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“I thought you said we were terrorists,” Melia challenged.

“We are,” Lord Gimlet replied. “That's right.”

“Then who are the tourists?” Melia asked again.

“Ah,” the peer said, conspiratorially, placing the end of one finger alongside his long nose. “The fact is, my young friend, they are our Secret Weapon.”

Melia looked around the campaign's headquarters, the vast and complex Computer Room. The huge space, the very hub and nerve centre of operations, was full of desks, each one occupied by a volunteer, hunched over a keyboard and gazing at a computer screen. Some were working on creating websites; some were sending out information and extending the mailing list; some were researching the details of HIV and AIDS worldwide. The room hummed with activity, and the whisper of hushed conversation. Lord Gimlet surveyed his empire: he was Chair of the pressure group, and in recent months had become a new and formidable force in British politics. 

Not bad, for a man who started his working life as a stand-up comedian.

He said: “Melia, we are a pressure group, because our aim is to extend awareness and information about HIV and AIDS across the nation. We are terrorists because we intend to use HIV infection as a weapon. We have a long-term plan to infect a range of high-profile figures in Britain and America, and as their HIV status becomes known, the profile of the disease will grow. Also, inaccuracies will be dispelled: our country is living in the 1980s. The newspapers still talk of AIDS as 'The Gay Plague'. Reporters encourage the public to think and assume that if they aren't gay men, then they will be safe. That's wrong: we know that now. Meanwhile, we have all been told that HIV is reaching epidemic proportions in Sub-Saharan Africa. We make the mistake of assuming that fact means it's too far away to worry about. That's where tourists come in: as long as they keep bringing the infection back to these shores, our campaign will gather and our numbers will grow.”

“I don't like it,” Melia stated. “It's dirty and underhand.”

Gimlet fixed her with a gaze. “It's not your concern, dear lady,” he said harshly. “Your job is to take care of Security, here in London, and at our satellite offices. That's all you have to do – keep the spies out of the building and protect our records. We have vital information on these machines here, more info on AIDS than anywhere else in Britain. It has to be protected.”

Melia nodded. 'Protected' and backed-up. She'd seen to that.

“I don't want to argue,” she told her handsome boss.

There was no point. Melia wouldn't win.

She looked around the room again. On the side wall was a huge banner with the initials WOAAH spelled out in fluorescent yellow. It made no sense, and was typical of the organisation that Gimlet chaired. Sure, it stood for something, 'Wipe out AIDS and HIV', but that meant that the idea the abbreviation stood for – stopping a galloping horse or heading off a stampede - was lost. That word was WHOAA. She'd tried to tell the Lord, but the old man had pointed out that the phrase would then be 'Wipe HIV out and AIDS', and he didn't like the fact that it downgraded the disease and put the virus first.

“Melia,” he said, lecturing, “we have to think of our supporters. They are a wide bunch of people, with a variety of beliefs. Even some prejudices. Some of them don't even agree that there is a link between HIV and AIDS. The research is uncertain and opinions differ. Some say the case isn't proved. We need those people. We need everyone. We don't want to alienate anyone.”

So WOAAH it was, and that was the word on the front of the group's tee-shirts. Looking round, Melia could see that half the youngsters in the room were wearing them. Older people, like her, simply carried the discrete lapel badge and red ribbon on their jackets. Like her boss, Melia was nearly thirty, tall, fit and well-muscled, but smartly dressed in dark business suit and white shirt, as always. In some ways she was massively out-of-place in this gathering, but Gimlet was desperate for all the help he could get. He turned no one away.

They had been arguing for hours. Melia was pointing out – as Head of Security – that the recruitment process of helpers and volunteers needed to be more stringent and she, Melia, needed free rein. How could she hope to guarantee to 'keep out spies' if the Chair wouldn't allow her to delve into people's records properly?

Gimlet grimaced. “You might as well say I haven't checked on you, Melia,” he pointed out. “Look, terrorism is self-selecting: people come here if they believe in the cause, and they stay if they agree with our methods. If they don't, they walk.”

He stared at Melia again. The implication was clear: it applied to her too, as well as everyone else. If Melia didn't like the set-up, she was free to go. No, she wasn't about to. There was a job to be done, Melia was thinking. Gimlet was right about that. Unfortunately, he, the Lord, didn’t know all the details, such as that Melia was herself a spy, working for British Intelligence and reporting back on this suspect organisation. She was ‘undercover’, again.

He didn’t see that. All he was was a smart, attractive woman, and he liked women. His romances were legendary. He was never out of the gossip columns, usually featuring in those pages because he like parties, and Premières and public events. Most of the time, he had a pretty woman on his arm. Melia could be that woman, she knew, and - if she wormed her way into his affections cleverly enough - the time would surely come. That would help her do her job of finding out his secrets.

The fact was, she wouldn’t mind the ‘work’. She liked him. Bobby Gimlet had found fame early and he was still a young man, vital, full of energy. He had a twinkle in his eye and a lilt to his voice, which made him a favourite with the television viewers. It wasn’t an act. In person he was as charming as he was in public. He was even working his magic on Melia - though she was a seasoned professional.

I could really like this man, she told herself. Despite his crazy notions and his deadly ambitions, beneath that veneer of madness was the most exciting individual Melia had ever had the pleasure to meet. He thrilled her.

They rounded an island of desks that had been put together. At the far side a rather attractive young woman was haranguing her colleagues. This was Buni. She was a computer expert, young and reputedly half-way through her University studies. She came down to the Centre regularly to help out. She was committed. She had told Melia a story about how her mother had died of AIDS, back home, somewhere out East, possibly Singapore. Melia wasn't sure about the details, but she was prepared to give her the benefit of the doubt: Melia found her sophisticated and attractive, a good lunch companion. Buni was short, petite, and with a great sense of style. Right now, she was wearing a t-shirt with a slogan too. For some reason, it didn't say 'WOAAH'; it read 'AJD'. Melia had no idea what that referred to, but preferred the buff lettering. It suited her.

Gimlet liked her too, but for a different reason: she was the most creative website designer on the team. She had revolutionised the campaign's on-line presence. He loved that.

“Trouble?” the boss asked, his tone mild and encouraging.

“These – dopes,” she said irritably, “have taken my colour scheme and changed it.”

One of the young men was willing to speak up for himself.

“It mutates,” he said, trying to explain. “As you move from page to page, the colours get steadily muter. It's like the long, slow death from AIDS. It's about losing life - ”

The Chair turned to him, and his look was fierce.

“Take advice from an expert!” he blazed. “You back my decisions or you'll be losing something precious too!”

The young man looked bewildered.

“I didn't know you had chosen the colours!” he bleated.

“I chose your boss!” Gimlet said, seething. “Do what she says, Mister, and no fuss about it. This lady is in charge of you – dopes.”

He finished on a smile but the battle was over. The rest of the programmers had been completely cowed by their leader's vehement attack. He could be charming - and he could be devastating. Right now, he was firing on all cylinders. It was overwhelming. They had clearly given up on their own points of view. They'd go along with Buni now, whatever she wanted. She had the Lord's backing, and that was enough. He was in charge, they all knew that.

In fact, he was something of a bully.

Lord Gimlet had not always been a peer of the realm, but he had been a star for most of his adult life, first around the clubs of northern England and later on radio. He'd even had his own television show, but only for a season. His abrasive manner worked better on radio, his agent said, and they settled for that. Of course, being rough and working class, he had always voted Labour and donated to the Labour Party. When the Labour government was looking for fresh blood to appoint to the House of Lords, Gimlet was just one of the many loyal supporters that had found their way into the hallowed ermine robes of the Upper Chamber. For the first year he was a regular attender and a loyal voter. Then he developed a passionate new interest in AIDS, and no one was more surprised or embarrassed than the Leader of the Labour Party. It was too late: the Life Peerage couldn't be taken away. But favour could. Gimlet was no longer the Golden Boy, beloved of government. The invitations to Number 10 dried up in the dying days of the Labour administration. Gimlet was now an increasingly isolated figure, but that only made him more determined: the more he was ignored, the more strident he had become.

Some time in recent months, his philosophy had turned into pure terrorism.

Melia grimaced, thinking about it. Since the campaign hadn't actually killed anyone yet, the moves against them were limited. Once Gimlet's vision of 'spreading HIV' really kicked in, then the noble Lord would quickly be identified as Public Enemy Number One and all the resources of the state would be turned against him. Her own boss, (back in the real world), Captain Gibson, had assured her of that.

They walked on, the pair of them, into a corner of the room.

“I want you to plan for every eventuality, Melia,” the Lord told her quietly. “There's no reason to be complacent. We will soon be kicking up dust and causing havoc. The Establishment have methods. I don't know what, but they could be bugging us even now.”

“I've swept the room,” Melia said, reassuring the Chair of the movement.

She looked at the man, confident but concerned. Gimlet was looking smart, in a well-cut suit and wide tie. He looked like the host of a prime-time Game Show on national television, which, at one time, would have been the height of his ambition. His hair was greying at the temples, but jet black on top and carefully cut, slicked across his head. His head was square and strong, his nose patrician and his skin lightly tanned, healthy. He looked like someone entering maturity, like he was someone's favourite Uncle, knocking on the door at Christmas and being welcomed into the house. Unfortunately for the residents of Britain, he belied his kindly image: he was planning to loose a deadly disease amongst them. Soon. That wouldn't be a welcome gift, for sure.

Melia was still concerned.

“What do you think is going to happen?” she prompted.

Gimlet shrugged. “Maybe a police raid,” he suggested.

That was the point at which the police smashed the front door in and flooded the room with uniforms.

Luckily, Melia had planned ahead.

They were standing in the far corner, away from the entrance and near to Gimlet's office. As soon as Melia saw the front door fly in, she pushed her boss into the old man's office and slammed the door shut behind them. She pulled a plank of wood off the top of one of the filing cabinets, where she had left it earlier, and slotted it into place across the door. It was now sealed, at least for a while.
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