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Author’s Note
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This novel is a work of historical fiction. While it incorporates real events, dates, locations, and figures from World War II, the majority of characters are entirely fictional, and any resemblance to real individuals, past or present, is purely coincidental. 

Where historical figures appear, their actions, dialogue, and decisions may have been altered or reimagined to serve the narrative, ensuring the fictional elements align with the story’s themes. While care has been taken to maintain historical accuracy where appropriate, creative liberties have been employed to enhance the depth and impact of the novel. 

This book is not intended as an exact historical record but rather a tribute to the courage, resilience, and sacrifice of those who fought.
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1: Calling All Able-Bodied Men
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September 2, 1939. The air is thick with tension and uncertainty. Germany has just invaded Poland, and the whole world teeters on the brink of another catastrophic war. Coorparoo hums beneath it all, a Brisbane suburb caught between routine and unease. Timber cottages line the streets; their verandahs wrapped in flaking paint and rust-speckled nails. The bigger Queenslanders, proud and weathered on their high stumps, loom above the rest, built for shade, for quiet afternoons, for the smell of fresh scones cooling on a windowsill, and most importantly, built for the flooding rains that are all too common. 

But today, those verandahs hold figures watching the street below, faces drawn, eyes tracking the shifting crowds with quiet dread. The tram rattles in the distance, its wheels grinding against steel with a rhythm I’ve always known. It should be comforting, steady, familiar, but today it sounds off. Like it’s traveling through a world that doesn’t know what comes next. 

Tom stands beside me, broad-shouldered, sturdy in a way that looks effortless. His short blonde hair is neat, pressed down despite the humidity, his green eyes flicking over the crowd, missing nothing. My own sandy hair refuses to behave, catching the breeze, settling in odd angles against sun-touched skin. My fingers shift at my sides, gripping nothing, restless. 

A cockatoo screeches from a nearby gum tree, sharp and shrill, cutting through the murmurs and the heavy air. 

I should be thinking about the future, about what happens if I sign that paper. Instead, I catch traces of salt from the river, mixing with the scent of fresh bread wafting from the bakery. For half a second, it almost feels like any other Saturday. But it isn’t. 

The posters smothering telegraph poles won’t let anyone forget that. Some flap weakly against the wood, their corners curling, their ink faded from days under the sun. Others are fresh, slapped atop older slogans, demanding attention with bold lettering, shouting at every passing man. 

One breaks loose. It drifts, lazily, caught in a fickle current of air, before pressing against my chest. I peel it back, smoothing out the creases with my thumb. A recruitment flyer for the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF). “This is a Man’s Job” scrawled across the top in bold lettering. 

I stare at the words, tracing them with my fingers. A man’s job, indeed. Tom was always the fearless one, picked first in PE, the first to lead, the first to throw himself into whatever challenge came next. Me? I was just along for the ride. 

"Reckon we should sign up, mate?" Tom’s voice is steady, but there’s something beneath it. 

I shrug, rolling the paper in my fingers. "Dunno. Bit of a gamble, innit? Could end up as cannon fodder or heroes. Flip of a coin, really."  

Tom chuckles, but the sound is hollow. "Yeah, but what else are we gonna do? Sit here and watch the world burn?"  

The tram rumbles closer, its sound stretching into something empty, something distant. The world is already changing. And I’m standing on its edge. 

As we continue our stroll, the weight of the decision presses into every step. The streets buzz with nervous energy, like a hive of bees preparing for an imminent storm. The tram’s steady clatter fades as we approach the park, a space that should be open, familiar, meant for lazy Sundays and the echo of footballs thudding against bare feet. But today, it belongs to the war. 

The Australian Military Forces have set up a sprawling recruitment station, transforming the green into a sea of canvas and khaki. Tents stretch across the field, some neatly aligned, others hurriedly assembled, their fabric rippling under the weight of anticipation. Men crowd around tables, signing papers with stiff hands, their faces unreadable. Officers stride between them, barking instructions, their polished boots kicking up dust that clings to the humid air. 

High above, a cluster of rainbow lorikeets perch on the branches of a towering gum, heads tilting, watching the procession of men below with detached curiosity. Their bright feathers stand in sharp contrast to the dull greys and browns of uniforms. They chatter, oblivious to the gravity pressing into the earth beneath them. On the ground, white ibises stalk between the tents, their long beaks probing the grass for scraps. One picks up a fallen crust from someone’s lunch and flaps back toward the shade, uninterested in the war unfolding around it. 

Shopkeepers whisper behind their counters, stealing glances toward the growing masses. Children play war games in the gutters, wielding sticks as rifles, laughing as they mimic charges and counterattacks. Oblivious. 

I can’t help but wonder, is this what it felt like in 1914? When the last generation marched off to war with dreams of glory and adventure, unaware they would return broken, shattered, a mere fraction of who they once were. 

“Funny, don’tcha think?” I say with a hint of sarcasm. “The Great War was supposed to be the war to end all wars. Feels like a kick in the fuckin’ teeth.”

Tom nods grimly, his usual boyish grin replaced by a solemn frown. "Yeah, mate. Seems we didn't learn much from the last go-round."

The recruitment station is alive with movement, men signing papers, officers pacing between tents, boots scuffing against dry grass. The hum of conversation is constant, orders exchanged, instructions barked. A group of young blokes, can't be more than eighteen, swagger towards the front of the line, all puffed-up chests and false bravado. I wonder how long that'll last once they're knee-deep in mud, blood, and shit.

For every tale of glory, there are ten more soaked in blood, weighed down by suffering, forgotten in the haze of war. My uncle is one of them. 

Dad made sure I never forgot. His story, cut short before it ever began, ended under Turkish guns at Gallipoli, before he even touched the sand. I was raised on the weight of that history. Not just his death, but what it meant. The lesson tucked into every story my father told: War does not care about heroes. It chews them up, spits them out, and keeps moving. 

So why am I standing here, signing up to be another name on a ledger? I think about it, more than I’d admit. It isn’t just duty. It isn’t just expectation. It’s something harder to define. When I look at my sister, at the world she’s growing up in, on the edge of something terrible, something no child should have to understand. 

I can’t stop this war. But if there’s even the smallest chance I can help end it faster, keep it from ever touching her life, then how can I not fight? No one steps into war thinking they’ll be the ones buried under it. And I refuse to be a story soaked in blood. 

"What d'you reckon they'll have us do?" I ask, my voice barely above a whisper. "I mean, if we sign up."  

Tom scratches his chin, his brow furrowed. "Dunno. Probably shove us in the infantry. Cannon fodder, like you said."  

I shake my head, holding up the RAAF poster. "Nah, mate. We could fly. Be up there in the clouds. I’ve always wondered what the world would look like from up there."  

A wry smile crosses Tom's face. "You? Flying a plane? You can barely drive a car without hitting every pothole in Brisbane."  

“No potholes in the sky.” I punch his arm playfully, but there’s truth in his words. I’ve never been the coordinated type. Still, the thought of soaring above the battlefield, untouched, distant from the horror below, is intoxicating. 

The Queensland sun presses down, thick, and unrelenting, coating my skin in sweat, heating the earth beneath our feet. The dust clings to the air, kicked up by the steady shuffle of boots moving toward the recruitment desks. Ahead of us, men puff up their chests, gripping papers with eager, steady hands, their strides full of resolve as they march toward the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) desk. 

We inch closer. My pulse hammers in my throat, beating too fast, too loud, a rhythm stronger than the chatter around us, drowning out the barked orders, the scuff of boots, the distant rattle of a tram still moving somewhere beyond all this. 

Tom stands rigid beside me, his jaw tight, his breathing controlled. Is he having second thoughts too? Or is he just preparing himself for whatever comes next? 

"Next!" The sergeant’s voice cuts through the humid air like a whip, snapping me forward whether I’m ready or not.

Tom steps forward, shoulders squared, voice steady. "G'day, sir. I'm here to volunteer."  

The sergeant eyes him up and down, weighing him like stock at a cattle auction. His approval is immediate. "Good set of shoulders on you, Sullivan. Best suited for the AIF."  

Tom nods, saying nothing, but I notice how his fingers curl slightly around the edge of the desk as he takes the paperwork. 

The sergeant barely watches him go before his steely gaze lands on me. "You there. What's your story?"  

My throat tightens, dry as the outback. The RAAF poster crinkles in my sweaty grip. "Charlie Harrison, sir. I... I'd like to join the Air Force, if that's alright."  

The sergeant's eyebrows lift. A flicker of amusement plays across his weathered face, barely concealed behind a puff of breath that isn't quite a scoff. "The Air Force, eh? You sure about that, son? Not all glamour and glory up there, you know."  

I nod, trying to muster every ounce of confidence I can. "Yes, sir. I'm sure."  

His gaze runs over me, slower than it did with Tom, lingering just enough to make my pulse hammer harder. I can almost hear the thoughts turning in his head. Too lean. Too small. Probably best suited for a cockpit, but an AIF man wouldn't see it that way. 

"Right then, Harrison." He finally slides the paperwork toward me, his voice gruff but not unkind. "Fill it out and head over to that tent for your medical. And for Christ’s sake, try not to look so green around the gills. You haven’t even left the ground yet."  

I mumble a thanks and scurry off, clutching the forms like a lifeline. As I settle onto a rickety chair to fill them out, I catch Tom’s eye. He gives me a reassuring nod, but I see the concern there too, tucked into the lines of his face, in the stiffness of his jaw. We’ve been mates since we were ankle-biters. And now, here we are. Signing papers that might be the last thing we ever do together. 

The rickety chair creaks beneath me as I lean forward, pen hovering over the paperwork. The ink smudges slightly where my fingers press too hard, sweat settling into the creases of the page. The thick air clings to my skin, heavy with humidity, carrying the scent of dirt kicked up by boots, the faint waft of tobacco from a nearby officer, and the lingering traces of paper and ink that make the recruitment tent smell more like an office than a gateway to war. 

Beside me, Tom exhales slowly, flicking through his forms with deliberate ease. But I see the tension in his hands, the way his fingers grip the pen just a little too tight, the way his shoulder twitches when a voice barks an order nearby. Around us, the tent hums with quiet urgency, men hunched over desks, their pens scratching against paper in uneven rhythms. Some scrawl quickly, eager to get it done, their expressions sharp with resolve. Others linger, reading each question twice, their lips pressed thin as if the ink carries more weight than they expected. 

Someone coughs behind me, shifting in their chair. Across the tent, an officer mutters instructions, his voice clipped and direct, while another recruit asks a question too softly to be heard over the steady rustle of paperwork. The floorboards beneath the desks creak with shifting weight, boots scraping against wood as men reposition themselves, adjusting collars, rolling shoulders, fighting against the oppressive heat. 

"You reckon they’ll send us off straight away?" I ask, my voice barely above a whisper, more to break the silence pressing against my ears than anything else. 

Tom snorts softly, shaking his head. "Doubt it. We’ve got training first. They won’t throw us straight into the deep end."  

I roll my shoulders, feeling the damp fabric of my shirt cling tighter against my skin. "Still weird, though. Signing a paper that decides the rest of your life."  

Tom doesn’t answer immediately. His pen scrapes against the page, steady, precise, as if writing down his own name makes it more real. There’s a pause, long enough that I think he won’t respond. 

"Guess we’ll see where the cards fall," he says finally. "No turning back now."  

I glance sideways. His expression is unreadable, but his jaw is tight, and for the first time since we lined up, I wonder if he feels it too, the pressure, the uncertainty, the unspoken fear buried beneath all this paperwork and procedure. 

A fly buzzes lazily past my ear, dipping between stacks of forms, dodging the occasional flick of a distracted hand. I let out a slow breath, rubbing my thumb over the edge of the RAAF poster tucked into my lap. "You ever wonder if we’ll regret this?"  

Tom’s lips twitch, not a full smile, but something close, something edged with wry amusement. "If we do, we’ll just blame each other."  

I huff a quiet laugh, shaking my head. "Fair enough."  

The sergeant barks another name, the line moving forward. A chair scrapes loudly against the floorboards as someone rises, boots thudding against the wood as they step toward the desk. 

Tom scrawls the final signature. I grip my pen tighter. And then, as if sensing the hesitation lingering in my muscles, Tom nudges my arm lightly. "Let’s get this over with, Charlie." 

The RAAF queue moves slower than the others, the process meticulous, the scrutiny unwavering. Every recruit is measured, questioned, picked apart, their qualifications dissected before they’re handed a lifeline, or a dismissal. 

I watch as one bloke, barely out of his teens, is turned away. He nods stiffly, but it doesn’t mask the defeat that settles into his shoulders as he trudges off, his dream of aerial heroics severed before it even took flight. A shadow of doubt coils in my gut. 

Then it’s my turn. The officer seated behind the desk looks like he’d rather be anywhere else, his tired eyes narrowing behind wire-rimmed glasses as he barely glances up. His uniform is crisp, his posture rigid, but there’s a practiced indifference to him, like he’s seen hundreds of hopefuls pass through and doesn’t expect much. "Name?"  

"Charlie Harrison, sir."  

He scribbles something on a form. "Any flying experience, Harrison?"  

I hesitate, shifting my weight. "Does, uh, watching the planes at Eagle Farm count?"  

A flicker of something, amusement, impatience, curls at the corner of his lip. "Not quite." His pen hovers. "Any mechanical aptitude?"  

I think of the countless hours spent tinkering with Dad’s old motorbike, stripping it down, rebuilding it, learning the feel of metal and grease between my fingers. "Yes, sir. I'm handy with engines."  

He nods, making a note, but his expression doesn’t change. "Right. Fill these out and report for your medical and aptitude tests."  

I reach for the forms, but he stops me with a glance, one last appraisal. 

"Harrison."  

"Yes, sir?"  

"Don’t get your hopes up." He taps the clipboard with his pen. "The RAAF only takes the best."  

It’s not cruel, but it’s not reassuring either. I swallow hard, gripping the paperwork tighter. I want to believe I have what it takes. But I don’t know if I do. 

Inside the medical tent, all chaos seems condensed into a whirlwind of activity. I’m poked, prodded, and scrutinised until I feel as if every ounce of my being has been examined. The doctor, a grizzled fellow with nicotine-stained, calloused hands and a serious expression, listens intently to my heart and lungs, his face crinkling as he notes something amiss.

"Bit of a wheeze there, son," he mutters, peering into my eyes. "You smoke?"

I quickly respond, "No, sir. It’s just a touch of hay fever. Nothing serious."

He grunts, scribbling notes onto my chart. "We’ll see about that. Now on to the aptitude tests with you."

I’m handed a stack of papers, rows of numbers, scattered shapes, sequences designed to measure logic, reflexes, spatial awareness. The ink blurs slightly under my fingers as I turn the pages, sweat clinging to my skin, the hum of the medical tent pressing in around me. 

The questions start out standard enough, math, reasoning, mechanical aptitude. Then they grow stranger. 

One page presents a series of animal behaviours, asking me to interpret them, body language, movements, shifts in posture. Another asks how I would respond to sudden environmental changes, what instinct tells me to do when the wind shifts unexpectedly or the ground trembles beneath my feet. 

Then, I reach the last question. It isn't a question at all. Just a statement: "Instinct is more honest than words. How do you prove your truth to something that sees beyond deception?"

I stare at the words, my pulse slowing. What kind of test is this? It doesn’t fit with the others, not logic-based, not mechanical, nothing I was expecting. But something about it feels important, like the kind of knowledge that isn’t taught, just understood. Slowly, I pick up my pen and write my answer. 

By the time I emerge an hour later, exhaustion mixes with uncertainty. Tom is waiting quietly beneath the shelter of a gum tree, his enlistment papers held tightly as if they were his only anchor in this tumultuous day. "How'd it go?" he asks, casually pushing off the trunk. 

I run a hand through my tousled hair and shrug. "Dunno, mate. Could go either way."  

We stand there in silence for a moment, the gravity of the situation settling over us like a heavy blanket. The sun's starting to dip towards the horizon, casting long shadows across the recruitment ground. 

"Listen, Charlie," Tom says, his voice uncharacteristically serious. "Whatever happens, we're in this together, right? Even though we’re in different branches, different parts of the world..."  

I nod, feeling a lump form in my throat. "Yeah, mate. Together."  

As we walk back towards the main desk to hand in our paperwork, I can't help but feel like we're standing on the edge of a precipice. The world we've known is about to change forever, and there's no going back. The sergeant takes our forms, flipping through them with practiced efficiency. His gaze barely lingers as he scans Tom’s papers. "Right," he says, looking up. "Sullivan, you're to report to Victoria Barracks next Wednesday for basic training."  

Tom nods, his expression unreadable, but his grip tightens slightly around his papers. 

Then the sergeant shifts his attention to mine. "Harrison..." He pauses, and the fraction of a second stretches too long, heavy, uncertain. I feel my heart hitch in my chest. 

"You're to report to RAAF Base Archerfield on Tuesday." I blink. "Seems you do have what it takes to fly one of our rust buckets."  

For a moment, the words don’t register. They feel distant, like something spoken in a foreign language. My pulse drums in my ears, blocking out everything else, the voices around me, the shuffle of boots, the distant murmur of men still filing through recruitment. "I... I made it?" My voice barely forms the words. 

The sergeant’s mouth twitches, amusement barely visible beneath his hardened exterior. "Seems so, Harrison."  

We walk away from the recruitment desk, the weight of it sinks in. I’m going to be in the Air Force. I’m going to fly. Excitement sparks like an electric current, sharp and sudden, only to be chased almost immediately by something colder, fear. 

Tom claps me on the back, his grin wide and genuine. "Bloody hell, mate! You did it! You’re gonna be up there with the flyboys!"  

I manage a weak smile, but it doesn’t fully settle. "Yeah, s’pose so," I mutter, running a hand through my hair, my mind already racing ahead to what comes next. "Bit different from fixing up Dad’s old Indian, eh?"

We make our way back through the streets of Coorparoo, the setting sun drenching the tin rooftops in gold, staining the sky in burnt orange and deep pinks. The tram rattles somewhere in the distance, its familiar clatter suddenly feeling like part of a world I’m about to leave behind. 

Every face we pass, every shop window, every gum tree lining the street, it all takes on a strange significance. Will this be the last time I see it like this? Carefree. Whole. 

A flock of lorikeets dart between branches, chattering noisily, oblivious to the war creeping into our lives. Beneath them, an old man waters his front yard, the hose dripping lazily onto cracked pavement. For him, today is just another day. 

For us, it’s the end of everything familiar. 

As we near Tom’s place, he slows, turns to me, his expression serious. "Listen, Charlie. We’ve got a few days before we ship out. Reckon we should do something special, yeah? One last hurrah before... well, before everything changes."  

I nod, grateful for the suggestion. "What’d you have in mind?"  

Tom’s eyes light up. "Remember that spot up in the Glass House Mountains we found last summer? The one with the view all the way to the coast?"  

"Yeah, 'course I do. Bloody beautiful up there."  

"Well," Tom continues, a mischievous glint returning, "how about we nick some of Dad’s homebrewed beer and camp out there for a night? Watch the stars, talk shite, pretend the world isn’t going to hell in a handbasket?"  

For the first time all day, I feel my grin spread without effort. "Sounds perfect, mate."  

As we part ways, plans set for our little adventure, the weight of everything presses against my ribs again. In a few short days, we’ll be leaving behind everything we’ve ever known, thrown into a world of discipline, duty, and danger. But for now, for one last night, we can be just Charlie and Tom. Two mates from Coorparoo. Watching the stars. Dreaming of the future. 

I trudge home, my mind a whirlwind of thoughts. The cottage stands as it always has, modest yet well cared for, its tin roof catching the last streaks of sunlight, its weatherboard cladding painted a crisp white, though the edges have begun to show signs of age. The front yard is neatly kept, Mum’s rose bushes standing proud, their blooms catching the light in shades of red and soft pink. The scent lingers in the evening air, mixing with the sharper tang of dust and dry grass. 

From the backyard, the distant clucking of chickens carries through the quiet, broken only by the soft, deliberate melody of a piano floating from inside. Mary. 

She’s always playing, her fingers small but quick, the old piano responding to her touch like it was made for her. Tonight, the notes are steady, familiar, something she must have practiced a hundred times before. But as I step onto the first timber step of the verandah, the wood groans beneath my weight, the sound cutting through the music like a warning. 

I lift my foot to take another step, the creak deeper this time, heavier, as if the house itself can feel the weight pressing down on me. Inside, the music halts mid-note, the sudden silence more jarring than any farewell could be. The door swings open, and Mary stands in the frame, blinking up at me. 

She’s small for her age, her deep brown hair neatly braided into two plaits, framing a face that is all wide blue eyes, our mother’s eyes, passed down through both of us. She doesn’t speak at first. Just looks. Then, "Charlie?"  

Her voice is soft, uncertain, laced with that childlike hope that maybe, just maybe, she misheard me earlier when I told her I was signing up. I force a small smile. "Hey, squirt."  

Her brow furrows. "You’re home late." The words are simple, but I hear the meaning beneath them. 

Behind her, Mum stands in the kitchen, her weathered face calm, but not unreadable. The years have softened her, yet the lines around her eyes speak to every hardship she’s endured, to the weight of keeping this house standing, raising us, surviving long enough to watch her son step into something she never wanted him to. 

Her dirty blonde hair is pulled into a loose bun, stray strands escaping near her ears, dusted with flour from whatever she’s been cooking. Her blue eyes, steady, knowing, fix on mine, and in that single glance, I feel everything I haven’t said. 

She doesn’t need to ask. 

"You’ve done it, haven’t you?"  

I nod, unable to find the words. 

The scent of roast lamb fills the house, warm and familiar, yet somehow distant now, as if it belongs to a world I’ve already started leaving behind.
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2: The Fog of War
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The Glass House Mountains loom in the distance as Tom and I trudge up the winding path, the weight of our imminent departure hanging heavily between us. The track is narrow, more of a goat trail than a proper path, twisting through dense scrub and rocky outcrops. Loose stones shift beneath our boots, dry twigs snap underfoot, and the scent of damp earth mingles with the sharp tang of eucalyptus carried on the cooling breeze. 

The sun sets behind us, stretching long shadows across the hills and painting the sky in sweeping shades of crimson and gold. A lone kookaburra calls from somewhere deep in the trees, its laughter cutting through the stillness like a punctuation mark on the fading day. 

By the time we reach the clearing, the world has begun to exhale. It’s a small, grassy plateau perched on the hillside, the ground uneven but familiar, scattered with patches of exposed rock and tufts of dry bushland. From here, the view stretches all the way to the coast, the sandy beaches of the Sunshine Coast glistening in the dying light, the ocean swallowing the sun in deepening hues of blue and orange. 

We drop our packs with quiet relief, settling onto the ground, the silence between us more comfortable than words. The clearing is alive with movement, field crickets begin their evening song, their rhythmic chirping threading through the crisp air. A mob of wallabies lingers at the tree line, ears flicking, their sleek forms barely visible against the dense underbrush. Somewhere nearby, the rustle of dry leaves hints at something smaller, a bandicoot, maybe, or a possum stretching into the night. 

Tom rummages through his pack, pulling out a battered tin of biscuits and a flask. He offers me the flask first, and I take a swig, the whiskey burning a path down my throat, settling into my chest like a slow ember. It tastes of past nights, of other hikes, of moments that feel too far gone already. 

"Reckon this’ll be our last sunset here for a while," Tom says, his voice low and gruff. He doesn’t look at me; his eyes fixed on the horizon where the ocean meets the sky in a hazy line. 

I nod, not trusting my voice. The reality of our enlistment, of the war waiting for us across the sea, settles in my gut like a lead weight. We signed up together, of course. Tom and Charlie, thick as thieves since we were ankle-biters. Now, off to fight the ol’ Third Reich. 

"You scared?" I ask, finally breaking the silence that’s stretched between us. 

Tom snorts, a sound somewhere between amusement and derision. "Bloody oath, I am. But reckon that’s what makes us different from them drongos who think it’s all glory and adventure."  

He passes me the tin of biscuits, and I take one, the taste of oats and golden syrup crumbles across my tongue, bittersweet and grounding, a sharp reminder of home. As the last rays of sunlight disappear behind the mountains, the fire crackles softly between us, sending stray embers into the cooling air, their glow fleeting, swallowed by the night. 

I can’t help but wonder, will we ever sit here again? Will we ever watch the day fade into night like this? Or is this the last time we’ll sit side by side, our futures as vast and unknowable as the darkening sky above us? 

“To think you’ll be soaring through the skies like a Wedge-Tailed Eagle,” Tom murmurs, breaking the silence that’s settled between us like a thick blanket. “Don’t forget about us grunts on the ground, will ya.”

I chuckle, but it's a hollow sound. "How could I forget you, ya big galah? You'll probably be the one saving my arse when I crash land in some godforsaken muddy field."

Tom smirks, but the humour barely lingers. The fire crackles softly between us, embers glowing in the cooling night, casting long shadows across the clearing. The world feels still, suspended in that quiet moment where everything is just us, just home, just the life we know. 

Then, the radio crackles to life. The sudden burst of static cuts through the night, loud against the gentle symphony of crickets and rustling leaves. I jolt slightly at the abruptness, instinctively glancing at Tom. 9:30pm on the dot. The familiar voice of Prime Minister Robert Menzies slips through the speakers, clear and solemn, his words carrying the weight of history itself. “Fellow Australians,” he begins, his tone one of great consequence, “it is my melancholy duty to inform you officially that in consequence of a persistence by Germany in her invasion of Poland, Great Britain has declared war upon her and that, as a result, Australia is also at war.” 

The words hang in the air, heavy, unrelenting. The fire pops, sending a stray ember into the night. The breeze carries the scent of burning wood and damp earth, but the warmth doesn’t reach me anymore. Tom and I exchange a glance. His face is stiff, unreadable, but I see the shift, the weight settling into the lines of his expression, the quiet understanding that this isn’t some distant battle anymore. I reckon my own expression mirrors his, a mixture of dread and determination. We knew war was coming. But now, it’s here. And there’s no turning back. 

Tom exhales slowly, reaching for the flask. The firelight catches on his face, carving shadows into the sharp angles of his jaw, making him look older than he is. He takes a long pull, the liquid burning down his throat before he hands it off to me. "Well, that's that then," he mutters, voice barely above a whisper. 

I accept the flask, tipping it back without hesitation. The whiskey hits hard, a flash of fire in my throat, but I welcome it, anything to drown the churning in my gut. "Suppose we knew it was coming," I murmur, more to myself than to Tom. 

The night feels heavier now, like the weight of the world is pressing down on it. The rustling leaves don’t just shift, they whisper, sharp and uneasy, as if carrying the unspoken fear threading through the land. Beyond us, the ocean stretches into the dark, its waves rolling endlessly, indifferent to war, indifferent to fate. "You ever wonder," I begin, my voice thick with something I don’t want to name, "if we're just pawns in some grand game? Marching off to die for... what exactly?"  

Tom shifts beside me, his shoulder brushing mine, a small, grounding weight in the growing uncertainty. "Don’t go down that rabbit hole, mate," he says, his tone firmer now. "We’re fighting for home, for our families, for everything we hold dear."  

I nod, but the doubts linger, threading into my ribs, sitting heavy. The fire crackles, sending embers into the cooling air. The scent of burning wood mingles with eucalyptus, with salt on the breeze, with the faint, familiar scent of dry earth. 

"You know," Tom says, tilting his chin toward the stars, his voice slipping into something thoughtful, "my old man used to tell stories about the Great War. Said he saw things that defied explanation. Creatures that shouldn’t exist, powers beyond our understanding."  

I snort, grateful for the distraction. "Your old man was probably three sheets to the wind when he spun those yarns."  

"Maybe," Tom concedes with a chuckle, shifting to get more comfortable. He takes another swig, then wipes the back of his hand across his mouth. "But what if there’s more to this war than we know? What if we’re not just fighting the Germans, but something... else?" The idea sends a ripple down my spine, despite the warmth of the fire licking against my boots. 

Beyond the glow of our slowly dying fire, the bushland stirs with life, subtle, unseen, always watching. An owl hoots from a distant perch, its call low and deliberate, carried on the breeze like a warning. Somewhere deeper in the scrub, the rustling of leaves hints at movement, something small, something hunting. A possum skitters along a branch overhead, claws scratching against the bark, pausing briefly to peer down before vanishing into the darkness. 

Near the tree line, a bandicoot nosing through the underbrush freezes for a second, ears twitching before it disappears into the tangle of grass, its tiny frame swallowed by the night. Farther down the slope, the soft yip of a fox breaks the silence, brief and sharp before fading. 

The wilderness doesn’t care about war. Doesn’t care about shifting borders, declarations, or the uncertainty sitting heavy in our chests. It moves on, as it always has. And somewhere high above, lost in the ink-black sky, something else moves too. A flicker. A shift in the sky that shouldn’t be there. 

For a fraction of a second, I see it, something alive, too large to be a bird, blue hues catching the moonlight before vanishing into the black. I blink hard, convinced I imagined it. But then I turn to Tom. His expression mirrors mine, wide-eyed, uncertain. "Did you..." I start, but the words stick in my throat. 

Tom nods slowly, gaze still locked on the empty sky. "Looks like we might be in for more than we bargained for, Charlie boy."  

...

I wake to birds calling through the crisp morning air, their songs weaving between the rustling leaves. A magpie warbles somewhere near the clearing, its fluted melody rolling over the hills, while a pair of laughing kookaburras let out a chorus from deeper in the bush, raucous, unworried, as if mocking the seriousness pressing into our bones. 

The grass is damp beneath my fingers as I sit up, cool with morning dew, the scent of earth thick in my lungs. The fire, now reduced to glowing embers, still carries the faint aroma of charred wood, mixing with something richer, the lingering scent of rabbit stew.

We caught it just before midnight. A stroke of luck, really. Tom spotted the movement first, a quick dart across the undergrowth. We chased, stumbling through tangled scrub, boots crunching twigs, whispers sharp in the night. The snares did the work in the end. Now, it’s just a memory, a meal that filled our stomachs, warmth in the cool night, one last taste of normalcy before everything changes. 

Tom stretches, rolling his shoulders, then rubs the sleep from his eyes before kicking at the embers lightly with his boot. "Well, that’s it then," he mutters, voice barely above a whisper. "No turning back now."  

I nod, unable to find the words. The reality of war, which had seemed so distant just moments ago, now feels as close as the damp ground beneath our feet. The peaceful morning, the birdsong, the lazy drift of mist along the treetops, the golden glow spilling over the ridgeline, all feels hollow now. Like a thin veneer covering the truth beneath it. "Reckon we should head back," I suggest, my voice sounding strange to my own ears. "Might be some things we need to sort out before... before we ship out."  

Tom nods, his movements slow and deliberate as he begins to pack up our meagre camp. I watch him for a moment, struck by how different he looks in the pale morning sun. My best mate, my brother in all but blood, suddenly seems like a stranger preparing for a journey I can't fully comprehend. 

The descent down the mountain is quiet, save for the crunch of gravel under our boots and the occasional call of a cockatoo screeching from a treetop, its harsh cry cutting through the still air. The path is steep, winding between scrub and scattered boulders, the earthy scent of eucalyptus clinging to the breeze. Ahead of us, the coastline stretches out, vast, deep, endless. A reminder of the oceans we’ll soon be crossing, the foreign lands waiting beyond them. 

"Charlie." Tom stops. His voice is steadier now, sharper than before. "Promise me something, will ya?"  

I turn, surprised by the sudden intensity in his expression. "Course, mate. Anything."  

"Promise me we’ll come back here. When it’s all over, I mean." He gestures toward the ridgeline, where the sun still lingers, casting long shadows through the gum trees. "Promise me we’ll watch the sunset from that spot again."  

A lump rises in my throat, thick and sharp. I nod. "I promise, Tom. We’ll come back. Both of us." The weight of that promise settles into my ribs, heavier than anything else I’m carrying. 

As the lights of the town come into view, the old world slips away behind us, the mountain, the quiet, the life we knew before war. We aren’t just leaving a campsite. We’re leaving our youth, our innocence, everything that tethered us to home. But we’re Australian boys, born and bred. And as much as the thought should weigh me down, it also propels me forward. Because this isn’t just about us anymore. It’s about all the boys before us, the ones who lined up under the blazing sun in 1914, heads held high, feet steady, believing the world was theirs to shape. 

The ANZACs. They faced the unknown with grit, with defiance, with the kind of stubborn courage that only men too young to understand what war really was could summon. They fought to hell and back. And now, it’s our turn. The promise I made to Tom sits heavy in my chest, a lifeline woven into the uncertainty ahead. We will come back. Not just because we want to, but because we have to. To prove we can. To remind ourselves that home is more than a place. It’s a part of us. And maybe, just maybe, we’ll find our way back here. Back to the peace we’re leaving behind. 

We reach the bottom of the mountain just as the sun reaches its zenith, flooding the valley in golden light, casting sharp shadows against the weathered timber buildings. The town sits nestled in the foothills of the Glass House Mountains, a cluster of sturdy homes and modest storefronts, the air thick with the scent of pineapple fields stretching beyond its edges, their rows lined like sentinels beneath the midday sun. 

The streets are bustling, young men in freshly pressed uniforms strut about, shoulders squared, chests puffed out with pride and false bravado. Their boots scuff against the dusty roads, their voices bright with excitement, their laughs loud enough to cover the uncertainty lurking beneath. 

Tom mutters under his breath, nodding toward a group of fresh-faced recruits outside the local pub. "Blimey, would ya look at this lot," he says. They’re laughing, slapping each other on the back, gripping half-drunk pints as if they’re celebrating a victory before the battle’s even begun. "Reckon they’ve got any idea what they’re in for?" Tom asks, voice low. 

I shake my head, feeling suddenly old beyond my years. "Doubt it. But then again, do we?"

The train back to Brisbane isn’t due for another hour, so there’s nothing to do but wait. Tom rolls his shoulders, adjusting his pack as his gaze flicks toward the timber-clad pub standing sturdy at the end of the street, its iron roof shimmering in the heat. "Reckon we’ve got time for a quick one?" he says, nodding toward the entrance. 

"A beer wouldn’t go astray," I admit. "Might be our last decent one for a while."  

Tom grins, but there’s something else beneath it, a quiet understanding that this is the last familiar indulgence before everything changes. 

We push through the heavy wooden doors, stepping into the dim coolness of the pub, where the floorboards creak beneath our boots, worn smooth by years of patrons coming and going. The air is thick with the scent of tobacco, stale beer, and sweat, mingling with the low hum of conversation, the occasional burst of laughter, the rhythmic clinking of glasses. 

In the corner, the wireless crackles, broadcasting news that no one truly wants to hear but can’t ignore either. We settle into a quiet corner, nursing our beers, watching the world unfold around us, the fresh-faced recruits, the seasoned men staring into their drinks, the unspoken weight pressing into the room like an unwelcome guest. 

Tom leans in, serious now. "Listen, Charlie. Whatever’s out there, whatever we’re about to face, we stick together, yeah? You and me, just like always."  

I meet his gaze, seeing the same mix of fear, determination, and quiet resolve reflecting back at me. "Too right, mate. To the end."  

We clink our glasses, and the dull thud of glass against glass carries the weight of everything we don’t say.

The train whistle cuts through the moment, sharp and commanding, calling us to our destiny. The platform is simple, modest, just a weatherboard stationmaster’s hut and a single length of track, dust swirling as the Queensland Rail steam locomotive rolls in, its iron bulk hissing, steam spilling into the warm afternoon. 

I take one last look at the Glass House Mountains in the distance. They stand tall and immovable, ancient guardians of the land, a reminder of home and everything we’re fighting for. "Ready?" Tom asks, clapping me on the shoulder. 

I take a deep breath, the air thick with coal smoke, dust, and the faint sweetness of pineapples carried on the wind. "As I'll ever be."  

"All Aboard!" the conductor yells, voice cutting across the din. "All stations to Roma Street!" The train jerks forward, metal grinding against steel, carrying us toward an uncertain future. I settle into my seat, Tom beside me, the town slipping away as the landscape opens into endless fields. Whatever comes our way, we’ll face it together. And maybe, just maybe, we’ll find our way back to those mountains someday, changed men in a changed world. 
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3: Enlistment Day
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I wake to the sharp trill of magpies warbling outside my window, their calls stretching into the pale morning light. The scent of spring is thick in the air, fresh-cut grass, damp earth, the faint sweetness of wattle blooms drifting on the breeze. And with it comes the familiar, unwelcome itch in my sinuses. Hay fever season. I pinch my nose, fighting the sensation that I need to sneeze but can't, my head stuffy, my breath catching in the dryness of the room. 

The timber floor creaks as I swing my legs over the edge of the bed, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. There’s a tension in the air, unspoken but suffocating, threading through the quiet house like the lingering chill of dawn. Outside, Dad stands on the verandah, hands curled around a half-drunk cup of tea, steam curling into the crisp morning. His brow is furrowed, deep creases lining his forehead, the shadows beneath his eyes dark, sunken, the mark of a man who hasn’t slept well in days. 

I swallow hard. I don’t have to ask why. His brother never made it home from the last war, and now, here I am, his son, marching off to another. 

Behind him, Mary sits stiffly at the piano, her fingers pressing idly against the keys, hesitating on a tune she doesn’t quite finish. She isn’t playing for practice. She’s playing to fill the silence. She turns as I step into the room, blinking up at me, searching my face. "You're leaving soon."  

It’s not a question. I nod, but the words catch in my throat. Dad exhales slowly, his gaze flicking toward the horizon, as if watching for something neither of us can see. The birds keep singing. But inside the house, the world holds its breath.

Mum appears at the doorway, her red-rimmed eyes glistening with unshed tears, her hands twisting in the fabric of her apron like she’s holding herself together. "Charlie, love, you sure you’ve got everything?" she asks, voice trembling, breaking slightly at the edges. 

I nod, forcing a reassuring smile. "Yeah, Mum. I’ve got it all." But the truth is, I don’t feel like I have anything at all. The future is a vast, unknown expanse, and I’m about to plunge headfirst into it. 

Dad steps inside, his presence solid, grounding. His calloused hand grips my shoulder, firm but not rough, the touch carrying more weight than words ever could. "Make us proud, son," he says quietly, voice steady but threaded with something unspoken. 

"I will, Dad," I reply, my voice steadier than I feel. 

Outside, the morning sun drapes across my back, warm but unwelcome, like it’s trying to comfort me when nothing can. The air is thick with the scent of freshly watered gardens, damp earth, and the faint sweetness of spring blossoms carried on the breeze. 

Mary slips her small hand into mine as we walk toward the tram stop, her grip tight, like she thinks if she holds on hard enough, she can keep me here. We tread familiar streets, the weatherboard houses lined neatly in rows, the echo of magpies calling from the gum trees, the whiff of warm bread drifting from the corner bakery, mingling with the distant scent of coal smoke curling from chimneys. Every step feels heavier than the last. 

The tickle at the back of my throat, the one that had been teasing me all morning, hovering just on the edge of irritation, finally lets rip. I barely have time to turn away before the sneeze bursts out of me, sharp and sudden, sending my whole body jerking forward. Mary giggles beside me, small and bright, her fingers still curled around mine. "Bless ya," she murmurs, squeezing my hand a little tighter. 

I sniff, rubbing at my nose, blinking against the lingering itch. "Bloody spring," I mutter, but it comes out softer than I intended. 

At the tram stop on Old Cleveland Road, the wooden bench sits worn and smooth from years of waiting passengers. The iron post holding the timetable is slightly rusted, the sign faintly rattling in the breeze. Tom is already there, leaning against the tram shelter, his kitbag resting at his feet. His face lights up when he sees us, but beneath the grin, I see it, the same weight pressing into his chest, the same questions he won’t say aloud. "Ready for the big adventure, Charlie?" he calls out, trying to keep it light. 

I swallow the lump in my throat. "As ready as I’ll ever be."  

The tram arrives with a metallic screech, its wheels grinding against the tracks. It’s one of Brisbane’s classic timber trams, painted in deep maroon and cream, its sliding doors rattling open, revealing wooden bench seats that have carried generations of men off to their futures. The moment it pulls up, Mary’s fingers tighten around mine before, finally, reluctantly, she lets go. I hug Mum tightly, inhaling the familiar scent of lavender and flour, memorising it, holding it like it’s the last safe thing I’ll ever touch. "You come back to us, Charlie," she whispers against my shoulder. "You hear me? You come back." I nod, unable to speak. 

Dad extends his hand, his grip firm, rough against mine, the kind of handshake meant to carry meaning rather than words. "Remember who you are, son," he says gruffly. "And remember where you come from."  

The conductor calls out impatiently, his voice sharp against the moment. I turn, ready to board, But Mary rushes forward, her eyes wide, glassy with unshed tears as she throws her arms around my leg, gripping me like she can anchor me here. I freeze, my chest tightening. "M’sorry," she whispers, voice thick, muffled. 

I bend down, squeezing her tight before gently peeling her arms away. "Don’t be," I murmur. "I’ll be back before you know it." The words feel too small, too fragile, but they’re all I have. 

With a final wave, I step onto the tram, the wooden floor vibrating beneath me as Tom and I find our seats. The tram clatters through Brisbane’s familiar streets, its metal wheels grinding against the tracks, carrying me closer to a future I can’t yet picture. A gnawing dread coils in my gut. The world we're about to see isn’t the one from our boyhood dreams of adventure. It’s a world at war. And we’re hurtling toward it at breakneck speed.

South Brisbane Station looms ahead, its red brick façade standing in quiet defiance against the smoke and grime of the industrial district. The building stretches long, two-storeyed, its hipped corrugated-iron roof gleaming dully under the morning sun. The Grey Street entrance commands attention, a central gabled archway rising above the station front, imposing yet refined, the kind of structure meant to impress travellers and remind them they’re standing on solid ground before departure. Flanking the entrance, corrugated-iron awnings slope downward, casting strips of shade over the pavement below. The cast-iron columns supporting them are anything but ordinary; their Corinthian capitals stand proud, intricate, and regal, a contrast to the rough work yards surrounding the station. 

The tram glides to a halt, its brakes squealing, and I step down onto the bustling platform, the ground vibrating slightly beneath me from the hum of engines and the constant movement of the rail yards. The bustle of the city converges here; trams screeching against their tracks, steam locomotives hissing at their terminus, voices threading through the air in a chaotic symphony.

Across the road, lines of tram tracks converge toward Victoria Bridge, their paths tangled like veins pumping the city’s lifeblood toward the river crossing. Workers spill onto the streets in dust-coated overalls, cigarette smoke curling into the midday sun as they swap weary glances with the fresh-faced recruits milling about the platform, men heading toward duty, unsure if they’ll ever return. 

Tom and I rise from our seats, and the gravity of our impending separation hits me like a punch to the gut. We’ve been inseparable since we were knee-high to a grasshopper. Now, we’re about to walk vastly different paths. 

"Well, this is it, mate," Tom says, his usual jovial tone carrying the weight of something heavier beneath it. "You off to fly with the birds while I keep my feet firmly on the ground."  

I force a chuckle, but it comes out hollow. "Yeah, seems that way. Reckon you’ll be alright without me to keep you out of trouble?"  

Tom grins, the familiar mischievous glint returning to his eyes. "Me? Trouble? Nah, mate. I’ll be too busy digging trenches and polishing boots to get into any mischief."  

I step off the tram, the bustling platform a stark contrast to the quiet solemnity of our farewell. For a moment, we stand there awkwardly, neither of us quite sure how to say goodbye. Then, without warning, Tom pulls me into a crushing bear hug. "You watch yourself up there, Charlie," he mutters gruffly. "Don’t go playing the hero, you hear me? Just do your job and come back in one piece."  

I return the embrace, my throat tightening. "You too, Tom. Keep your head down and your wits about you." As we part, I catch a flicker of worry in his eyes, quickly masked by his usual easy-going demeanour. 

"Ah, don’t you fret about me. I’ll be right as rain. You just focus on not falling out of that plane of yours."  

"See you on the other side, mate," I say, trying to inject some confidence into my voice. 

Tom nods, his expression serious for once. "Count on it, Charlie. We’ll have a cold one at the Royal Exchange when this is all over."  

The door shuts with a hiss, and the 06 tram lurches forward, carrying Tom over the Brisbane River, the mighty brown snake that weaves its way through the fabric of the city, disappearing from view. I can’t shake the feeling that this might be the last time I see my best friend. 

I step toward the next leg of my journey, the train bound for Beenleigh, and I hoist my kitbag onto my shoulder, taking a deep breath. This is it. The platform buzzes with movement and I fight my way through the crowds of people off to their day jobs.

The steam engine stands solid and unyielding, its bulk gleaming under the sun, its carriages lined in weathered maroon paint, the faint scent of oil clinging to the air. As I board, the wooden floor vibrates beneath my boots, the train groaning as it prepares to lurch forward. The whistle cuts through the platform, sharp and final. With a shudder, the train rolls forward, steel grinding against steel, carrying me closer to Archerfield and the unknown future waiting beyond. I lean my head against the cool glass of the window, the vibration humming through my skull as the city passes by. Each street feels like another thread being cut, severing me from everything I’ve ever known. The train jerks forward, the scenery shifting to the southern suburbs, Dutton Park, Fairfield, Yeronga. Places I’ve known since childhood. Places I might never see again. 

My mind drifts to the stories my grandfather used to tell about the Great War. Tales of mud and blood, of friends lost and innocence shattered. Is that what awaits me? Will I return home whole? Or will I come back broken, like so many before me? 

The train rattles on, each jolt and sway bringing me closer to Archerfield and the life that awaits. My thoughts shift to the machines we’ll be flying, sleek, powerful things that can slice through the sky like hot knives through butter. The thought both thrills and terrifies me. What if I’m not cut out for this? What if I freeze up there, thousands of feet above the earth, with nothing but empty air beneath me? I press my fingers against the edge of the window, watching the last familiar streets of Brisbane slide away. And with them, everything I’ve ever known. 

When we arrive at Yeerongpilly station, a gentle tap on my shoulder startles me from my reverie. The steady rhythm of the steam engine rolling through the suburbs, the occasional hiss of escaping vapour, had lulled me into thought, until now. I turn to find an elderly woman with kind eyes and a weathered face, her expression warm yet touched with something quieter, deeper. "Mind if I sit here, love?" she asks, her voice rich, warm, like honey stirred into tea.

I nod, shifting my kitbag to make room. As she settles in, a faint whiff of lavender drifts between us, the scent catching at the back of my throat, too familiar, too much like Mum. She glances at my uniform, her gaze softening, a quiet understanding settling in. "Off to serve, are you?" she asks gently. 

"Yes, ma'am," I reply, my voice sounding smaller than I’d like. "Reporting to Archerfield today."  

She nods slowly, a shadow passing over her face. "My Robert went off to war too, back in '14," she murmurs. "Such a bright, handsome lad he was."  The past tense hangs heavy between us, thick as the scent of coal smoke curling from the locomotive ahead. 

I swallow hard, unsure how to respond. "I’m sorry," I manage eventually. 

She pats my hand, her touch unexpectedly familiar, like something meant to soothe without words. "You be careful up there, young man," she says. "The sky’s a beautiful place, but it can be cruel too."  

Her words settle deep in my chest, twisting around thoughts I hadn’t let myself fully form. To me, the sky has always been a realm of endless possibility, of freedom. But now, now it’s about to become a battlefield. 

The train continues its steady push forward, approaching Rocklea Station, its timber platform stretching out ahead, the wooden pedestrian bridge arching over the tracks like an old sentinel watching over departing men.

My heart rate quickens. The RAAF base is just beyond, waiting to swallow me whole into its world of discipline and duty. The elderly woman seems to sense my growing anxiety. "What’s your name, love?" she asks gently. 

"Charlie," I reply. "Charlie Harrison."  

She smiles, the corners of her eyes crinkling, eyes rich with something unsaid. "Well, Charlie Harrison," she murmurs, "I want you to remember something. No matter how dark things get, no matter how lost you feel, there’s always a way home. You just have to keep looking for it."  

The train hisses as it pulls into the station, slowing with a groan of steel against steel. I shift my kitbag, rising from my seat, the weight of her words pressing deeper than I expected. As I step off onto the worn timber of Rocklea’s platform, the elderly woman calls after me, her voice light but firm. "Good luck, Charlie. May the winds be kind to you."  

I turn, offering a weak smile, touched by her unexpected kindness. Then, before I can second-guess the weight of this moment, I step forward, toward the unknown that waits beyond the bridge.

By the time I arrive at the imposing gates of the RAAF base, it’s almost midday. The sentry eyes me with a mixture of boredom and suspicion as I approach.

"Name and purpose?" he barks, his voice clipped and official.

"Charlie Harrison, sir. Reporting for training," I reply, fumbling in my pocket for my enlistment papers.

He scrutinises the documents, then nods curtly. "Through the gates, recruit. Report to Building C for processing."

I mumble a thank you and step onto the base, the crunch of gravel under my boots seeming unnaturally loud. The compound is a hive of activity - uniformed men marching in formation, mechanics tinkering with engines, and the occasional roar of an aircraft taking off or landing. It's overwhelming, and for a moment, I feel like a small boy lost in a crowd.

As I make my way towards Building C, a gust of wind whips across the airfield, carrying with it the scent of oil and aviation fuel. It's an intoxicating smell, one that speaks of adventure and possibility. Despite my nerves, I feel a thrill of excitement course through me. This is it. This is where I begin to make a difference.

The heat clings to the air as I stand in line, the scent of sunbaked tarmac and engine grease thick in my lungs. Sweat beads at the base of my neck, but I force myself to stay still, boots planted, papers gripped tightly in my hand. Ahead, the enlistment officer checks each name with brisk efficiency, barely glancing at most before barking orders to the next man. Then, he gets to mine. 

He pauses. His eyes flick up, studying me from head to toe, slow and deliberate, like he’s searching for something unseen. He scans his list again, then lets out a low chuckle, shaking his head slightly. "Well then, Harrison," he mutters, tapping the paper with a stubby finger. "Head over there."  

He gestures toward an area near the hangar where a handful of other cadets stand stiffly, eyes uncertain, shoulders tense. A burly-looking sergeant waits nearby, arms folded over his broad chest, watching us with an unreadable stare. I hesitate. But only for a second. I step forward, my kitbag weighing heavier on my shoulder as I approach. 

The sergeant lifts his chin as I join the group, his presence nothing short of formidable, barrel-chested, weathered, his ruddy skin lined with deep scars across his forearms, relics of forgotten mishaps. His uniform is immaculate, despite everything about him suggesting a man who has spent his life in the thick of battle. "Right," he says, his voice gravel-thick, lined with a growl that demands attention. "I’m Sergeant Mackenzie. You lot are coming with me." He doesn’t wait for questions. 

We follow him across the base, past rows of hangars, through corridors dim with artificial light, until we reach a windowless room, shadowed and silent, its door closing heavily behind us. He hands out papers. Thick, official documents, the weight of bureaucracy pressed into ink and parchment. "Read, understand, and sign it before proceeding," he orders, his tone leaving no room for argument. 

I glance down at the pages. My breath hitches. It’s the Official Secrets Act. The realisation settles over me like cold steel, whatever this is, it isn’t just another training exercise. This is something different. Something bigger. One by one, we sign. The sergeant watches in silence, arms still crossed, waiting for the last signatures to be penned. 

Then, as the final paper is set down, he leans forward slightly, the fluorescent light catching in his deep-set eyes. "What you’re about to witness is top secret," he says slowly, his voice lowering just enough to make the words feel heavier. "And if any of you spill the beans, " A pause. A slow, measured breath. "There won’t be enough left of you to court-martial."  

The silence that follows is deafening. Sergeant Mackenzie leads us across the base, his pace steady, purposeful. The air buzzes with activity, Mechanics dart between aircraft, their overalls smeared with grease, while men haul supplies toward waiting planes. Shouted orders blend with the roar of engines and the rhythmic clang of tools striking metal. 

The scent of aviation fuel lingers in the air, mixing with the sharp bite of sun-heated tarmac. I take in the sights as we march, rows of sleek aircraft gleam under the midday light, some with their panels peeled open as fitters scramble over them, tightening bolts, checking gauges. Others sit idle, their propellers twitching, restless, ready for flight. 

Despite the seeming madness, there is an underlying rhythm, an unspoken order to the chaos. Every movement serves a purpose; every shout carries urgency. 

Mackenzie veers toward a secluded section of the base, guiding us past a fenced-off area marked with restricted access warnings. Beyond the gate, the landscape changes, fewer men, fewer planes, just rows of low-lying buildings giving way to a massive hangar looming ahead. 

It’s taller than any other structure nearby, its steel doors partially open, revealing glimpses of something vast within. A sudden roar splits the air. Not an engine. Not something familiar. It’s deeper, raw, guttural, something alive. 

I flinch, my boots skidding slightly against the concrete as the sound rips through my chest, unsettling in its sheer force. A couple of the others stumble back, eyes darting skyward, searching for the source. Mackenzie barely reacts. Instead, he turns to us, his expression unreadable, the barest flicker of amusement playing across his weathered face. "What you're about to see," he says, voice calm
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