He turned back to Mickey, ready to keep talking.

Mickey was feeling shocked again. That was - Well, it wasn't violent, exactly, and it didn't look as if there were casualties, but it was an example of 'firm' policing that he hadn't seen except in films from the 1970s. Were these new tactics?

"Three guys," Don was saying. "All Junior Managers in Corsh and all set upon and robbed. What do you think?"

Mickey wasn't thinking much, but he looked behind the Receptionist and noticed something.

To her left was one of those standard boards that listed tenants in the building, and that was where it said Corsh were on the first three floors. But on her right was another board. It was headed, 'The Corsh Corporation', and under it, 'Our Family'.

That's a bit rich! Mickey was thinking. They were all related? He didn't think so! In fact, most Corsh employees he knew weren't even friends with each other.

"Those names again," Mickey said, repeating himself.

Don dutifully listed the three men and Mickey stared in wonder. The 'Family' was a ladder of pictures, photos of men and women in suits, smiling happily. There were names under each pic, and, working upwards from the bottom, the first three names under the photos were the same ones listed by Don. That meant -

Whoever was targeting the people was simply working their way up the list on the wall, Mickey concluded.

"If I'm right," Mickey said to Don, "the next victim will be Errol Canby."

"That's him right there," the Receptionist said helpfully, pointing out of the door. "He's just arriving."

Don and Mickey walked across the lobby towards the main entrance and were in time to see a man in a suit clamber awkwardly out of a cab, one hand holding a briefcase. He stumbled on to the pavement and tried to stand upright, brushing himself down.

Mickey and Don watched in horror as the next sequence of events unfolded.

As the taxi pulled away, a moped or light motorcycle appeared out of nowhere and brushed past the Executive. The pillion passenger appeared to make a grab for the bag that Mr Canby was just hoisting onto his shoulder. The hand pulled, but the Manager had his own hand on it, and the pressure simply made him stumble. He was pulled out onto the narrow road and was hit by a bus.

Mickey stared. A full-sized, double-decker bus, had no place on such a narrow road. Where was it going? Where had it come from? As Mickey went down the steps to help the victim, those difficult and unanswerable questions filed through his head.

Don had other problems. He was visiting Salford Quays that day to consult with the Corsh Corporation and discuss ways of safeguarding their Executives from these recent attacks. But he hadn't prevented anything, merely served as a witness to the latest outrage.

Mickey and Don, in their own ways, then arrived at the same question: what on Earth was going on?
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Chapter TWO
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Mickey and Don went for coffee.

Mickey was a bit dubious. He was a witness to a crime, after all, but when the uniforms flooded the scene, Don, who was a Sergeant, pulled rank and said the pair of pals would be 'available' across the street and the cops could come and 'take their statements' anytime.

"I'm a detective, Mickey," Don said grandly, pushing his way to the front of the queue in the coffee shop. "I came here to solve the mystery of the first three assaults. Now there's four, but it's still unsolved. Let the boys in blue collect the clues - the skid marks on the road, the fingerprints, if there are any - and then Old Brainbox here will put together the pieces of the puzzle."

Mickey was unsure about that too. After all, Don hadn't even spotted the fact that the crimes were being committed in reverse order of importance on the board listing Corsh management. It was him, a virtual stranger to the case, who came up with that.

"Can I give you a leaflet?" a man said, appearing at Mickey's elbow.

Mickey turned. Don was ordering stuff but he himself wasn't busy. Sure, he could cope with another campaign.

It was no 'Mystery'.

"We're fighting the Stanley Street development," the man said, pushing the black and white piece of paper forward. "You know the Council are aiming to give a loan to the developers of four point seven million pounds? It's Council Tax-payers money!"

Mickey took the leaflet. The bold headline stated, 'Stop the Stanley Street rip-off!' and the picture in the middle was of a smiling Mayor. It was Sol Senate, elected Mayor of Salford, Leader of the City Council and chief architect of the building renaissance in the area.

"We want Justice!" the man was saying, slipping into his regular patter. He wasn't against new housing, he stated categorically, but the new plan was for five hundred apartments down along the Ring Road, near the river at Greengate, and not one of the properties would be 'affordable', he said. The 'people of Salford' would get nothing out of it, he insisted. The residents were paying to help builders make profits.
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