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CHAPTER ONE:  Stairway to Heaven
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"You planning to kill someone with that?" Melia asked conversationally.

The pretty woman grinned, and stopped screwing the silencer onto her gun for a moment.

"Maybe you know them. You work here?" she asked.

Sure, Melia nodded. This is Regional Office. Sure, she worked there.

Actually, it was the back stairs to the building. The section that comprised TEEF's 'Regional Office' in northern England were only the top four floors. There were seven below that. Melia had chosen to run up the staircase - that day - because she was feeling miserable, fat and unfit. She didn't look it, but recent events hadn't treated her well, and the reflection she saw in the mirror wasn't her usual cheery self.

Her flat was in the middle of Manchester, and this place was out on Salford Quays, but there was a connection - the canal. Feeling like she needed exercise, she had pulled on running shoes, sweat pants and a patterned t-shirt and set off down the tow-path of the Rochdale Canal, through the city centre and out onto the River Irwell. It was a cool summer day. Unusually for Manchester, there was no sign of rain. Melia enjoyed the exercise. It took her mind off romance, and her current affair, the failure.

Actually, she hadn't expected to find anyone in the stairwell, but then, she couldn't see ahead. The landings were full of paint pots, the flights filled with scaffolding, and the view obscured by sheets of polythene. 

Obviously, they had the decorators in.

"I'd be careful with that thing - " Melia started to say, jovially, but the woman surprised her, leaping off the step she was squatting on and hurling herself at Melia. She scooped up a fistful of t-shirt in her fist and pinned Melia back against the nearest wall.

"You stink!" she said, not bothering with small talk.

I've been running, Melia wanted to say, but stopped short of stating the glaringly obvious.

"There's showers upstairs," she said, which was true. Regional Office was well equipped.

Okay, she was thinking, brain racing, let's work this through.

Someone with a gun in Regional Office? No, not a shock. Melia had one, in her locker, and so did every other employee of TEEF. They were a government agency. They were British Security. They went to work armed.

So, this person was an agent? No, that was the thing that was baffling Melia. She didn't recognise the young lady. She had brown hair, a touch less auburn than Melia's. Cut short, not long, like Melia's, (but Melia had temporarily constrained her long curls in a scrunchy on top of her head so that she could run hard and still see where she was going). As tall as Melia, but Melia - although she said it herself - had more muscle, even if it had got a little flabby of late.

No, the point was that even if this assailant was new to the agency, she wouldn't have been allowed to carry a gun in the building unless she had been through Orientation, which meant she would have been shown photos of ALL the other staff. First rule of protecting the innocent and defending the country was DON'T shoot your allies. If you raise a pistol, don't aim it at friends.

So that left only one possibility. The unknown woman was an outsider. Ah, and why would someone come in to the building, gun cocked and loaded? Not to perform acts of charity, that was for sure.

Still, Melia was willing to pull her punches. She still had no real information - and she had another thought, popping into her head. Maybe this was an Exercise. Why not? She had been warned that her Two Year Review was coming up. Maybe her boss had sent in an operative from one of the other offices in the regions to give Melia a bit of a work-out.

Melia decided to be kind. She worked her way along the arm that was holding her and gave a pincer to the woman's bicep. The stranger squealed, but let go. Melia slumped down the wall, and took the time to have a deep breath. She looked hard at the tough lady.

"That was mean," the girl was saying to her, rubbing some circulation back into her arm.

"They call me 'Heartless', sometimes," Melia admitted.

It was true. Her birth name was Amelia Hartliss, but friends and foes alike preferred to say 'Heartless'.

Just as she was examining the stranger, so the lady was examining her.

"Your mascara's running," the lady said.

Melia nodded. It was probably true. She had been crying. Mickey had gone away, again, with no good goodbye.

"Blame the hormones," Melia snapped, not wanting to admit her weakness.

The woman nodded, and said: "Maybe we got off on the wrong foot. Shall we start again?"

Melia nodded too. Why not? She didn't know any logical reason why they should be fighting.

The girl stepped forward and extended a hand down to Melia, who reached for it, ready to be helped up.

The hand turned into a fist, and slammed sideways into Melia's cheek. The wind was taken out of her.

The woman took a step back, lifted a foot and began to swing it, aiming for Melia's thigh. Melia was off balance, in shock, but she had good reactions. Her hand snaked out and she grabbed the girl's ankle. She heaved in towards her, and the other person flew off to the right, bounced off a scaffold pole and crashed into a sheet of transparent plastic. She yelped.

"This isn't necessary," Melia snorted, leaping to her feet. She took two steps forward and stood over the woman. She was ready for the next move. When it came, it was the woman's gun hand, but Melia already had an arm moving. The gun was struck from the woman's grasp, and clattered off down the stairs. There was a cry from the assailant, and she started to get up.

Melia noticed the woman was wearing a name badge on a lanyard around her neck. The photo was a good resemblance, but the name meant nothing. She hadn't heard of her, not on this or any other team in British Security. She was unknown.

The woman made it onto her feet, then seemed to fall backwards. She was pushing herself off the horizontal bar of scaffold, and moving with force. Her right elbow struck Melia in the stomach, as intended, and took her down.

Melia had a hand out and grasped for the woman's clothes. She got a hand against a pocket of the woman's slacks and yanked. It pulled the material in half. The trousers slipped down her waist, which temporarily inconvenienced her. The stranger had to reach down and pull her pants up. As she did so, some small piece of card fell from her pocket.

Melia was outraged. The card was a photo. It was of Terry, the young technician in TEEF's offices, upstairs.

"He's your target?" Melia said, gasping for air, choking a little. The anger gave her strength.

"What's he to you?" the woman sneered.

"A friend," Melia told her, then, looking over the woman's shoulder, as if someone else was coming down the stairs, she launched herself down three steps. Melia managed to get an arm around the woman's knees and swept her off her feet.

The woman slammed into a scaffolding pole and there was a nasty crack as her head hit the aluminium strut. She gasped in pain, and her arms were all over, flailing. She couldn't get a grip, and Melia took advantage and fell on top of her, heavily.

Melia glanced up, and that's when her blood ran cold. She saw feet, poking out. A body was slumped over a horizontal beam. Whoever it was, the figure in overalls and tool belt was either dead or unconscious. Well, this is not an Exercise then, Melia was thinking. You weren't allowed to disable civilians if your aim was simply to test a member of the team. It was bad form.

There was the sound of scuffling from up the stairs, then sheets of polythene were swept aside. There were four men there, all with guns in hand. Agents from TEEF. One was very familiar.

"Melia," Terry said, almost with relief. "Are you all right?"

Melia was sitting on top of the assassin. This woman was aiming to kill you, she wanted to say. Still, seeing the other agents there, she decided to keep quiet about what she knew, at least until she had reported to her boss, Captain Gibson.

"Terry, thank goodness," Melia acknowledged. "How did you know she was here?"

"Her I.D. wasn't as good a fake as she might have wanted it to be," he said. "When she came through the Access Door on the ground floor, it triggered the silent alarm. We tracked her on closed circuit television, and these gentlemen," he said, indicating his back-up, "agreed to accompany me and arrest the intruder. Well, we should have known you could take care of it."

Melia nodded, grimly. It had been an unpleasant surprise, finding the woman, but it was over now.

"I needed the exercise," she had to admit.

* * * * *
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Meanwhile, across the river, the progress of the gun woman was being tracked.

A young woman was looking out of her window. She had some powerful binoculars in her hands, but the lack of useful to see wasn’t making her happy. As she turned to look back into the room, she was in a bad mood.

“Will you put some damn clothes on?” she snarled to her younger companion.

“Take it easy, Grandma,” the girl with red hair sneered. “It’s a hot day.”

The girl was called Terri, and was, in many ways, a younger, female version of the computer nerd who worked for TEEF. Like him, she had red hair; she was short and thin; she wore glasses when doing close-up work; she was a whiz with computers and made mincemeat of firewalls and security blocks. So, since the age of 15 she had never been poor. When she needed money, she simply hacked in to someone else’s bank account and helped herself to the funds she needed.

Also, like Terry, (though none of his friends knew this), she was a closet nudist. When the door was shut and the curtains pulled, she took off all her clothes. Even she didn’t understand why. It was just an internal need, a psychological demand that needed to be obeyed.

“Don’t call me that,” the older woman said sharply. “You can call me Stig. You know that.”

Teri wanted to laugh.

To her, it was like somebody was saying to her, ‘Call me Mata Hari’, or maybe ‘Cleopatra’. It was fanciful, and fake.

When they had first met, the woman who liked to be known as ‘Stig’ had told the young girl that she could be her assistant, her intern, if she wanted to learn something. Stig, it seemed, was a lady on a mission. It was a mission of revenge.

“Greg Snopes was my brother,” she told Teri.

It was a long and moving tale. Greg had once been recruited into British Security and he had the luck - the bad luck - to be apprenticed to a more experienced agent by the name of Amelia Hartliss. He relished the opportunity, his ‘sister’ told her companion, but it led to nothing but trouble for him. Eventually, it got him killed. A bomb had been planted in Melia’s car. Young Snopes, the trainee anti-terrorist, had made the mistake of borrowing the vehicle without checking under the bonnet. He was starting the engine up in a quiet side street when an explosion took him out, completely.

“They call her ‘Heartless’,” Stig had said, “and I’m one person who knows a good reason why. She stood by and watched my brother die. What kind of monster does that make her?”

Teri, a different generation, wasn’t moved by the sad story. Be honest, she was thinking. Listen, ‘Stig’, mate, you want the bitch smashed. Why not just admit it? All this ‘family loyalty’ is a bit twisted for my liking. Revenge I can understand, but filial loyalty is a little too far-fetched.

Of course, Teri was impressed that the other woman had taken the fantasy to such extremes. Why, she even had a Driving Licence and Passport in the name of ‘Stig Snopes’.

These things can be forged, she was thinking.

Still, she had been willing to go along with certain details of the plot. When Stig asked her to hack into Melia’s bank account, she had been happy to do so. Stig didn’t say what she was going to do with it, so Teri merely swiped a few hundred for her own use - just to prove to herself that she could do it.

Teri also acquiesced to looting other, richer bank accounts to pay for their lavish lifestyle. Right then, they were in an apart-hotel called ‘The Ignato’. It was right on the waterfront, and they had a two bedroomed suite, complete with balcony. For some reason, Stig the woman wouldn’t go out on that protrusion and preferred to stay close to the closed windows, stealing glances out through the twitching curtains.

“Don’t tell me you can see anything!” Teri scoffed.

Stig disagreed. “I instructed the Hit Woman to put the red spot on the nearest window when the job was done,” she said.

Teri looked on with disdain. That was what she might call ‘Old School’! Sending a message via a coloured piece of paper. What was wrong with sending a text? Wow, this Ms Snopes needed to come into the twenty-first century, and that was for sure.

Teri said: “You’re not even hitting the real woman! What is the point of putting the red spot on the computer geek?” She liked computer people. She was one.

Stig Snopes turned from the window and faced the naked girl, irritated. She wasn’t sure which annoyed her most: what the other said or what she didn’t wear. Either way, she was the most annoying trainee she had ever taken on.

“The strategy,” she repeated heavily, as if talking to a five year old, “is to hit the target from a distance at first. Take out people she values. That has a double effect. One, it makes her sad. Two, it makes her nervous. She will soon be able to see that we have made her the subject of our campaign, and she will start to fear me.”

‘You’? Teri was thinking. Why should she fear you? It isn’t you doing the killing!

“I still don’t understand why you had to hire a Hit Man at all,” she told her boss. “Why not do the job yourself?”

Ms Snopes snorted. “That will come,” she assured her protégée. “But first, the pressure must come from a distance. It makes it harder to understand. The victim becomes disorientated.”

She said these last words with conviction, as if she was experienced, knowledgeable. Teri wasn’t so sure. Apart from Ms Hartliss, how many other enemies did Stig Snopes have on her list? Teri didn’t believe it was a long list, at all.

After all, apart from her obsession, ‘Stig’ was an attractive woman, tall but well-built. She had long dark hair, which she usually wore tied up, and a narrow face with a small nose and dark eyes. She had a sense of humour when she wasn’t being pompous. She had a good dress sense, and even now, while in private, she was neat, well turned out. She could fit in anywhere, any polite company.

Why did she have such a grudge against the world? She could have been happy, if she chose to be, Teri was thinking. This woman, she has chosen unhappiness, and it doesn’t really suit her.

Time passed.

Teri got a little bored, and was thinking of taking the bridge across to the shops on the other side of the river. Accordingly, she strolled into the room designated as hers, and pulled various items of clothing out of the wardrobe and drawers. The weather wasn’t that warm, and it might rain later, she thought. She couldn’t really decide what to wear, given the circumstances.

So, still undressed, she sat down for a moment at her computer, still open, on a side table. She checked the ‘Alerts’. She was being careful. She needed to monitor social media chatter. She needed to know if anyone was talking to Melia, and if there were any plans developing.

Teri also needed to know if she was getting a mention, by anyone, anywhere. She operated below the radar, and liked it down there. She anxiously looked through the hits. Nothing. Nothing personal. Good, that was good. She stood up again, content.

She wandered back into the living room. Stig gave her a further disapproving glance, to add to the litany of others so far that day. She had thought, when the girl disappeared into the other room, that she might come back clothed. Apparently not.

“No news?” Teri asked.

Ms Snopes shook her head. No, it was frustrating.

“How long are you going to wait?” the young girl asked. She was getting bored.

“All right,” Stig Snopes said, making up her mind. "Put something on and we’ll go over and stooge around, see what we can find. If our hired hand hasn’t pulled off the job, then we’ll have to think again. Maybe come up with a new plan.”

“Change the strategy?”

“Merely add a new method,” Ms Snopes informed the girl, as if it was a lesson that her pupil could surely learn.

* * * * *
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Captain Gibson was apologetic.

"I'm sorry you had such a bad start to your day, Melia," he said to his favourite agent, "but we need to get on. I have two important items to discuss with you, and I'm afraid they won't wait."

Melia sat down in the visitor's chair, on the far side of her boss's desk.

She couldn't complain. She'd had a shower and changed into clothes that she kept stored in her locker on the top floor. Then, the Medic on-duty insisted that she sat still for a moment or two while he checked her out. A few bruises, he observed. That's normal, she told him, and made a great fuss about being hungry. He picked up his bag and accompanied her to the canteen, on the lower floor. While she ate a hearty breakfast, he checked her pulse and blood pressure, more than once, then filled in a form and left, eventually.

Melia was hoping that Terry would be available. She wanted to hear what else he knew about the intruder. Unfortunately, he wasn't in his room and nobody could remember seeing him. Was he even in the building? Melia sighed. For a computer geek, he was an extraordinary 'Man of Mystery'. He kept his cards close to his chest.

The summons to see Gibson was short and sharp. An orderly appeared in the canteen, spotted her and passed the message on. Now, he said. Now would be a good time. The boss was waiting, the young man said. Don't panic, she told the intern. I've got the gist. Let's go. I've finished eating, anyway.

Gibson cleared his throat.

"I don't suppose you'd ever expect me to say the name 'Gorange' again."

Melia started. Emil Gorange was an international terrorist, gun runner and assassin for most of his life, and had caused fear in Melia more than once while she’d been working here. However, last year, he suddenly arrived at her flat, announced he was dying of cancer and asked for her forgiveness. It was the strangest turnaround she had ever seen in a human being.

Then, as if to prove the point, he had taken a bullet for her, literally. He saved her life and made up for all the anguish he had caused her, all in one heart-stopping moment. Still, Gibson was right. She assumed he was gone for good.

Gibson said: "We've received information that his daughter is looking for you."

Melia gasped. She had no idea Papa Gorange had offspring. He had never thought to mention family, either older or younger. He had a daughter? Then what would such a woman want with her? Would she beg forgiveness too?

Gibson was thoughtful. "It's entirely possible that she wants to kill you."

Melia nodded, agreeing with that. Would you want your Dad to sacrifice his life for a former enemy? Sure, such an event might give the woman a reason to hold a grudge. Maybe it was a cause for revenge. Melia wasn't sure she would blame the kid.

"Okay," she said. "Give me her file and I'll keep an eye out for her."

"We've no idea what she looks like."

That was a surprise. Usually, no matter how 'secret' the Secret Agent, or how disguised the spy, one or other Intelligence Agency around the world would have info on the person, one way or another. Nothing? No, Gibson stated. Definitely.

He leaned forward on his desk and tapped a button on his intercom.

"You're going to need a pair of eyes to watch your back," he told her, "and I've made arrangements."

The door opened and a keen young man stepped into the room.

"Melia," Captain Gibson announced. "Meet your new partner."

That was hurtful. For many years, Mickey had been Melia's partner. Now that Mickey had chosen to retire, it left not only a gap in her love life, but also in her professional career. She was only too aware she was lacking back-up. There was a vacuum.

"My name is Bronson Durford," the man stated, his voice clear and soft. "But most people call me Durf."

Melia examined the new arrival.

He wasn't tall, about matching her for height. He was blonde, (while Mickey was dark). He was not her type at all - he had no shoulders, no muscles. He looked thin, and a little weedy, but he sported a happy grin. He didn't seem the serious type.

He reminded her of a previous partner she had had many years before, a young man called Snopes.

"I hear you've have bad luck with partners," he said, smiling. "You keep losing them?"

Melia didn't think of it as a topic for merriment. It simply reminded her, that yes, Greg Snopes had died on duty. And yes, Mickey had preferred to leave the Service, rather than carrying on working with her.

So yes, she was 'unlucky'.

Durf said: "I guess you have a grudge against the Russians, planting that bomb in your car."

Melia didn't meet his gaze. It was the Chinese, she knew, but didn't want to say.

Gibson was pleased. He had dealt with the two issues at hand, and was now ready to move on.

He got his wish.

There was a sharp rap on the door, and it opened again, without ceremony. Terry strode in, clutching papers.

Ah, here he is, Melia was thinking, wondering if she would get a private word.

Terry seemed preoccupied. He laid the wad of paperwork on Gibson's desk, without asking, shuffled the deck a little, then pulled one sheet out and tore off the bottom third. He handed it to Melia, and indicated she should pocket it forthwith.

"This is as far as I've got with The Convoy, boss," he said briskly to Captain Gibson.

Gibson nodded. "There have been allegations of a sex abuse ring at the heart of government," he told Melia, who had already heard that, both from inside the Service and in the national newspapers.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
People Say Stuff

Amelia Hartliss Mysteries, Book 19

Mike Scantlebury





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





