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Time on earth had no measure, time in space didn’t require measure as the occupants of the craft had no dependency on time. The one hundred foot probe on it’s course through earths solar system hardly registered the planet it approached, as it had no interest in primordial beings. It’s task to seek highly intelligent life of an advanced nature, the Artificial organic fused occupants went about their duties in the normal controlled manner. The close proximity of the three hundred tonne of space rock never entered an alarm in their systems, the automated piloting beings had concluded enough of a safe barrier existed, one second later eighty tonne of solid ice sheered off the rock causing it accelerate. Two seconds later no safety gap existed, probe and rock met, the collision between them glancing,... the rock dragging the probe in it’s wake hit the earth atmosphere, the probe suffered major structural damage, it’s occupants all now in survival mode, shut down preserve power. The rock hit earth... later to be named as Barringer The craft shattering to pieces across the arch of the impact with earths atmosphere, scattering it’s burnt metal casing and contents across a young earth.

BOOK ONE CHAPTER ONE

ANOTHER DAY AT THE OFFICE

Extract AI predictive fact risk assessment dated 2026

The trajectory established in the sources provided suggests that the combination of record destitution, ubiquitous digital surveillance, and the moral shock of a failed democratic process will lead “ordinary people” to view rebellion not as a choice, but as a historical necessity.

Great Britain 2036 two years into the rebellion of the people

May Michael guard me, Gabriel protect me, Raphael heal me,

I’ve never been religious, not really, but standing here with the prospect of climbing out of this safe place into the unknown... it scares me. The verse sprang straight to mind. I’d remembered my granddad’s words — actually remembered them. That crazy old man managed to pass something on from what he calls “the old times,” and what my dad calls, “Oh Mary, your bloody dad’s off on one again.”

My left hand went to the charm in my breast pocket, the one he gave me. His words still puzzled me. I hoped he wasn't losing it.

“I know yer not religious, kid, and that’s fine. You don’t have to be. Just carry this when you’re out of the safe zones. Promise me, yer little shite.”

“Alright, Gramps, what’s that? Oh — one of those funny crucifixes.”

“It’s the real thing, yer ignoramus. Wear the bloody thing or I’ll staple it to yer butt.”

I loved that silly old man and his stories, even when he scared me half to death with talk of ghosts, spirits, Druids, saints, and bloody battles of the old country.

“Stand too!”

The order snapped me back to earth, a chill running through my body. Hope this bloody charm works, I thought. I whispered Gramps’ little prayer again.“Enemies approaching. We’ve got about thirty minutes to get in position. 

Stay low, no sudden moves. Check camo, check weapons and ammo. Buddy system. Let’s move.”

We moved out of the bunkers as quietly as a couple hundred people could.
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WE SLIPPED INTO THE shadowed woodland — the same woodland we’d nearly destroyed with our underground works. The smell of fresh air and damp wood hit me hard, bringing back memories of camping and fishing. God, I missed home.

“Pssts.” Back to reality.

“Right — take your section forward to the edge of the woods. Set up a firing arc: farmhouse is your extreme right, edge of the field is your extreme left. GPMGs cover that arc. Snipers behind your section. No friendlies forward of you. Go.”

I moved out, my team in single file behind me.

“Team One, here. Remember: farmhouse to the edge of the field.”

Team One broke off and set up — something we’d practised hundreds of times.

“Team Two, here. Set up.”I pulled out my binos and swept the target area. I thought I saw movement by the farmhouse. Brought my rifle up, used the scope, tracked high to low — windows, roof, chimney, ridges — the usual sniper or OP spots. Nothing. Ground level next. Too many bloody outbuildings.

Then I spotted the chickens and had to smile. The farmhouse had been cleared earlier, and we’d had eyes on it 24/7. Made sense it was just animal movement that caught my eye.

I crawled over to Team One.

“Use the left edge of the building only. Leave the rest to the other fire team. I’ll confirm with their section commander.”

“Okay, Sergeant,” their lead whispered.

I moved past them and crawled toward the next section’s position.

“Davy.” I’d spotted him talking to his left-side fire team. He nodded.

“My team will take the left edge of the building. Will you cover the rest?”

“Yeah, no problem,” he murmured back.

I headed back to my section.

As I got back into position, I checked the time. About fifteen minutes and we should spot the leading edge of the enemy. This is the part I hate — the waiting.

“Aircraft!”Everyone hit the earth, absolute stillness.

“Clear.”

That’s all it takes. A few seconds for an aircraft to pass, and in that time hundreds of photos and videos of the area are taken and fed straight into an AI. Any anomalies get flagged, passed to human analysts, and acted on. The aircraft also carry electrical-detection gear, which is why we don’t use any electronic communications.

We wouldn’t know if we’d been spotted until the bombardment started.

I swept the target area again. There — movement by the farmhouse. I hoped our snipers didn’t get trigger-happy. I zeroed in.

“Shite”

“What’s up, Sarge?”

“A kid. A little girl. There’s a bloody kid in the fire zone.”

“Hold fast here. I’m going back to talk with the boss —”

“Sarge, enemy spotted.”

“Dammit”

May Michael guard me, Gabriel protect me,

“Sarge, enemy spotted!”

“Okay, okay, I heard you, the first time. I’m going for the kid. Corporal, take over. Try your best not to shoot me.”

“Sarge, you can’t make it — they’re too close.”

“Yeah, I’ve got eyes. I’m going low and slow. Try to get a message around, especially to the snipers.”

“Never figured you for a medal hunter, Sarge.”

I looked him dead in the eyes. “Say again.”

“I’m Joking, Sarge. I know. I’ve got a little sister. Go for it. We’ll cover if they get too close — but hurry.”

“Don’t worry. I plan to.”

Ever tried crawling fast through undergrowth packed with brambles? It bloody hurts when the thorns get through the material.

I broke through to the edge of the open ground — the farmhouse’s neglected garden. No sign of the kid. How the hell had the forward scouts missed her? Why hadn’t any OP picked her up? This is the price of no electronic communications.

Any minute now all hell is going to descend on this area, and that kid’s going to be terrified. I knew the feeling — I was living it.

I broke cover, using the building to mask me from the enemy, and legged it toward the back door. Crouched low, I risked a look through a window. Empty. Shit.

I scanned for signs. Scuffed ground — too small for a man, too big for a chicken. The way the loose soil and ash-gravel were pushed up told me the direction she’d gone. Time was running out. Five, maybe six minutes before the firing started. Where was that kid?

I moved toward the chickens; they scattered, thankfully without too much noise.

The scuffed trail led around a small outbuilding. I tried to recall the view I’d had through the scope — I didn’t remember any direct line of sight to the field beyond.

Moving as fast as I could without noise, I reached the edge of the outbuilding. Voices — faint. The window was too high to see through. I edged toward the doorway. It was slightly open. The voices stopped.

I eased the door open a little more.

Not wanting to frighten her, I whispered, “Hello? May I come in?”

A scuffle. A whisper I couldn’t make out.

“Hello. I don’t want to frighten you or hurt you. I need to talk to you urgently. My name’s Patrick — or Pat, if you like. What’s yours?”

“...Stella.”

Contact.

I’d never felt so relieved.

“Hi, Stella... may I come in?”

“Okay,” came a very young voice.

“Listen, Stella — I’m a soldier, and I’m carrying a gun, alright? I’m telling you so you won’t be frightened.”

“Pat?”

“Yes, Stella?”

“Leave your gun outside, please.”

“Stella, I can’t do that — it’s against orders. But I can put it on my shoulder so I’m not holding it in my hands. Will that do?”

“...Okay.”

I slung my rifle over my shoulder and eased the door open, I spotted the shotgun barrels immediately.

Crap.

Behind the shotgun was a girl — eight, maybe ten — and the worrying thing was she looked a lot more confident than I felt.

“Hi, Stella.”

“Hello, Patrick.”

“Stella... would you do me a big favour and point the shotgun the other way, please?”

“No, Patrick. It’s my job to protect us.”

A chill went through me.

“Us? Stella... you mean there are other people in here?”

“Yes. The class.”

Oh dear God. What the hell had I walked into?

“How many are you looking after, Stella?”

“Er... ten. Including Mrs Harper.”

“What? Why isn’t Mrs Harper looking after you?”

“She’s wounded. One of your friends shot her the day before yesterday.”

“What? No — you must be mistaken. We don’t shoot civilians. We’re the rebellion force. We protect our people, Stella.”

Deep down I hoped I was right and she was wrong, but I knew the timeline was against me.

“How bad is she? I’ve got a medical kit — let me see if I can help her. We have to leave quickly before the mercenary forces get here.”

“But we’re safe here. It’s my house.”

“No, Stella. They’ll think troops are hiding in the buildings. They’ll destroy everything. Believe me.”

She took that quietly. I could see her absorbing it, tears forming at the corners of her eyes, her little body starting to shake.

“Stella, look at me. Buildings can be rebuilt. People — once dead — are gone forever.”

That’s when I realised I was terrible at talking to children.

“Noooo!”

The scream hit me like a hammer.

“I will see my mummy again! I will! She told me — and Mummy never lies!”

Oh shit. Shit, shit. Me and my big mouth.

Think, you bloody idiot think.

“Stella... you’re right. Your mummy is right. You will see her again. She didn’t lie. I meant here — in this world. But we know we’ll see everyone again when we meet in Heaven.”

Stella’s face was puffy, eyes red, but she stared straight into me.

“You know about that. But you aren’t allowed to say that name.”

“We know, Stella. That’s one of the reasons we fight.”

For the past year we’d been fighting to free the country from an unknown influence, Slowly making progress we were heading toward the capital to join the rebel army that started it all — the one that began simply by saying no to the government.

I was shaken out of my thoughts

“Prove it.”

Stella had lifted the shotgun again.

“What? Stella — what do you want? How am I supposed to do that? We’re running out of time.”

“Do you say prayers?”

“I suppose... sometimes. But you probably don’t know it.”

“Say it.”

Christ with me, Christ before me, Christ behind me,

Christ in me, Christ beneath me, Christ above me,

Christ on my right, Christ on my left,

Christ when I lie d....

The words just spilled out. Don’t ask me where they came from they just came and my grandfathers cross warm against my chest.

“That was amazing,” Stella whispered, looking at me as if I’d turned into something else entirely. “I don’t know that prayer, but I know it’s real. I heard a priest say something like that. It’s beautiful.”

She set the shotgun down and waved me toward a small doorway that looked like a store cupboard. We headed inside — and then I heard a woomf, the sound of one of our big guns firing.

That meant the enemy was inside the kill zone. First round would be a smoke marker; then the other fifteen guns would get the range and open up with a mix of HE and incendiary.

The idea was to separate the enemy lines from their support and drive them toward our position, splitting their troops by dropping rounds from the rear forward onto our guns or making them break.

“Patrick, come on — quickly!”

Right......So now I was the one holding everything up.

“Lead the way, Stella.”

She walked into the cupboard, went to the back, pulled open a trapdoor, and started down. I followed, thinking ten bodies living down here must be hell.

Wrong.

The whole place was wide open, well lit, and an even temperature.

“This is the living room,” Stella said. “Toilets are down the passage on your right. Kitchen and dining room on your left. All the bedrooms are through that door, both sides of the passage. The medical room is over there — the white door.”

To say I was lost for words would be an understatement.

“Where’s Mrs Harper? In a bedroom or the medical room?”

“In medical.”

“Right. Stella — round everyone up. Each person packs a small bag of useful stuff. Warm clothes, food. No toys.”

I left her to it and headed for the medical room.

I opened the door — don’t ask me why I didn’t knock. I normally do. No idea why I didn’t this time. But the second I stepped in, I wished I had.

I walked straight into the sight of a woman’s bare back.

“Oh — I’m so sorry. Really, I’m sorry. Honestly, I am so sorry.”

I must have turned the brightest shade of red known to man.

“Get out and wait until I come out there — or until I tell you to come in.” I backed out and closed the door, heart hammering. I didn’t know what I’d expected, but it wasn’t that. I had noticed the bandage on her left thigh, though.

“You can come in now. I’m dressed.”

I knocked.

“I already told you to come in.”

I opened the door and stepped inside. “I’m truly sorry, Mrs Harper. When Stella said you were incapacitated, I assumed I’d find you in bed.”

Mrs Harper looked straight at me, eyes searching my face.

“So you expected a full frontal, then? Disappointed with the back view?”

“No — not at all,” I blurted, and immediately realised it was a trap.

Shit. Out of my depth again.

Mrs Harper burst out laughing, and I managed a very embarrassed smile.

“We have to move out now — and quickly. How bad is your wound?”

“It’s a flesh wound. Sore, but not as bad as Stella made out by all accounts.”

I nodded. “She’s one brave young lady. Did you know she held me at gunpoint until she was sure I could be trusted?”

Mrs Harper chuckled. “Like mother, like daughter.”

I wanted to hear more, but the ground vibrations were getting stronger — the enemy was close.

“We have to move. Grab a small bag of essentials. No big stuff.”

Mrs Harper stood, picked up a ready-packed haversack, slung it over her shoulder, and headed for the door. As she passed, she said, “We all have a go-bag. Astra, Stella’s mum insisted.”I definitely needed to learn more about Stella’s mum.

We headed back to the living room and found nine children lined up with packs, ready to go. We might actually pull this off, I thought.

Mrs Harper stood before them. “Right, children — just like the fire drill. Out the trapdoor and assemble in the shed. Don’t go outside until this man tells you. Does everyone understand?”

“Yes, Miss,” nine voices answered.

I was impressed. I looked at Mrs Harper. “I’ll go first.”

I ran upstairs and positioned myself in the doorway, hoping none of the fire teams got itchy fingers.

Through a mighty strength, the invocation of the Trinity,

Of the Creator of creation. My Granddads cross feeling warm in my pocket.

I had no idea what those words meant or where they came from. I hope I'm not cracking now,.... not here.

“Right — send the kids up, Mrs Harper.”

“The.., children... are on the way, Patrick.”

Was it my imagination, or had I just been told off by a teacher?

“Thank you, Mrs Harper.”

The children appeared in single file. I turned towards them.

“It’s going to be very noisy, okay? But listen to me. Come closer. Can you all see that big oak tree between the two yellow bushes? That’s our next assembly point. Stay low. If you drop anything, leave it. Whatever happens, don’t stop.”

“ When you get there, you’ll probably meet a man dressed like me — maybe more than one. Don’t be scared. They’ll help you.”Mrs Harper joined us. “I presume you’ll bring up the rear, Patrick, so I’ll go first. I heard what you told them — the oak between the yellow bushes. Line up, children. Low, quiet, and quick, just like we practised.”

Practised?

They actually practised bugging out.

What kind of school was this? More questions for later.

“We’re ready, Patrick.”

“Hold on — I’ll try to get their attention.”

I stepped just outside the door, off to one side so the children wouldn’t be exposed if firing started. I raised my rifle and scanned for a signal.

A small flash near the oak.

Good to go.

“Okay, Mrs Harper — go.”

And she did. Crouched low, moving quickly despite her injury, with the children following like ducklings after their mum.

Once the last child disappeared into the undergrowth, I focused on the corner of the building and moved backwards.

Heavy machine guns opened up — my team. They must have waited for the children to clear the open ground. That also meant the enemy was close.

I reached the edge of the undergrowth. The children’s trail was easy to follow. Only a few yards to go—

Thwack.

Sniper fire.

I dropped flat, rolled right, brought my scope up. Nothing. Nothing—

Flash. Got him. Positioned behind an old tractor. He must have spotted the last child moving and marked the area.

Come on, you bugger... just a little more...

I eased my finger back—

I felt the butt push back into my shoulder. A low shot hit him — glancing, not fatal.

Never mind. He was out of action now. His own fault — he should have taken a second shot.

I made it to the oak.

“Sarge, the boss said check your teams, then report to him.”

I reached the lads’ position.

“Oh look, it’s our wandering hero.”

“Bog off and give me a situation report.”

“We’ve got multiple targets in and approaching. No armour, no drone activity. Bit weird — they’re hitting us in groups. Our artillery’s pulled back, sniper cover’s shifted to the left edge trying to pick off any ranking they spot. Oh — and we’re moving back.” Corporal Peters stopped and thought.

“O yes we are expecting an air drop soon. One of our spotters saw two aircraft being prepared rockets and bombs loaded. Field’s about five minutes away.”

I left my sections and headed to see the boss — veteran Andy McLean, Major, Royal Marine Commando, retired. A bloody big Scot who could make any fresh recruit piss themselves with one look. Me? He just scared the crap out of me.

He was briefing some junior officers when I approached. The RSM was watching me come in. I halted — no salute. You never know who’s watching, and you don’t want to advertise who the ranking officers are.

The boss finished speaking. The RSM stepped forward.“Gentlemen, you will not use your compasses. You will give your compasses to your ranking NCO. Is that clear, Sirs?”

One new officer opened his mouth to object. The RSM raised a hand.

“I’m sorry, Sir — did that sound like a request? Because I assure you,... it’s bloody not.”

I stifled a laugh. In matters of war and discipline, the RSM is God. His job is to make sure the CO’s orders work smoothly and effectively.

The boss fixed me with a look. The junior officers dispersed.

The RSM raised an eyebrow at me.

The boss spoke one word.

“Explain.”

So I did — everything. No point hiding anything; he already knew.

The RSM stepped closer. “Think you missed a little bit out of your sorry tale, lad — as the evidence shows.” He tapped my left pocket. “Better get that repaired.”

I looked down.

A hole.

A bullet hole.

The round must’ve come in at an angle, hit my pocket instead of me, struck Gramps’ cross, and spun off. So the sniper had fired twice.

“Right away, Sar’n Major,” I muttered.

The RSM stepped back.

The boss said, “You are hereby relieved of your post. Report to Major Jones, Three-Four, immediately.”

What? For flip sake—

Why what had I done wrong “But Sir—”“Silence, now lad. Let the Major finish.” The RSM said it quietly

“Sir,” I answered automatically.

“Sergeant, the action you took was not sanctioned. You made the decision yourself. Therefore any risk or harm resulting from that decision — you alone own it. Agreed?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good. Because now you get to finish what you started.”

“Sir?”

“He doesn’t know, Sergeant Major. He hasn’t got a bloody clue. Oh, this is rich — I’ll enjoy telling this one in the mess.”

The RSM was smiling. The bloody RSM. This must be bad. Really bad.

The boss put a hand on my shoulder.

“The teacher — you remember her?”

Oh bollocks. She’d complained about me.

“Yes, Sir.”

“Her name — what was it?”

“Mrs Harper, Sir.”

He looked at me, waiting for the penny to drop. But my brain was having trouble replaying everything at once.

“Uncle Andy, you promised me you wouldn’t tease Patrick.”

What the?

It was her. Standing there in a Rebellion uniform with a Captain’s rank, hands on her hips.

“Really, Uncle Andy? I thought I could trust my mother’s brother of all people.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the RSM trying to slip away. But Captain Claire had spotted him “And where do you think you’re going, Regimental Sergeant Major? You’re obviously party to this — embarrassing the Sergeant. I expected better of both of you.”

As I live and breathe — the RSM actually looked ashamed. Like a kid caught stealing biscuits.

She turned to me.

“Sergeant Ferguson, I want to apologise for the behaviour of my fellow officers — and thank you properly in person. I’m Claire Harper. And what these two gentlemen were trying to get you to understand is that my father is Douglas McKenzie — the elected leader of the People’s New Government.”

I looked at “Uncle Andy,” who suddenly didn’t look half as terrifying. More like a big teddy bear searching for his honey jar.

Claire Harper walked toward me, hand extended.

I stepped forward to shake her hand — and promptly tripped, brushing her left breast with my hand.

“Oh God — I’m sorry, so sorry, I— I— sorry—”

Claire burst out laughing.

“Christ, Patrick — not again. Stop apologising.”

“Come on. We’ve a long trip ahead, and we need to get the children sorted.”

Trip?

Children?

Bloody army — what now?

“Patrick — may I call you Patrick? Or I’ll call you Sergeant if you prefer.”

“No, ma’am — Patrick is fine. But you’re wearing a Captain’s rank.”

“Oh — that. It’s the only thing they had in stock. No Major’s insignia available. Never mind — doesn’t matter.”“She tilted her head. “Have you worked it out yet, Patrick? My father — the Leader. My uncle — well, one of them — a Major. My second cousin — your RSM. We’re all related, or close family friends. Including, I might add, your grandfather.”

“What?”

Oh yes. Very close family friends. My dad and your grandfather served together a long time ago. And then you’ve got the Fallon’s from Ireland, the Jameson’s from Scotland, the Jones's from Wales. We’re all Celtic — nearly every one of us.

“A fact that whoever started this didn't understand when they tried taking our freedoms, removing our access to the land.”

I stared at Major Claire Harper. “What? You’re saying everyone fighting today is related — even distantly?”

“Pretty much the leadership, yes. Why — does it bother you?”

“But last I heard, we had maybe a million battle ready ground troops and thousands of air specialists and pilots.”

“You’re out of date. We have that in the south alone — and almost the same in the north.

And recently the navy: six patrol frigates, two nuclear submarines, and a promise of more, from serving members of the forces standing with the people of the country it's not unbelievable if you understand we have over three million veterans in the country plus reserves and a territorial army.

“The end’s in sight for this system that's been corrupted"

I was gob smacked. We could get our land back from whatever malignancy was responsible for this corruption God in heaven — it was a dream come true.

“Patrick, are you okay? Probably information overload. My fault — I forget how limited intel is in the field,.... in case of capture. Doesn’t matter now, the enemy knows.”

“I suppose it’s hard to hide any navy”. I was truly amazed at the speed of the build up.

“Their drones and aircraft will have counted most of the ground troops”. Hard to believe this was Briton 2036

Bloody hell — this whole thing started with no guns. Just pitchforks, garden tools, bows and arrows, home-made swords and lances.”

“And guts and Anger,” Claire said sharply. “Never forget the anger. Cancelling votes. Removing freedoms. Show trials with no juries, no appeals. People locked up for expressing opinions, all while they ignored crimes against our way of life”.

I could hear the anger in her voice. We all felt it — the stupidity of a government that never listened, that tried to hide the problems because it wouldn't admit it had lost control and denied the presence of quasi military and governing force.

We were walking toward the stores. The QSM stood beside an old tent.

“As I live and breathe — it’s little Claire,” he said. “The lads told me they’d issued uniforms to a female officer named Harper. I thought they’d made a mistake.”

“Hello, Stanley. Long time no see. I’m not so little any more.” Claire smiled and wrapped her arms around the QSM. “I heard about Joan, Oh God Stanley. I’m so sorry.”

“Aye. The bastards took her at 3 a.m., about nine months back, pretended to be police investigating anti government organisations.

No official trace found. After three weeks she... we found her body

He paused, jaw tight.

“So I and a few of our people paid the so called ”officers” a visit. We had CCTV footage. they claimed they didn’t remember anything. Well... when they get out of hell, they might remember it all.”

Claire had tears in her eyes as she held the QSM. I could see the anger boiling beneath the surface.

“Don’t worry, Stanley,” she said softly. “They’ll all get justice. There’s no safe place for any of them.”

“Ach, there’s no need for that on my behalf, Claire,” the QSM replied. “I cleared the slate before I joined up. Got ’em all except one. And it’ll be my privilege to deal with the bugger who used the law to suit their needs, my privilege indeed. Then I’m off..... to see the wife.”

Bloody hell. The quiet QSM had taken care of everyone involved in his wife’s false arrest.

He gently untangled himself from Claire. “Right, lass — what can this old man help his god-daughter with?”

“Myself, Patrick, and nine children need to travel to a safe zone about fifty miles away. We have to make sure the kids are safe — they’re the children and grandchildren of southern rebellion leaders. So I need concealable weapons, a lightweight long-range radio, camping gear, small digging gear. We need to look like a school archaeology club. Oh — and another adult.”

Oh so that's what I'm doing, nice to know I'm going on a school trip...bloody army.

“Rations, but not military?” the QSM asked. “And a minibus, I presume?”

“That would be fantastic. But failing that, three not-so-new cars would do nicely, Stanley.”

“That will take at least a day, Claire. We’ve got the standard kit, and we can get camping gear locally. As for another adult — no problem. I just need a word with someone.”

“Great, Stanley. Patrick and I will grab some food and a brew and sort out accommodation.”

I stood there in shock. This woman had just secured everything she wanted from the QSM — no forms in triplicate, no blood seals, no arguments.

What it is to have friends and family in high places.

Claire turned to me. “Come on, Patrick. Let’s see to the children— then food and bed.”

She had just the hint of a smile.

We gathered the children and piled into a Bedford. The driver knew the road well — though calling it a road was generous. More like a hastily carved track.

We headed away from the fighting and arrived at the rear-guard camp. Hundreds of men and women in rebellion uniforms were climbing into APC s, artillery guns hitched to tracked vehicles. Must be the second wave — reinforcements.

“Wait a moment, children. Patrick and I will get out first and help you down. No jumping, okay?”

“Yes, Miss,” nine voices chimed in unison.

Look at me — a childminder. My mum would be proud. My granddad would be folded over himself laughing.

“Patrick!”

“Yes, ma’am—”

Christ, she scared the life out of me.

“Welcome back to earth, Sergeant. Let’s get the children down, fed, and tucked away for the night.”

“As the Major wishes, ma’am.”

“Ooh, formal, Patrick. Very formal.”

I had the distinct impression someone was yanking my chain.

We got the children off the truck and headed to the mess tent. It was quiet, but the counter was loaded with food, and two chefs stood waiting. Then six female soldiers approached, heading straight for the children.

“Major,” said the one with the corporal’s stripe, snapping a salute. “We’ve volunteered to take the children for the night. We’ve got bunks ready, and with your permission, we’ve set up a little party area by the lake.

You and your Sergeant are welcome, of course — but we thought you might like a break. We’ve been briefed and security-cleared, ma’am. We also miss our own children, so you’d be helping us. And we’re all nurses.”

Claire looked at each of the nurses.

“Ladies, I am truly honoured. I could really do with some me-time — a shower, etc. Thank you. Children, did you hear that? These lovely ladies have organised a party for you. Best be good — and enjoy.”

The children beamed, grabbed the nurses’ hands, and off they went.

Claire turned to me. “Come on, “my” Sergeant.”

She was doing it again — yanking my chain.

We headed to the food, and what a sight. I’d forgotten what real, fresh-cooked food looked and smelled like. Bacon — real bacon — sausages, eggs, beans, tomatoes, and fried bread as hard as Chieftain armour until soaked in egg and beans. Bloody fantastic.

I followed Claire, and she didn’t hold back — no tiny weight-watching portions for her.

“Oi — one flipping sausage, ma’am.”

I nearly choked myself laughing. Classic.

“I beg your pardon, Private—”

Oh no. Claire, don’t go there.

“That’s okay, ma’am. Just don’t try it again.”

Direct hit what a hero

And with that, he picked up a tray and walked off, leaving Claire staring into space.

She looked at me, clearly seeing the tears of laughter running down my face.

“A friend of yours, Patrick?”

“No, ma’am,” I said — while thinking.... I’d buy him a pint if I ever saw him again.

We sat at a bench near the open side. I won’t lie — I was knackered. Halfway through the meal, Claire got up and fetched the brews. Strong tea, stewed for about two hours. Lovely.

We ate in silence, finished, cleared our dishes, and headed out. A very young-looking corporal met us.

“Your accommodation is this way, ma’am yours and your sergeants — and the forward-lines QSM has sent up some kit for you.”

“Lead the way, Corporal.”

I am not “her” Sergeant, I wanted to say — but being the good soldier I am, I just followed.

We arrived at what could only be described as a prefab hut, like the ones on work sites.

“Right, ma’am — I’ll leave you to pick your rooms. There’s a shower room and toilets inside, all plumbed in and working. The kit from the QSM is inside. We’re expecting transport late tomorrow evening.

Mess service is twenty-four seven. Oh — and the camp commander said that once you’re settled, before you bug out tomorrow or whenever, he’d appreciate five minutes of your time, ma’am.”

He stood to attention.

“Thank you, Corporal. Please pass on my thanks to your commander. I’ll thank him in person tomorrow. But right now we need a shower and bed, don’t we, “my” Sergeant?”

I could feel my face turning red.

“Yes, ma’am,” was all I managed.

The corporal’s face was a picture as he marched off — no doubt rushing to spread the gossip.

I looked at Claire.

“Payback. For the mess tent.” She was smiling.

“Well played,” was all I could think.

Inside, the hut was like a static caravan — small cooking area, lounge, four single-bunk bedrooms, a shower and toilet, plus a separate loo at the far end.

The kit was in one of the rooms.

I opened the door of the room next to it.

“Oh shh — not again.” I shut the door quickly. Claire looked puzzled.

The door opened, and there stood a very irate woman wrapped in a towel.

“Not again, Patrick,” Claire said, nearly doubling over laughing.

I looked at the woman.

“I’m so sorry — I didn’t think any....”

“That is blatantly obvious, Sergeant. Hello, Claire.”

“Hi, Jane. Don’t worry about Patrick — it’s not his first rodeo walking in on naked women.”

What the—?

“That was an accident, ma’am. A very embarrassing accident.”

“As opposed to this incident, Sergeant?” Jane said.

“No — I mean yes — ooh—” Done up like a kipper.

“Jane, please don’t pick on the Sergeant. He does tend to get embarrassed easily, and he’ll launch into endless apologising.”

By this time two things had happened:..... I’d averted my eyes from Jane, and ....I’d realised I wasn’t going to win any argument here.

After sorting out the kit and the plan for the morning, I headed to the shower. I knocked — carefully — heard no objections, and stepped in. All clear.

Turned on the water. Bloody fantastic. Nice hot shower.

Claire appeared, followed by Jane.

“Patrick, we never set a time for breakfast. Say six a.m., okay?”

What? I mean — what the hell? I was trying to cover myself with a flannel which, at that moment, looked about the size of a postage stamp.

“Patrick, is 0600 alright for breakfast?”

I couldn’t see their faces through the steam, but I’d swear they were laughing.

“Yes, ma’am. Six a.m.”

“Okay, Patrick — don’t forget behind your ears. See you in the morning.”

And off they trooped.

Great. I had to go on a road trip with these two not-so-politically-correct women.

Chapter 2 (v. 1) - ROAD TRIP WITH A DIFFERENCE

05:00. Fully awake, washed, shaved, and changed into civvies. Threw my old uniform into the bag. Picked up my granddad’s cross and inspected it — a slight furrow in the metal showed how lucky I’d been. I quietly thanked Gramps and the gods for their protection.

Now to get out before those two woke up and started their double act.

I opened the door — and walked straight into Jane’s path. To say she wasn’t wearing regulation clothing would be an understatement.

“Morning, Patrick. Sleep well?”

“Yes, thank you, Jane. I’m just heading for breakfast.”

I was trying my hardest to look nowhere, and.....I could feel the heat rising in my face.

“Save a couple of seats for Claire and me. We won’t be long.”

I escaped as fast as I could.

The mess tent wasn’t too busy. I grabbed my scran and found an empty table.

I was just tucking into egg-and-tomato-soaked fried bread when—

“Found him, Claire — he’s hiding over here. Are you trying to avoid us, Sergeant?”

Jane. In full rebellion uniform. With a Colonel’s rank.

“No, ma’am.”

I stood up fast.

“Patrick, don’t be so formal. It’s not as if we don’t know every inch of each other now, is it?”

Have you ever heard silence? ...Proper silence? It’s deafening. ...I reckon a hundred pairs of eyes were staring at me.

Suddenly Claire was beside me.

“Why, Patrick — and here I thought I was your favourite.”

Oh dear Lord........ Open the ground. Swallow me whole.

“Ma’am, I am a Sergeant. We have no favourites. We are trained to treat everyone with the same amount of contempt and derision as per standing orders,...... ma’am.”

Both of them burst out laughing. A few giggles and snorts echoed around the tent. I sat down.

“Very well played, Patrick. Very well played indeed,” Claire said, looking genuinely pleased. “Okay — we’ll call it quits now. No more inappropriate remarks or actions. Deal?”

Remarks I understood. Actions? What actions?

“Inappropriate actions, ma’am? I don’t understand.”

“Not you, Patrick. Us. Well — Jane, actually. This morning. She ambushed you.”

Ah. The corridor.

Jane smiled. “Yes — and the Sergeant behaved like a true gentleman. His eyes never wandered. I was very impressed. .....Or disappointed. ......Haven’t quite decided.”

“We had to be sure, Patrick,” Claire added. “The next few days are going to be intense. We’ll be living in each others pockets. We can’t afford distractions.”

“Understood, ma’am. No hanky-panky with the Colonel or the Major.”

I kept a straight face.

“Sergeant Patrick Ferguson,” Jane said, “you have a very dry sense of humour. We like it.”

Claire grinned. “Oh yes — he’ll do nicely.”

Our transport pulled up — a fifteen-seater minibus with State Education Transport painted on the side. The driver spotted Jane and headed over.

“Boss — a QSM told me to bring this school bus to you on my way to R and R.”

“Trev, how did you wangle R and R?”

“It’s kosher, Boss, honest. Copped a bit of shrapnel on the last gig. Just got out of dock.”

“Trev, your last gig was surveillance. You know — the quiet, secret stuff we do sometimes? Remember it?”

“Not my fault, Boss, honest. We was all set, watching the target, all quiet-like, when five of the top cards turned up.”

“And of course you checked in to get clearance, Trev? Tell me you got permission.” Jane wasn't happy

Trev looked uncomfortable.

“Well... it was a bit difficult, Boss. No tech
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