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"Stop slapping me!" Mickey yelled, trying to dodge the blows.

"Why shouldn't I, you Big Lunk?" Romla screamed back at him. "You've got a missing girlfriend and a dead Father. Now, get up, get out of this house and solve the Mystery. You hear me?"

Everyone hears you, Mickey was thinking, including the old man in the Lounge. His ex-boss.

Romla, stinging her hand onto Mickey's cheek, looked him straight in the eye and said: "Take some Responsibility!"

Haven't I done that? Mickey wondered. Haven't I done that all my life? And where the hell has that got me?

He'd been ill, he wanted to say. Understand that.

It was only just past Easter and he'd been laid up for most of the time since Christmas. At that 'Festive Time' he'd had the misfortune to be set upon by a paid mob of mercenaries who had put him into bed for a bruising two months. Romla's bed, or at least, her Spare.

Mickey didn't even know her well. She was a bit older than him, and had enjoyed a former career at Salford University, until she argued with one too many people and they forced her out. After a varied interlude, she then took up the post of Nanny to the County Mayor, Barney Weston.

Until last week.

Then, one sunny evening, she came back home from a busy day in the Mayoral office and announced she had a 'high temperature'. Since that was Number One symptom of the dreaded virus, she then took to her bed and insisted Mickey nursemaid her intensely. That seemed fair. She had done the same for him, and that had lasted weeks and weeks. The least he could do was reverse roles, now he was feeling better.

'Better' lasted a few days, but then he got a phone call from his Dad.

Mickey's Dad, a relative stranger in his life, popped up occasionally, but not even Mickey was expecting to find him on a trolley in Manchester Main Hospital, complaining of having the flu. Curiously, he got better, but decided - for his own inexplicable reasons - to go and isolate himself at Melia's flat in the centre of Manchester. Melia, Mickey's girlfriend. Mickey laughed hollowly at that. He hadn't seen her properly since last summer, when she went off for a holiday in the Mediterranean and didn't come back for months. When she re-appeared, she wouldn't see him.

Then she disappeared.

Really disappeared. Like, vanished. Mickey's Dad, her temporary flatmate, alerted Mickey, but only after a few days of not worrying. Then he got worried, Mickey got hysterical, and chased across town to solve the problem. He arrived too late. He found his Dad dead, murdered.

Melia, meanwhile, had left no trace.

The Forensics Team did a pretty thorough job of taking Melia's flat apart, stick by stick, but they found no 'evidence'.

Who killed Dad? What made Melia leave? It was one fat blank. Explanations unknown.

Mickey had an excuse - Don was on the case. Manchester CID had sent its finest, Detective Don Fellowes, one of Mickey's oldest friends. If anyone can solve the case, he can, Mickey assured Romla. That didn't stop her coughing, and complaining.

Melia is my friend too, Romla kept reminding him. They worked together when Romla was still at the University. If it's only me who worries about her, what chance does she have? Romla declared. It's a task for you, Mickey, get on with it.

Now, right now, the doorbell had rung, and Captain Gibson had arrived, unexpectedly.

"Your Boss wants to talk to you," Romla announced.

When Mickey declined to get excited, Romla exhibited reserves of strength Mickey hadn't suspected she possessed, and started hitting him.

"Leave me alone!" Mickey grated. "He'll hear."

"And you'll be ashamed? You should be, Mickey. Damn you, you lie here and sulk - I'm the one who's sick, now. Not you!"

That was a fair point. After his trip to the hospital last month, the same night he encountered his Dad as a patient, both Mickey and his parent got better. Some people put that down to their encounter with Bernard, a spiritual healer. Did his ministering work? Perhaps no one would ever know. Bernard had been allocated to Mickey as a young man on the edge of a career in crime and someone to Mentor.

Mickey hadn't done much of a job of that, either. Bernard had been thrown down a mineshaft. Careless.

No wonder I'm depressed! Mickey thought glumly. I've lost Dad, Melia, Bernard. Also, my friend Jim. He's been shot.

How many more? How many people can I afford to lose out of my life?

I'm depressed? Of course I am! I'm paralysed. I can't even think straight. It's all too much. I've never felt so bad in all my years.

"Enough," Mickey said, grabbing Romla's wrist. "I'm ready. Wheel him in."

Romla was kneeling over him, one leg on the bed. She made an attempt at standing up in a ladylike manner, but she stumbled.

She's weak, Mickey realised. Her muscles aren't working right. Maybe she's running a fever.

Captain Gibson came to the door of the Spare Room and looked at Mickey disparagingly. He didn't seem to approve.

"There he is," Romla said. "He's all yours."

"Actually, dear Lady," Gibson said gallantly, "it was you that I came to see, Madam."

The Captain was old, and Old School. He was polite to females and tough on men. His years in the Army had narrowed his sympathies and focussed his energies. He had been harsh with Mickey, but that was when Mickey had a connection with WSB, Gibson's unit in the British Secret Service. Then things changed, the Unit changed its initials to TEEF, and Mickey decided to take early retirement.

It wasn't just the name, but TEEF really was an indicator things were on the slide. 'Total Environment Energy Force'. What did it even mean?

Mickey was amazed the Old Man would go along with it. Look at him, he was thinking. He's never changed: pencil moustache, slicked back hair. Smart suit, and standing ramrod straight. Small, skinny even, but tough as old leather and not to be underestimated.

"Me?" Romla asked, flattered, despite herself. "How can I possibly help you?"

And why? It must be something special, she realised, for Gibson to risk Social Isolation and call at her flat.

Gibson said: "We think a terrorist assassin will try and kill Barney Weston. Very soon."

Romla staggered backwards. Maybe hearing death threats against her boss was an unusual occurrence in her world.

To Mickey - it had been his bread and butter, once.

Captain Gibson took a step forward, then remembered the rules of Social Isolation. He didn't want to come into contact with her, in case he had the virus and passed it on to her. On the other hand, given his age, (nearing retirement), he was far more at risk than her. So, catching it was a much worse scenario. They had to stay apart, he figured. He was concerned, but didn't help.

Romla put out a hand and steadied herself against the wall. Then, recovering her balance, went back into the Living Room.

Gibson followed.

Mickey, after a moment's thought, did the same.

He could help her, he was thinking. They had been sharing the same space for months. If anyone was safe for her in this precarious position, it was Mickey. He didn't have to think twice. He strode forward, circumnavigating the Captain, and guided Romla to the settee.

Then he fetched a jug of water and some glasses. They all needed hydration, he was thinking.

"Why don't you tell me?" he invited his old boss.

Gibson, warily, took a seat on the easy chair opposite and slowly addressed the pair opposite him. He had no choice, he decided.

"We know," he said, taking his time, "that the Mayor, Mr Weston, has upset a score of people in the building trade, with his campaign over homeless people, and his insistence on the need for more Social Housing. Normally, the big firms would do what they do best - reach into their pockets, take out cash and spread it around. Of course, I can tell you that. Anyone else hearing the same might consider it libel and slander."

"I think," Romla said, her voice a little shaky, "that Barney Weston is a little bit above bribery."

"Of course, Of course," Gibson said, happy to agree. "But that's not my scenario. No, the expectation was that there would be an election this May, and that would give Mr Weston's enemies the chance to re-group and mount a concerted campaign against him. That's what the Management at Corsh would have sanctioned. It would have been tricky - he had a huge majority the last time - but money talks. The 'Anti' faction would have bribed the smaller parties to stand down, then funded a concentrated campaign of disinformation and lies to blacken Barney Weston."

Mickey took a breath. "We're still talking about 'Democracy' here?" he enquired gently.

"This is the New Democracy," Gibson informed him. "Everything is about money. It's New Age, a new Gilded Age, lined with gold."

Mickey had never cared much for politics. It didn't delight him that things were now worse than he thought. Deterioration?

Gibson sipped water delicately.

"Elections are off," he declared. "All of them. The local Mayors, the County Mayors, and the local Councillors. Nothing this year."

"So?" Romla asked, not seeing where the conversation was going. Why did that bring the Captain and his anti-terrorism team into it?

"So," Gibson said, finally getting to the point, "we think that Corsh Corp has a new plan. They have a new Captain at the helm, the father of Gulf, the man Mickey used to work with. Well, Gulf left the country and has now disappeared. The Dad is a 'businessman' who worked in South America and South Africa. They do things differently there. They try bribery first, of course. If that doesn't work, they try murder."

"And your Unit is going to stop them?" Romla asked, keen for an affirmative reply.

"It comes into our arena because of the devil that the Boss is courting," the Captain told her. "He put out a general call, and got an acceptance from a person of interest to us, someone we know and have had dealings with, in the past. His name is Paolo Rydel, currently in Africa."

"I haven't heard of him," Mickey said quickly.

"No, but Melia has a connection."

Mickey nodded, finally getting the point.

Yes, the Captain said he had come to see Romla, and sure Romla had an interest - if the target was her boss, the Mayor.

But, if the perpetrator was a man known to TEEF, and known to Melia, then Gibson would want Mickey to know about it.

It was the sort of thing that might motivate Mickey, and that would solve two problems in one.

Except, that there were three problems.

"Melia is still missing," Gibson informed them both, not pleased to have to say it. "She has not reported to me, London office, or any member of the team. I am starting to be concerned, but I would be more worried if she suddenly turned up, to be honest."

"And why is that?" Romla said, not working things out.

"Because," the Captain said quietly, "if Paolo Rydel lands in this city, gun in hand, looking for a certain Mr Weston, but then bumps into a Secret Agent called Amelia Hartliss, he is going to want to kill her as well, whilst he's here."

They all looked at each other. Mickey didn't know, Romla didn't know. Only Gibson knew the connection.

"Melia killed his older brother, Erik Rydel, several years ago," the Captain announced,

Romla stood up. Something had suddenly clicked in her brain.

"When she worked with me!" she said.

The older woman was unsteady on her feet
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