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Chapter FOURTEEN
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"Sure, if you're confident this is the place," Terry the technician told his friends, "we'll dig here."

Terry was grateful he knew these Detectorists, young men like him - geeky, glasses and addicted to Tech Speak. The only difference was that while Terry spent most of his time in an office, behind a closed door and in front of a screen, they liked the Great Outdoors, usually in fields, ploughing through mud and muck, waiting for their metal detectors to chirrup. The Batter family said they were looking for a metal box, so why not?

Terry looked around. They were all there, people from the family, the neighbourhood. People who were interested in finding Jimmy Batter's 'Treasure'. Jim, himself, wasn't there. He hadn't been seen for weeks, they all said. Not since he'd got himself kidnapped.

Melia was there, in one corner of the patch, behind the Neighbourhood Centre in Ordsall, one of Jimmy Batter's 'Favourite Places', according to the films that were made about him in 2013 by Jan Branch. Jan wasn't there. She'd disappeared, after Bim Turkay tried to kill Melia.

Maybe that was why Melia looked so awful. It had been a traumatic incident, on Salford Quays, with the new Boss of Terry's Unit - the youngster that Melia had named George the Dog (because of a previous operation he had completely messed up). The Dog was leaning on an Asylum Seeker's neck, choking the life out of him, and Bim Turkay, some kind of international gun runner with fistfuls of hand grenades, appeared, out of nowhere. He threw one at the Dog. Melia was standing right behind him, but managed to drag her friend Romla and herself to the ground, flattening themselves behind a low stone wall that should have sheltered them both from the blast.

As it turned out, that wasn't needed.

George, seeing the bomb, realising the hopeless position he was in, did a remarkable thing.

He threw himself over the grenade. 

It exploded and killed him instantly, but that meant he saved the lives of the innocent bystanders, members of the public, and ensured the safety of people like Melia - who, at least nominally, he had responsibility for. Ironically, he also saved the life of the Asylum Seeker he had spent nearly ten minutes trying to snuff out. The Asylum Seeker he thought of as a suspected terrorist and Melia thought of as Romla's lodger.

The alleged assassin, Bim Turkay, also died, but for another reason.

He was indeed in the arms trade - as was Jan Branch, though no one present there knew that at the time - and he was attending an International Arms Fair in the middle of Manchester, where he had been commissioned to take the life of a certain Ms Amelia Hartliss. Melia, as a professional and experienced member of Her Majesty's Security Service, had been working undercover, the last time the arms dealers were in town. She infiltrated the network and became close to a certain handsome young Trade Fair organiser called Trystom Mulvaney. It was a shame then, when he became completely rogue, lost his head and tried to commandeer a fighter aircraft, with which he intended to shoot attendees at the Air Fair part of the weekend's events. Melia was forced to grab a rifle and take him out.

The arms dealers didn't like that. They liked Tryst. So this year they clubbed together, put money into a pot and formed a cartel to snuff out Melia, in revenge. It wasn't clever, it wasn't reasonable. Worse, it didn't work. The man they hired, Bim Turkay, died.

It was an accident.

Mr Turkay, smartly dressed but not too smart in the head, dived behind a low stone wall on the other side of the Dog, and hoped to be flat on the ground when the grenade exploded. Unfortunately for him, he mistimed his dive and cracked his head on the solid pavement.

By the time paramedics arrived, maybe eight minutes later, he had bled out, all over Salford Quays, the red stuff flowing symbolically into the waters of the River Irwell, which flowed sedately past Romla's flat, as well as Melia's base, the Unit's Regional Office.

Which brings us back to the Unit, now lacking a 'new broom' leader, in the form of 'George the Dog', a reforming and modernising soul, sent up from London to lead the savages of North West England into the new century, (or so he said). Since his reign was so short-lived, the Mandarins in the capital decided to cut their losses, abandon the 'Cultural Revolution' and bring back the old Guard. In person, Captain Gibson.

Melia had worked for Gibson for most of her professional career and respected him mightily. He had been more than an employer to her - he was a guru, a mentor, a Father Figure. The Captain was growing older, admittedly, but there had been several attempts to oust him over the years, and none had succeeded. In this particular case, he was brought back from 're-training' in the Lake District and reinstated.

Melia had never been more relieved.

Her only disappointment was that the boss, the 'new' old boss, couldn't give her anything very meaningful to do.

Like today. Melia was standing under a tree, supervising the prisoner, Tolly Tilbury. All that Melia knew about this short, rotund and pugnacious middle-aged woman, is that she had once been a Cabinet Minister and was responsible for instituting the infamous 'Hostile Environment' policy, which questioned whether brown and black people who had been welcomed to Britain in the 1960s and ‘70s should be allowed to remain.

Then, ironically even more, when she was discovered to have been taking bribes from Russia - amongst other alien powers - she found herself losing whatever protection she once had, and falling foul of the very policy she had created. After all, her grandparents had immigrated into the country from the Caribbean. Did Tolly have the right to be here? Or should she be sent back to - Well, wherever they came from.

Even if, as in Tolly's case, she had never set foot on the golden sands of the idyllic island in question. That was no problem for the courts.

"Ms Tilbury?" a pleasant voice at her elbow said politely.

The ex-government Minister turned. This was unexpected. She was wanted? Was this bad news?

It was an impressive young lady, dressed elegantly in a Power Suit, and sporting a short haircut and minimal make-up.

She could be a contender for Young Business Woman of the Year, Tolly was thinking.

"I don't mean to alarm you," the youngster said. "Don't worry, it's nothing to worry about. But we need to talk."

Melia bridled. She'd have something to say about that!

Melia's mission, on this warm, autumn day, was disappointingly to guard and monitor the movements of the aforesaid Ms Tilbury. Tolly had an ankle tag, a wireless GPS system that meant her every journey was monitored, but, for some reason, the Unit considered the poor woman under suspicion, needed closer contact. To stop her running away? Where could she possibly go? That wasn't the point!

Well, if Melia was 'in charge', then she would indeed assert her authority, she decided.

The trouble was, she quite liked the attractive newcomer.

She was about as tall as Melia, well coiffed, and her features seemed pleasant, maybe pretty. That was hard to judge under the face mask. Everyone on site was wearing them of course. Virus Lock-down had recently been eased, but not cancelled. They were still required.

Not that the attraction was at all romantic, of course. Melia had a boyfriend. Or, to be precise, she had two, if you counted Mickey - but Mickey, a regular romance, but rather irregular, on-off and unpredictable, had been sent by Captain Gibson on a Mission, probably overseas. Melia hadn't heard from him in weeks. Unfortunately - for Mickey, at least - that had given her time to enjoy a brief holiday in the sun, where she met a new man, the attentive Mr John Lewis. John, a strong, determined character, told Melia he would be joining her in England shortly. Meanwhile, since she was going back before him, he asked for a favour: could she please seek out a colleague of his? That sounded simple, but this friend was currently being held in custody by the Security Services and was known only as 'Prisoner X'. He thought Melia might be interested because his real name was Paul Batter, and Old Jim was his grandfather. Melia, smitten, was only too pleased to help. A part of her was currently feeling deeply in love.

Melia was around thirty and had accumulated a lot of relationships in her adult life. This was no wonder. She was a tall, beautiful woman, with a full figure and a sharp mind. She was tough, committed and fun to be with. Unfortunately, some of her charm had been knocked out of her recently, which was why she deserved the break abroad, but she still had it, she knew. She was Amelia Hartliss and people who met her quickly came to realise that 'Heartless' wasn't just a pun, it was an accurate assessment. She was good at her job.

"We've found something!" a young voice called out.

Since Jimmy Batter wasn't around to ask, the searchers just had to rely on scant information and assumption. He had picked this green hill as one of his 'Favourite Places' in those short films of 2013 - which was known - and he had hidden a whole stash of money in the same year, after selling his food snacking empire. Hidden, but where? No one knew for sure. This tree-capped slope was as likely a place as any.

The detectorists were right about one thing: there was a heavy metal box under the earth, and when it was removed from the hole and opened, it was found to contain newspapers dated 2013, the year in question. But that was all it contained.

No gold.

The Batter clan, all the family, extended and close, were disappointed, obviously. They muttered and milled around, looking for someone to blame. This was all the patriarch's fault, wherever he was, or maybe it was his brother Ben. Some people said it was Uncle Ben who had actually chosen the hiding place, but since he'd died in the few short years in between, he couldn't be interrogated either.

That might have been the most exciting - and depressing - part of the whole day, until someone started shooting at Melia.

The place had been nick-named The Grassy Knoll by local residents because it resembled the spot in Dallas where President Kennedy had been shot at in 1963, but none of them ever imagined that history would repeat. In fact, they might not even have noticed, but when the dirt was spit up beside her, and the dull lethargy of the afternoon was disrupted by the sound of rifle fire, she knew she was being attacked.

Had the Arms Dealers laid out a new commission? Had they found another assassin?

Quite clearly, it didn't really matter who the attacker was at that point - she just needed to get away.

Luckily the stand of trees provided cover. She sprinted up and got behind the largest trunk she could see. The shots kept coming, either side of the wood, which told her that yes, she was the target, and yes, someone had a sighted rifle. She needed to stay hidden.
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