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I was walking past the swanky new coffee shop on the corner of Mount Street in Manchester when I heard a firm and repeated tap on the window. For me? I looked around. It was Nick Soltein, vigorously waving at me from inside the brashest new eaterie in the North West of England. I nodded. He kept on waving. He wanted me? I nodded again, and indicated I would join him.

Okay, I didn't want to. Firstly, because ever since the coffee craze arrived in England from the USA I've been avoiding patronising such premises. I don't like strong coffee and I don't like high prices. This place provide both. Secondly, because Nick is a tech. He's a guy I've worked with over the years, many times, but usually I see him in dungarees, up to his arms in oil, head bent over an engine or sweating over an electric circuit. This time wasn't right. He was wearing a suit, and his hair was slicked back in the craziest haircut I'd ever seen since Elvis Presley walked the earth. Thirdly, it was bad form. Darn it, I'm a secret agent and he's in departmental support. We don't socialise out of hours – that's tradition - and I've never talked to Nick before except when I was in trouble. What was different now?

He was in trouble.

“Mickey, great. Mickey,” he said, gripping my arm and pumping my hand. He seemed set to shake it off. I tried to escape, but he said: “I'll get you coffee.” He paused just long enough for me to convince him that tea would be better. Then, he bumbled off to the counter to get it, I tried to sit down nonchalantly and scan the rest of the restaurant for people watching me. There were a few eyes looking my way, but I stared them down and they turned away. Good. There was no one there I recognised. We weren't being watched.

Nick wanted to talk. He babbled for quite a while after he'd fetched me the drink. I stirred my tea and waited for him to calm down.

“Why, the suit, Nick?” Or, 'Why the tie?' I could have added. It was hideous, garish. The colours were bright, lurid, and didn't seem like they were for him at all.

He looked down, momentarily flummoxed, as if he didn't realise he was over-dressed. Then he smiled a slow smile and shrugged his skinny shoulders.

“I've got a business meeting,” he said quietly.

Here, in the big city? Nick lived east of Manchester, as far as I knew, in a small town, tucked away under the edge of the moors. The only time he ventured into the bright lights and gaudy temptations of the gilded streets was when people like me had need of him, I'd always thought. Why now? I sure as hell hadn't summoned him. My life was pretty quiet at the moment. I'd just closed a case for a private patron and had put some money in the bank. Captain Gibson hadn't called me out on any duties or matters of national importance. It was all very lazy, suiting the warm summer weather we'd been having recently. The dusty city streets were reflecting back a hot July sun, and baking the piles of fresh horse manure. God, Manchester City Council's plan to brighten up the tourism potential of the place by running horse-drawn cabs was starting to backfire. The streets were getting messy and the junctions almost impassable.

“Why are you here?” he asked me.

I'm 'here', I wanted to say, because you called me in through the door. I wouldn't be 'here', in this overpriced and pretentious coffee parlour, for any other reason. Ah, but here, the street? Well, I was in Manchester on a mission, that afternoon, but it was an affair of the heart. I wasn't willing to share it with Nick, no matter how old a friend he certainly was and might even prove to be, in the future.

“Look, Mickey, look,” he said nervously. “This is great. This is really good luck for me. You being here, like this. Maybe it's not a coincidence.”

It sure is, I was eager to tell him. Still, I held back. He seemed anxious to say something, and maybe it was important.

“I'd be grateful - ” he started.

Spill it, I told him irritably. The fact was that I was ready to get moving along. I had things to do, people to see. I couldn't sit around sipping tea, not unless it was a matter of life and death.

“I'm afraid of dying,” he said quietly.

I shook my head. This was Nick, a guy who had once been in the Service with me, for years, until he took 'early retirement' and opened an electrical equipment shop. As far as I knew he had never been afraid of anything or anyone. Why was he so damn nervous all of a sudden? What was getting him so spooked?

“It's the Chinese,” he added, and took a long swig of hot coffee.

I didn't know him. Right at that moment I realised, I really didn't know him at all. I knew the guy with a screwdriver and several gadgets up his sleeve. But, like I've already said, he was the man in the greasy overalls. He wasn't this smartened up business-type, with an appointment to go to and deals to be done.

He looked me right in the eye and spoke out. “You owe me,” he said simply.

It was true. I couldn't deny that. There was many a time that he'd pulled me out of a tricky situation, backed me up and rolled people over, all on my behalf. Now, if today he was asking for help, I couldn't refuse. It didn't matter that the beautiful redhead was waiting for me, patting down the covers and fluffing the pillows in her down-town penthouse apartment. Hell, I didn't want to think about that.

We finished our drinks slowly, waiting for the minutes to tick by until the time of his appointment, then walked out of that place, across the road and around the grand old Central Library, heading for St Peter's Square. I didn't know what I was doing, really, but I’d just adopted the role of some sort of Back-up, keeping my old mate Nick safe, from somebody. I had no idea who, just yet.

We walked across the tram tracks, dodged the horse cabs coming up from the Midland Hotel, and approached the big office block in the corner of the square, opposite the Children's Centre. It was called 'something' House, I can't remember the name, but no doubt very distinguished. It was plush, not new, but recently refurbished.

Nick was babbling again. “They wanted me to go to their Head Office in Chinatown,” he told me, “but I don't feel safe there. I know the company has other rooms here, in this building, so I told them it would have to do. They moaned a bit, but hey, the bloke I'm meant to be seeing today has just flown in from Hong Kong. Why should he object? He doesn't know one place from another, right? Yeah, Mickey? Yeah?”

I nodded. Nick was asking for a lot of agreement for some reason. Maybe he was nervous, but I still didn't know why. He straightened his thin shoulders and held on hard to the case he was holding. We went in and took the lift up to the fifth floor. There was a nice-looking Chinese girl at a desk in front of us, Nick told her who he was and she invited us to sit. She didn't seem unnerved by the big guy in the casual wear, me, and didn't ask for I.D. or particulars. Fine, so we plumped ourselves down on overstuffed settees and waited some more. It looked like Nick had spent quite a few hours waiting, and it wasn't making him less worried. No, more so.

“Nick,” I said, out of the corner of my mouth. “What is this place?”

“They're publishers,” he explained.

I gasped. “You've written a book?” I demanded.

“Cartoons,” he whispered.

I stared in amazement. It's said that you never really know someone until – well, I don't know what they say. But the fact is that in all the years I'd known this man he had never mentioned he had any talent in the area of drawing at all. I'd never once seen him pull out a pencil, except to write down an address or sketch out a circuit diagram. He could produce cartoons? What kind of surprise was that!

Nick said: “It's stories about a family. The Chinese think they're typically English, whatever that means. They love them. They want to syndicate them in newspapers over there. China. All over China. They have to translate everything, of course. I don't know what they'll call them when they do. Maybe 'The Sushi Family', or some such nonsense.”

“That's Japanese,” I hissed.

He gave me a look, like 'What did it matter'? He was still sweating, still looking out of place in his shiny black suit, still uncomfortable in his tight tie. I shrugged. What the hell did he have to feel so nervous about?

I soon found out. The young girl said we could go in, ushered us past the desk and in through an office door, and we suddenly found ourselves facing a huge wooden desk with an executive figure sitting smartly behind it. On either side of him were the biggest, ugliest pair of goons I've ever had the displeasure to see. They were Chinese too. All of them, all of the men in the room, were Chinese.

“They have to go,” Nick said firmly.

I had to agree. The bodyguards were lowering the tone of the place. Then I realised that Nick wasn't looking at them. He was looking over the shoulder of the main man in front of us and out of the window. There were window cleaners there, swinging gently on a cleaning platform that was hung by cables from somewhere up top, maybe the roof  itself.

The business guy had stood up for us and extended his hand, in deference to our strange, Western customs. He was standing there with his hand out, looking foolish. Still, he had aplomb. Not missing a beat, he looked over his shoulder, then back at us. He seemed to agree with Nick.
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