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For a whole set of reasons which I shan't go into – they're far too long and complicated to even begin to explain here – the fact is that I found myself and the whole of my Unit barricaded into the top floor of an old warehouse in Manchester with Ian Bann, the mad bomber.

“Can't we shift it?” Melia asked, not for the first time.

She was referring to the bomb that sat on the sturdy old wooden table in the middle of the room. We were sitting around it in a variety of chairs, apart from Caulfield, our Deputy Director, who was slumped in one corner of the vast, dirty room, nursing his broken arm and moaning, quietly.

“You don't need it there,” she reminded Ian, our captor.

It was true. He held the 'dead man switch' in his hand. If it ever fell out of his grasp, or we knocked it off, or he suddenly fell unconscious, the radio signal would detonate the bomb and we'd all die. It was a fact. It was something we'd had to get used to over the last few days.

“Is it making you nervous?” Ian rasped, his voice hoarse after so much shouting out the window at the police, gathered in the courtyard of the building, five floors below.

I tried to catch Melia's eye. Don't let him think it's making you nervous, I wanted to say. That's precisely what he wants. It's what he's always wanted. He started his bombing campaign five months ago to make people nervous, and it was the lure he used to get us to follow him in to the building. How were we to know that he had the top floor prepared, and that once we came through the door, he could cut us off so neatly? All of us, six fully grown adults, and him, the teenage terrorist.

“I like you,” Ian reminded Melia.

It was unfortunate. One unfortunate consequence of having a young thug in amongst us, was that he and his raging hormones would sure as hell be attracted to the only female in our group. That, and the fact that Melia is one of the most glamorous and enticing blondes the Service has ever had the good fortune to recruit. Sure he was attracted to her. I was attracted to her. Even Caulfield, when he was well, was attracted to her. Only Ted, who was older than most of us, didn't seem to entertain such thoughts.

Melia stood up. “You smell,” she reminded him.

She walked over to the corner of the room where the sink was, and started to fill the kettle. Again. It was what we did. Regularly. One advantage of having a well-prepared hostage taker look after you is that he makes sure he stocks up with teabags. We had started with a dozen boxes and there were still some left.
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