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EVERYBODY LIES

by

Mike Scantlebury

“The Amelia Hartliss Mysteries: Book 19”

––––––––

c. Mike Scantlebury 2019

Standard Copyright applies, which means that if you steal any words from the authors standing around, looking over your shoulder, I can guarantee you that Amelia Hartliss will come around round to your house and tarmac your porch, (if you follow my meaning.)

PUBLISHER’S NOTE: the action in this book follows on directly from the last book, Amelia Hartliss Mysteries: Book 18, ‘People Say Stuff’. In fact, it’s so linked that these here Chapters 1-10 might as well be Chapters 11-20 of the last book.

However, don’t despair: the powers that be have prevailed on the author to put in some guidance, so that this whole story can be read on its own, without the reader being too baffled. If this is your first ‘Melia’, then don’t fret: it will all make sense.

Well, as much sense as any slice from Melia’s life ever is, or as much as it ever was.
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CHAPTER 1:  Falling
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Melia could hear the gun shots. Someone was firing at her.

She wasn't in the best position to avoid the attack. Dangling from a zip wire can do that - make you feel vulnerable.

It didn't help that she was floating above Albert Square, right in the middle of city centre Manchester, in the North West of England. She wasn't alone. There must have been at least five thousand people milling around, on the ground underneath her. It was Pride Week, and the celebrants were dressed in all colours of the rainbow, making a statement and having fun.

Melia wasn't having fun. Her life was in danger. Unfortunately, she couldn't move. Her trip down the zip wire had come to an abrupt halt. She didn't know why, but she was dangling, visible but helpless. Alone. She was a target.

Panicking, but unable to act, it gave her a few moments to think. How had she got into this predicament?

She had been at the Training Day, organised by her Unit. It was in the office block opposite. They'd been on the fourth floor, with a lovely view out onto the square. The parade had been passing through, on their merry way to the Music Festival. There had been floats, lorries with bunting and enormous sculptures. People on the vehicles were waving and throwing out sweets. Several wagons had bands on them, playing jazz, or simply drumming. There was a Brass Band from Yorkshire. It was noisy, but good-humoured.

Melia, at the back of the room, was watching the big screen that had been lowered in front of the windows. It showed the Guest Speaker, a man called Gibson, and the talk was a live feed from the United Nations. It didn't help that Captain Gibson had been Melia's boss for many years, but then something happened, and he had been removed from the Unit. She hadn't seen him for weeks.

When the talk was over and the screen wound up and out of sight, a clutch of dignitaries filed onto the platform, took their seats behind a table and asked for questions. The debate ranged over a wide variety of topics, aspects of politics and Security in the Modern World. It was ironic then, while that was going on, that someone started shooting at the attendees.

Melia rushed forward, then stopped, confused. People had collapsed off their chairs and were lying on the floor with red stains on their clothes. But the stain wasn't blood. It was paint. Someone was firing a paint-ball gun from the balcony.

There was panic, confusion, and Melia couldn't get through the churning mass of people to reach the side stairs and confront the shooter. She watched with frustration as she saw the gun person descending the stairs into the hall and leap out of the open French windows.

That seemed a bit unbelievable, but individuals had been going down past the windows all afternoon. There was a 'Sponsored Abseil' going on at the same time as the Conference. The paint-ball person simply grabbed a harness and slid down the vertical wire. By the time Melia got behind the speakers' platform and out through the open door onto the balcony, she was able to lean over and see the assailant disconnect themselves below and head off into the crowd. A helpful person on the balcony - supervising the abseilers - was quick to point out that the horizontal zip wire - beside them - went out over the crowd and connected with the Town Hall on the opposite side of the square. He suggested that Melia take that route to cut off the escapee.

She had been so flustered, she took the crazy advice, strapped on a harness and commenced a hazardous, and long, descent.

Melia reached the half way point and stopped. She didn't know why. She screamed a bit.

Perhaps her haphazardous twists and turns attracted attention from below. Whatever, the gun shots started then.

Melia was hoping for assistance, but she had no clue as to what could be done. Something, anything. Suddenly, unexpectedly, the wire snapped and she fell. She was above the throng, maybe ten metres high, and the fall - if it had been onto concrete - might have been fatal in itself. Luckily, her descent was broken by something soft below.

She fell directly onto a person.

Melia rolled, fighting with the harness release. As she struggled out of the enfolding webbing, she bounced onto her haunches, breathless and scared. Where was the gun? She looked up. It was pointing at her, a large young woman holding it in her fist.

"You!" Melia snarled, recognising the lady. 

They had faced each other before. This was the same person that Melia had encountered on the back stairs to Unit headquarters in Salford, when the visitor had been pursuing a contract to assassinate Terry, one of Melia's colleagues. They had fought. Melia had come off best, and the hit woman was arrested. Strangely, she was quickly set free - something to do with her legal status.

The next time they met, she saved Melia's life. Melia, at that point, was suspended a dozen feet in the air - rather similar to today - by a vicious antagonist called Stig Snopes, who wanted revenge for what she believed Melia had done to her late brother.

Melia, on the ground, was suddenly pushed to one side. The body she had landed on was anxious to leave the scene, apparently. It was a man, lean and thin. He might have been bruised, he was so unsteady on his feet, and he limped as he brushed past the gun and disappeared into the crowd. Strangely, a circle had opened up around Melia and the woman. No one else seemed keen to intervene.

Melia said: "He didn't stop to let me thank him."

The woman said: "He's my boyfriend. I'll find ways to thank him later."

Melia gasped. 'Boyfriend'? Right, so she had met the guy, then. It was after this woman had been set free by the police. She disappeared, but then a warrant appeared for her arrest. Confused again, Melia had joined the dawn raid on her flat. They hadn't found her, but 'the boyfriend' was there. He pleaded ignorance and the police took no action. Melia hadn't seen him since.

"Drop the gun!" Melia shouted at the woman, determined to take control of this bizarre situation.

The woman looked down at the weapon in her hand, and seemed surprised to see it there. She quickly slipped it into her jacket pocket and brushed herself down. She was wearing fluorescent colours. She blended right in with the crowd.

"Don't be stupid!" she yelled at Melia. "I was trying to help. My bullets split the wire. I saved you!"

Again? Melia was thinking. Damn, she didn't like to be in this person's debt. After all, she didn't even know her name. The police, baffled by her string of aliases, had simply called her 'Woman One', a designation that had stuck.

"There was a lot of shooting," Melia said, not willing to admit she was grateful, not yet.

"Only me," Woman said. She looked around nervously, as if worried she might have attracted attention. "Coffee," she suggested.

Melia, full of adrenalin, pulse racing, knew she needed some space to calm down. Without another thought, she allowed the woman to help her to her feet and accompany her across the square to one of the coffee bars at street level in the office blocks opposite the Town Hall. They had twenty yards to travel, but mysteriously a path opened up before them as people moved out of their way.

"You intimidate them," Melia said to the woman, while still hanging on her arm.

"No, Love," the woman said firmly. "You're the scary one round here."

Melia knew, of course, that friends and foes alike tended to call her 'Heartless'. Her given name was Amelia Hartliss, but she had long ago reconciled to the fact that the nickname was more accurate. It was one thing she had in common with her companion, Melia was thinking. They were more alike that she wanted to admit. They were both professionals.

The woman pushed the heavy door open, then guided Melia to a corner and flopped her down on a sofa. She looked out of the window, back to the square, where they had come from. The mass of people had closed again, like an impenetrable wall. If the police arrived now, she reasoned, they would find no bodies, nobody injured, no complainant. Whatever witnesses there had been would have moved on. The parade was like that, a steadily moving river of humanity, leaving little trace.

"So how did it start?" she said to Melia, once she had fetched coffee and brought it over.

Melia cupped the warm mug, drinking in the reassuring aroma. Slowly, she was starting to calm down.

She described the Conference, the speeches, the questions. Then the shots, the people running, the perpetrator escaping.

Woman gasped. "A zip wire?" she asked, staring at Melia. Who was the craziest? she was wondering.

Melia stared steadily at her rescuer. They even looked similar, she realised. Tall, strong shoulders, long hair. Melia's hair, being auburn, was a little lighter than the other's, but the two females could have been taken for sisters.

Sisters in the struggle, she was thinking. Living a life of death.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I guess I'm a little on edge. So many people are trying to kill me."

"You think it was Snopes?"

Melia shook her head, uncertain. It had been going on for weeks. The Snopes girl, out for revenge. That was one possibility.

"Or that Orange woman?" she was asked.

Melia cringed. Gorange, she said. The name is Gorange. And yes, it was a worry. Melia had been warned, by her boss, that Intel had come through that the daughter of Emil Gorange, her oldest adversary, had slipped into the country. What for? Nobody knew, but it couldn't be good. Gorange had been a terrorist, a gun runner, before he died. Maybe his daughter was carrying on the family business.

Woman One leaned over, suddenly upset. She put out a hand to Melia's sleeve.

"You're bleeding?" she asked. "There's blood on your jacket."

Melia looked down. No, it was paint, she had to admit.

When she looked up, she saw that the woman was smiling. Laughing at her? Or sympathising. She wasn't sure which.

"My girl," the woman guffawed. "You're not even worth a bullet anymore?"

*  *  *  *  *
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Meanwhile, four floors above the two women, in the office building, Terry the technician was packing up his equipment.

He wasn't happy. He was a computer nerd, that was what he was famous for and why the Unit employed him. This gig? He had been asked to connect up the projector and make sure the Public Address system worked properly. It was hardly Rocket Science. In truth, it was an insult to his skills, but Melia had asked him to do it, and he never refused any request from her. Also, she told him that there would be the international link to New York to include the speech from Captain Gibson. Ah, the Old Man. His Mentor. Terry owed him a lot. He wouldn't want to let Mr Gibson down, not at all. Just for those few minutes, it was worth seeing his ex-boss again.

Terry was skinny, small, with sandy coloured hair. He wore glasses and looked like he slept on the floor of his office, (which he sometimes did). He was very knowledgeable, very able, very qualified. In the Private Sector he could have earned a fortune. Instead, he chose British Security as his employer. It was a decision of honour. One day, he wondered, someone might thank him.

The attendees had all mysteriously disappeared when the shooting started and Melia dived out of the window. The hall was mostly clear, the floor covered with overturned chairs, discarded in the panic. But the Very Important People had somehow stuck around. Terry could see his Member of Parliament at the edge of the front table, talking to somebody in a turban. As he watched, a young man detached himself from the group and headed for the exit. It was Dai Bala, the Master of Ceremonies for the day.

Terry didn't know the fellah, but he'd introduced himself by saying he was from the University of Salford. That made him a colleague of Liv Moriarty, Terry reasoned. Liv was Melia's cousin. Liv, he knew well. In fact - although he often chose to forget the whole sorry episode - he had been engaged to the girl. It wasn't a happy thought. The attempt had ended badly, although Liv didn't appear to hold a grudge and was happy to acknowledge Terry if their paths ever crossed.

Like today.

Well, no, they hadn't actually met, but Terry had seen her. From a distance.

When Melia made a flying leap into space, Terry - unable to move towards her, for the crush of panicking public - hacked into the building's security cameras on his laptop. He was gratified to discover that there was a selection covering the front of the building and the west side of the square. He was able to get a live feed, and see her being rescued from the high wire. He didn't bother continuing. Once Melia reached solid ground, he knew, she could outfight any opponent, male or female.

But then, something strange happened. Terry saw that previous footage was saved on the local server. He tapped a few buttons and was given the option of travelling back in time. He rewound the pictures, curious to see if they showed anyone suspicious coming in the front of the building earlier. That's when he saw Liv. She was acting very oddly indeed.

In the first instance, Terry spotted her crossing the road below the balcony and going towards the square.

He would it back again and saw her get off a bus, the Tourist bus that offered a tour of Salford and Manchester. What would she be doing on that? She was living on campus now, he had heard, so might have decided to get a bus into Manchester city centre from there - to avoid the traffic and having to find a parking place. But why ride the Tourist bus - since it stopped often, at the landmarks, and provided a difficult-to-avoid continuous commentary, which was enough to drive anyone mad.

Terry, still curious, wound the action back again. That's when he spotted Don.

Okay, now this is silly, Terry was thinking. Don was Liv's boyfriend, perhaps her current fiancée, and - according to all reports - had moved in with her for a while, after some recent unpleasant experiences. Don was Detective Sergeant Don Fellowes, and he had been out in all different parts of the North West of England recently, following suspects in the Historic Sex Abuse investigation. One dark night, he had tracked a suspicious character to a bar in Manchester's Gay Village. That's where he lost him, Terry had been told. On the taxi ride away from the site, he had been kidnapped by a gang of homophobic thugs and nearly tipped into the River Irwell. It sounded like a 'Near Death Experience', Terry was thinking. Enough to induce Post-traumatic psychotic behaviour?

Don got off a bus too, but it wasn't the same bus, Terry saw. It was the one in front.

Terry gasped. Don had simply left his shared flat in Salford and taken the Tourist bus into Manchester? Liv was in the one following. 'Following'? Yes, that was the point. Liv was clearly following Don, surreptitiously. Then Don got off the bus, crossed the road and jumped aboard a similar Tourist bus - but one going in the opposite direction, back to Salford!

Was he avoiding Liv, trying to shake her off?

It didn't work. The bus with Don aboard pulled away and Liv missed it, right enough, but she then clambered onto a 'Borra Bike' and set off in pursuit. The bikes were painted red. They had been supplied by the Mayor of Greater Manchester, in an attempt to get the population out of their cars and into exercise. It was working for Liv, clearly. Now, as to its effectiveness - well, chasing any other type of bus - or even another car or possibly a taxi - Liv would have been left behind. But this was Parade Day, and the traffic was moving at a crawl. Therefore it was going to be easy, Terry reasoned, for Liv to pursue her quarry, (that is, her boyfriend).

At that point in the logical sequence, Terry abruptly lost interest. Fiancée? It wasn't him. He had nothing to gain, anymore.

Except that he knew one last thing. Today was 'Open Day' at Salford University. That meant a melange of activity - films, television programmes, music and interviews. Plenty to do and to see. If Don wanted to get lost - well, there would be good opportunity to hide.

Back in the hall, putting cables into a box, and unplugging links, Terry was disturbed by an usher rushing in.

"Get the link back up!" the man in uniform yelled. "It's your Captain, mate. Terrorists at the U.N.!"

The screen was gone, the link was down, but Terry, alarmed, cobbled together the necessary kit. In minutes, he had found a connection through his laptop and activated the projector in the ceiling. It shone down onto the blank white wall.

Sure enough, there was pandemonium at the United Nations in New York. A voice over was yelling that 'An attack had claimed casualties' and indeed, the pictures showed bodies on the floor and paramedics swarming over them like locusts. In one corner, the jet black hair and clipped moustache of Captain Gibson was visible through the legs of ambulance staff.

Gibson shook off his erstwhile helpers and was getting to his feet, unsteadily. A camera crew rushed forward and a microphone was thrust in front of the ex-Unit Leader. He swatted it away, irritably. He brushed down his immaculate suit and scowled.

"I'm fine, I'm fine," he snapped and pushed his way through the care givers, and out of sight.

Terry baulked. There were red spots on the Old Man's back. What in the name of -

Paint, Terry was thinking. Damn, it's just like here. Gibson has been shot by a paint-ball gun. Just like here.

"That must have been a shock," a voice was saying, "seeing your old boss brought down."

Terry spun around, angry at the insensitivity of the remark, only to find himself facing his MP.

"Ms Scot-Mott," he said, trying to sound respectful. "Glad to see you whole and safe. It's been a troubling afternoon."

"I meant to speak to you earlier," she said briskly, getting to the point, as she often did In Parliament. "You haven't given me an update on the investigation recently. I don't have to remind you - "

She didn't, and it wasn't something that either of them wanted to talk about, out loud.

For some time, the Member of Parliament had been concerned that a Sex Abuse ring was operating in Westminster, right at the heart of government and involving prominent figures from politics, the Armed Forces and business. Her Select Committee had been looking into it, and wasn't having much success. Rachel Scot-Mott, though a loyal Parliamentarian, was starting to get worried that somebody - somebody rather important - was doing their best to conceal evidence.

It didn't help Terry that he knew that Don Fellowes, a Police office, had been given the task by his superiors of following exactly the same trail, but had come up with a similar lack of leads and a surfeit of brick walls and obstructions. It was all very puzzling.

"News?" she demanded. "Just give me some News. Something. Anything. I'm not giving this thing up."

I'm sure you're not, Terry was thinking frantically, but, for the life of him, he had nothing to offer. He was empty.

"Well," he said slowly, "if you believe the speaker earlier - "

Rachel nodded. She knew exactly what he meant. Earlier, after the live link and during a time of questions and answers to the honoured guests, a speaker from the floor had made the outrageous assertion that the cause of all Historic Sex Abuse in Britain was down to a tiny minority - the top One per Cent of the population. The richest, the most famous. An exclusive Club.

She then shook her head. "You can't say things like that," she reminded Terry. It was Slander. It seemed an unfounded allegation.

"We need more," Terry agreed, but all he had were dead ends.

"I can't offer anything more to go on," the MP said, knowing that she heard whispers in Westminster, but they were only rumours.

There was the sound of footsteps and an angry, handsome man came stalking towards them.

"It's my husband," Ms Scot-Mott said, just in case Terry was uncertain. After all, Barry Scot rarely appeared in newspapers.

"Skulking again?" he snapped, adopting an aggressive attitude to his wife, with a singular disrespect to his MP.

"Barry," she told him, smiling. "All done here. We can go home together."

He raised his eyebrows, sarcastically. "For once," he said, loudly. "No other meetings to go to, eh?"

"I know I've had a pretty full Diary lately," she apologised. "But we can talk about anything now. What do you want to discuss?"

"Our divorce," he told her.

*  *  *  *  *
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Meanwhile, Terry had been right: Liv was following Don.

Liv was Melia's cousin, but the need to be a spy and a secret agent hadn't rubbed off on her. Melia was the action person, Liv was a reader. She loved books, but hadn't done well at school, maybe because she lived In Salford, the poor cousin of Manchester. Liv was the poor cousin of Melia. Liv emerged from education with a noticeable lack of paperwork. Later, when being an unruly teenager became less fun - when she stopped being a teenager - she took up the unbelievably generous offer that faced British people, she signed up for The Open University. She could study at home, while working. In Liv's case, 'work' was a succession of badly paid and even more badly managed short term opportunities in catering and hospitality, so studying usually meant staying up late, reading books, watching specially selected documentaries on a dedicated television channel, and trying to stay awake.

Then she had a bit of good luck: her brother died.

Liv's brother Stan began life as another unruly child, but when puberty struck, he developed a liking for staying in and playing computer games and such, alone in his bedroom. He had no qualifications either, but he taught himself coding by watching videos on the internet. Soon, he was writing his own games. Then, since they took so long to put together, he switched to writing small and dedicated apps for mobile phones. Before he grew out of teenage-hood, he was a millionaire, a fact he hid from his family.

Stan, rich, with opportunities streaming out ahead of him, became completely lost and disorientated. The years of cooping himself up made him spectacularly unaware of the hazards of real life. It wasn't a game. He pursued fast cars and fast women anyway, took drugs and woke up in strange bedrooms. In a few short years the lifestyle killed him.

Liv, grieving, was presented with news by a lawyer she had never met. He had a Will in one hand and a cheque in the other. Liv, sure of where she wanted to go in life, quit waitressing and became a full-time student. Before the age of 30 she was lecturing in Salford University. She even had her own office. Then, still in touch with Melia, she met Don.

Don Fellowes was Mickey's best friend, and Mickey was the closest to a boyfriend that Melia ever got. Mickey was striking, exciting, and unreliable. Don was tall, wide, with blonde hair and a ready smile. He promised to look after Liv and she believed him. Then he went off on his undercover mission and Liv's whole world fell apart. Suddenly, she didn't trust him.

The exact circumstances of why she was on the Tourist Bus into Manchester wasn't important, or the fact she was heading back to Salford on a Borra Bike, following a Tourist Bus, was immaterial. The vital thing was that Don was in her sights, but appeared to be avoiding her. They hadn't talked for days. She no longer had any idea what was in his head. When he left the flat that morning she had no clue where he was going, or why. It unnerved her. She was frightened, for the first time in five years. It scared her to be so scared.

The route out of the city centre was simple - head up Chapel Street until it becomes The Crescent, and then the A6 to Preston and Lancaster, further north. On the way you pass Salford University. That's where Don got off the bus.

That particular part of The Crescent was heaving with people. The lawns outside the University, and all along by the Museum and Art Gallery, were covered with bodies. The signs made it clear what was happening: it was an Open Day. That meant that hundreds of school students had arrived to check the place out. Most of them were being accompanied by their anxious parents, keen to see that academic facilities were good and discipline was strict. Fat chance. Kids want to go to Uni to run wild. They were sniffing out all the chances of doing that. Young and old had different aims, but they were all happy to take the Guided Tour.

Liv hopped off the bike by the bus stops outside the Fire Station, and was happy to dump it into one of the red slots, the parking places set up all over Salford and Manchester for Borra Bikes. It was there: someone else could use it now. That was the system.

It was tough getting across the road. The traffic was steady, as usual, but the visitors didn't know the area. They seemed willing to launch themselves off the pavements and hope for the best. Cars were weaving, braking abruptly. Horns were sounding. The drivers seemed irritated to see so many pedestrians, and hated the jay-walking. It couldn't be helped - too many people for order.

Liv was happy at the chaos, knowing that the crowds were shielding her from observation. She had her eye on Don, and he didn't seem to be looking around, checking. Still, Liv was a striking woman. If he had stolen a glance behind him, it was obvious he would have spotted her. What then? There might have been a lot of explaining to do, all round.

As it was, he confused her completely. He got into a minibus.

Liv was staggered. Why, they were a hundred yards from her flat, in one of the new blocks built on the old Northern Car Park. Don was practically home! Why would he seek to go out again? It made no sense.

At least the destination was clear. Salford University had several sites, but the main ones were the campus on The Crescent, with Peel Park behind, leading down to the River Irwell, and the other was the new building on Salford Quays, further south, but also on the river. It was where the old Docks had been, and was now an up and coming area. The University wanted to have a presence there, mainly because the BBC had recently moved in, making it their Regional Headquarters in the North West. It was important.

So, for an Open Day, the University had the challenge of making sure that visitors had ways to visit its two main campuses. They'd solved that problem by laying on a string of small buses. From the lettering on the sides, it was clear the Authorities had persuaded the Rugby Club and other sporting groups to lend them their vehicles for the day. Students - maybe members of those groups - appeared to be driving them. Maybe that gave the existing students a chance to chat to the potential students. They could share their happy experiences and really sell the idea of coming to Salford, something not obvious to every youngster or their parents.

There was a line of minibuses and they filled up quickly. Liv squeezed herself into the one behind the one that Don had jumped into, and they left almost simultaneously. As they headed off down the dual carriageway, Liv was fretting, but gaining in confidence that the mystery would soon be solved. Where was he going, and why? She would soon find out.

The small buses swung around the roundabout and into the Salford Quays area, past the newly built office blocks and high-rise accommodation. Water came in sight, up ahead, and the buses - driving aggressively - pushed up off the road and onto the forecourts. With a flourish, the drivers brought them to a halt right in front of the Media Building.

Liv couldn't smile at that. It was a challenge. She was in the Department of Mathematics and Societal Development. Her main speciality was Small-Scale Economics. She knew little about media - what they did and how. It was a closed box to her.

She hung back as visitors piled out of the side door, only moving when she saw Don emerge from his vehicle and start towards the building. Then he turned left, around the side of the entrance. What was he playing at?

It would have been hard to Liv to be unobservable if she followed him, so she plunged in through the main door and kept left. Ah, she knew one thing: that side of the Media Centre was completely windows, floor to ceiling. Inside the building, she could look out and watch Don as he progressed down towards the back. Then, just like a stalker, he came in through the back door.

Liv ducked behind an exhibit.
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