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Chapter One - Another Day
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It has been several months following the last mission on St Halb and not much excitement since. The gelt from the previous job came in handy, even manage to pay off all the arseholes who were demanding money from me. Even took a little R&R with a 30-day cruise around Asia.

For the rest of the dosh, I upgraded my caravan to a lodge. Even invested a substantial amount in what I believed a fantastic investment scheme called Sirius BTC, but like most things I touch, this turned out to be a scam run by a tugboat captain in Panama.

Like most people, I always needed more money, but I'm missing the thrill and danger of executing a mission, if the truth be known. Fortunately, Simon is arranging a potential job with somebody he met in his army days. Now I come to think about it, Simon appears to know a lot of the wrong type of contacts, or from our perspective, the right kind.

Oh well, almost lunchtime, and I'm bored and, for some reason, in a bad mood, so going to take myself down to the local tavern for a few wet ones, and being too lazy to cook food, grab a meal as well.

Unfortunately, the campsite facilities are closed for the winter, and with no access to my usual drinking establishment, I needed a new place on the island to frequent. On one of my many walks to ease stress levels caused by the bloody PTSD, I stumbled across a pub not too far to walk or, more importantly, stagger back home after far too much to drink.

The public house is set back from the road, with a sizeable patio section to the front which had several wooden benches scattered around the place. On entering, the wooden bar is immediately in front of you, and what I love, a massive log fire off to my right surrounded by huge brown leather sofas that you could slouch in for hours. 

More tables occupied by young couples and a small gathering of around six lads are off to the left. All appeared to be having a fantastic time, considering the amount of laughter coming from them.

Single men, either staring blankly at the array of bottled spirits lining the back wall or down at their half-filled glasses, crammed the bar area. Lucky for me, one space remained at the far right end, so I squeeze myself in and attract the barperson's attention. On the way into the place, I overhear someone call him Gary.

"Hi, Gary, a pint of John Smiths, please?"

"Sure, coming right up."

Turned around to go over to plonk my arse near the fire when I spot the young men had relocated to the sofas, bastards. The joint is packed with people having a terrific time, so only one thing for it, act like the rest of the men slumped along the bar and stare into empty space, while sitting on a barstool.

Been sitting minding my own business for 20 minutes or so, when I sense some person knock into my arm. Turning my head to the right, to discover one of the youngsters managed to squeeze themselves into the gap to my right. It must be his lucky day; he'd not spilt any of my beverage so let this go, for now!

Through the mirror on the wall, past the rows of neatly-positioned spirits, I watch as the cheeky fucker grabs my glass of beer, his second mistake. Then, still looking straight ahead, "Excuse me, mate, you will find that's mine!"

He finishes off the third and final mistake, "And what are you going to do about it, old man?"

I raise myself up on the stool, grabbing the back of the man's head with both hands, and slam his head with as much force as I could muster into the counter. Grabbed the glass and what was left of my drink from his blood-stained, limp body as it slipped to the floor.

"So you wanted my beer, well here it is," as I pour the remaining beer from the half-filled glass over his face. The man should be thankful; this helped wash the blood from a broken nose.

Turn to glance at his so-called mates, now shitting themselves, motionless on the sofas close to the fire. 

“Want to say anything, arseholes? Good, I'm in no mood for this shit today." Suppose now I need to find another boozer. About to leave when Gary grabbed my attention.

"They deserved that; please come back anytime."

"Thanks, Gary, I will."

Then leave the pub and make my way along the high street in the direction of home, stopping at the food store to purchase a few pies, as that idiot in the drinking establishment prevented me from having the planned meal. Instinct found me looking in all directions as I exited.

To my right, the youths from the boozer were trying their best to blend into the crowd. To the trained eye, they stood out like spare pricks at a wedding. Maybe they found some courage near the bottom of a glass?

Not sure if they intended to jump me or not, so I enter another shop only to reappear seconds later. Yep, confirmed, they'd stopped again, but closer this time.

Now formulating a strategy in my head, I take the next left as I knew of a road that ran parallel to the main street. The plan was simple, come up from behind, taking them out separately.

Now sprinting as fast as possible, I head down the road; need the element of surprise. So turn left, then left again, and find myself behind the group. The man at the rear, by my reckoning, must be about five feet six inches tall and overweight for his size and age, I bet he is the one who ate all the pies.

Moved up fast behind him, fling my right arm tightly around his neck and drag him back into the side road. As I release my grip, I swing him round and land several hard, well-aimed punches to his face, knocking him to the ground.

The man's swollen tearful eyes stare up at me, as he pulls his legs in tight to his body. Then, with a trembling voice, "Please don't hurt me anymore. I'm just doing what the others wanted."

"OK, you fat fucker, if you can comprehend what's good for you, stay where you are for the next half an hour. If you come after me, I will kill you. Nod, if you understand?" With his eyes fixed directly on me, he nods. Right, time to take out the bloke who appears to be the instigator of this little episode of courage.

Work out that by the time I had finished with the fat boy, the other two would be past the place I initially turned left, so once again sprint down the back road and turn right at the end just as they pass, continuing their way along the high street—perfect.

I didn't have time to separate the pack, so I launch at the biggest of the two, the resulting force hurtling him to the floor, smashing his head vigorously against the concrete slabs of the pavement.

Not giving him time to recover, I plant several powerful kicks to his face and stomach, ending in him crying out in agonising pain while blood drips from the gash on the back of his head. Then, expecting an attack from the other one, I turn on my heels to face him, but he'd run off into the distance.

My attention turns back to the man on the floor. "Want some more, you little fucker?" The man remains motionless in silence, blood oozing between the fingers of his hands where his head rested on them. With no more response, leave the scene and head off home.

Reminded by the growling in my stomach, why I'd gone into the shop, I am still hungry, so remove the clear plastic package from my jacket's inside pocket. The cheeky fuckers squashed my pasty, but hey, food is food.

Due to the idiots, I left the pub a lot sooner than planned. So now, a simple case of what to do for the rest of the day. Might as well pick up several beers from the supermarket and make this a movie afternoon.

Right, the beer nicely cooling in the fridge, time to select a training film or, as some people call it, a war film. But, what is surprising, is what bits of information are available in these movies for people in my line of work. 

For example, many years ago, I learned how to make a lightbulb explode while watching said films. Trust me, the process is simpler than you might think. All you need is a syringe and a little petrol to make your own electrical IED.

Been slouched on the sofa acting like a zombie for several hours when the phone starts to sing its merry head off in the kitchen; one day, I'm going to learn to put the bloody thing next to me. Can’t be bothered to move, so I let the irritating thing ring away. If it were important, they would call again.

Well, it must have been, as the annoying phone only shut the fuck up for five minutes before it rings again. Better remove my fat, lazy arse from the sofa and answer it, I suppose. Bet that it is Simon; he is the only one who calls back straight away.

Pick up the mobile, "Hi, Simon, how may I be of assistance on this lethargic afternoon? Or it would be if I didn't have to get up to answer the fucking phone."

"Well, good afternoon to you too, Steve! You should keep your mobile closer like most normal people. But, sorry, you are not normal, are you. Are you free to talk, or are you busy doing nothing sitting on your fat arse?"

"Always got time for you, mate. What's the problem?"

"No problem, Steve, remember a while back when I said a friend of mine has some work we might be interested in. Well, now it's become apparent that the task needs to be completed within the next few weeks, so when are you available to discuss?"

"Available any time, Simon."

"In that case, I will grab George, and we will pop over to the Isle of Wight tomorrow—can you pick us up from the ferry?"

"That’s kind of you. So what’s the matter, your polo donkey gone lame?”

“Second word is off, Steve.”

Looks like today hasn’t been a complete washout, now Simon has come up with more work. Now the boys are coming over, better sort out the spare rooms. Then take a look at what’s happening on the food front. A glance in the fridge confirms my fears, empty, so now I’m going to have to go back to the shops.

On the positive note, it is now early evening, and many of the rude trolley pushers, you know the ones—aim right for you and barge you out of their way—ought to have done their shopping and gone home. That is because the older generation typically complete their buying early morning.

Shit, the place still appears to be busy, but nevertheless, I need to go in, there will be no time in the morning. Right, remember what one of your therapists, Steve Alexander, was constantly bleating on about — do your breathing exercises.

Stop about 20 metres from the door and take a long deep breath for seven seconds, hold it for five, then breathe out for the count of six; I do this 10 times before making my way into the store.

Once inside, I am confronted with the sight of shoppers busy rearranging boxes of goods on the shelves before reaching the back to find the longest best before date. I never understood the point of all this nonsense, as you didn’t eat food in date order.

My plan to keep the arseholes away, is to walk with the basket sticking out from my right or left hip, depending on which row of neatly-stacked produce I intended to walk down. This worked, and I soon had everything I need, so I join one of the long queues at the tills.

Must have been stood carefully surveying everyone around and deciding which one to take out first, if any action is required—as they say, attack is the safest form of defence—when I sense someone’s hand shove me forward.

Definitely not in the mood to take shit from anyone today, so I turn around to confront the brave idiot for some forceful negotiations with my right fist, ready to open the discussions. Whoever it is must have regretted their actions, as nobody appeared within about three metres of me, lucky for them.

Once home, grab a cold beer from the fridge, plonk my arse on the sofa, and get Alexa to switch on the TV. Overcome with the sudden desire for some light entertainment, so end up binge-watching A Touch of Frost, by far the best show David Jason ever made.
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A quick gander down at Mickey, and the fact that the television had changed itself to the shopping channel confirms that I had fallen asleep on the sofa again. So remind me again who watches this crap at 04:00?

What’s become routine recently, I’m now soaked with sweat from the night terrors, which seem to be getting worse for some reason. But at least I survived another night, so that is a positive note to start the day.

There is no point in trying to fall back to sleep, so head to the bathroom to complete the morning 3 Ss, Shit, Shave and Shampoo, followed by my morning gallon of coffee.

Switch on the TV back on as background noise. Nothing worse than sitting in silence, as this is when the brain and the escaped librarian start to ruminate over past events in my military career that caused my PTSD, something I’ve spent years attempting to avoid.

Still, plenty of time before I need to meet Simon and George at the ferry in Cowes, Isle of Wight at 10:30. Will be using public transport, so will not need to leave here until about 08:35. This gives me loads of time for the most important meal of the day, according to the Army, that is, and perhaps far too much coffee.

I have been on a health kick for a month, so my usual Weetabix receives the boot to be replaced with some type of healthy breakfast. Resembles hamster food to me, but someone said it is good for you.

Brekkie finished and am about to depart for the bus when Simon calls.

“Hi Steve, it’s Simon. We’ve missed the ferry, George needed to feed his battle-hardened Chihuahua. Will be on the next one and should be with you about 11:30.”

“Thanks for letting me know. Slap the ugly bastard for me, and I’ll be waiting outside the terminal for you.”

“Sure thing, Steve, meet you when we disembark from the ferry.”

Might as well leave now, as the last thing I need is to catch the 09:34 bus from Shanklin with all the freeloaders with their bus passes. No doubt it will be packed, and we all appreciate how much I love buses. However, it is not the mode of transport that is the problem. It’s the people who don’t understand how to sit quietly. Well, here is a news flash, everyone else couldn’t give a flying fuck about your problems, me least of all, due to my lack of empathy.

Appears like my day is going the right way with three positive things this morning, woke up, didn’t slip and break my bloody neck in the shower, and now I arrived at the Shanklin bus stop with only three people waiting.

An older gentleman around six feet tall, dressed in a long black coat, is standing next to the kerb. Inside the shelter, a young woman is bent over a small pink pushchair, making stupid baby noises to some two-legged pooing machine wrapped up warmly inside.

The only other person waiting, a young man who appears to be in his early twenties wearing blue jeans and a short brown jacket, leaning against the wall listening to music blasting into his ears via a set of headphones.

Must have waited no more than 10 minutes when a double-decker bus pulls up. 

Once on board, I pay the bored-looking driver before making my way up the winding stairs to the top deck and the back seat. This way, no idiot has even the slightest chance of sitting behind me and annoying me. I’m in a good mood and want it to stay that way.

The lush green hills of the Isle of Wight, with its occasional glimpses of the shoreline and views across the English Channel, quickly passes by. I take this time to reflect on the last mission on St Halb in the Caribbean, a task with all its twists and turns that reminded us that you could not trust everyone.

Take Sam as an example, someone we believed to be a person we could trust, who then turned out to be working with the drug gang the entire time. Then, of course, worst of all, the bastard Henry, the man who financed the whole thing, who not only double-crossed us but ran the complete outfit.

Wasn’t all bad, we certainly had more than a few moments of fun and excitement, and we made some lifelong friends in Abbie and Derek. Plus, in our line of work, we made great contacts with Katie and Cody. That reminds me, better ensure Simon contacts her to find out if she has any connections over here. We may need some play equipment and objects that might go bang.

Brought back to reality by the shouting and uncouth obscenities from three youths now heading in my direction. Yes, I might have carried out some nasty things at work, but I can’t stand the use of foul language for the sake of it, especially aloud. The trio stop halfway down and now occupy three seats, one each.

There was something else I hadn’t noticed, when thinking about the last mission. An older couple now taking up a seat at the front of the bus, and a woman with several young children in tow sitting between the irritating idiots and me.

Deep breath, Stephen, bring the anger levels back down. They are not encroaching into your space; just disregard them.

Now that one of them has decided it would be good to play horrible screeching sounds loudly from his mobile phone, it is impossible to ignore the fools. This wouldn’t be too much of an issue if it happened to be good music. But no, it’s that annoying rap shite with lots of vulgar swearing that would make any average person blush. Glanced over in the woman’s direction, she appears uncomfortable and tries her best to shelter her children by distracting them.

Feel the anxiety and anger boiling up inside me, but I manage to keep it under control for the moment. That is until one of the three youths sees me looking at them.

“Got a fucking problem, mate?” he rants.

Right, time to shut these annoying arseholes up. Rise from my chair with complete composure, scanning all three for any movement, and walk over. While closing in on the one with all the gob, I observe the other two on the opposite side to the gobshite, fidgeting uncomfortably in their seats. 

“Good morning, gents, not sure if you realised other people are on this bus as well, including three young children, so we all would be grateful if you turned down that crap coming from your mobile and stop with the bad language.”

“Yeah, and what you going to do about it, old man?” comes the instant reply from the gobshite.

No way would I let him get away with a second chance. So reach over and open the window while grabbing his phone with the other hand and tossing it out.

The young man tries in vain to object and starts to rise out of his seat. As he does, I plant a severe blow to his windpipe with my left hand resulting in him grasping at his throat with both hands, trying hard to catch a breath like it is his last.

Turn around to the other two, still sitting motionlessly, “You two got any comeback?” there is a short moment of silence. “Thought not.” Walk backwards a couple of steps and press the red button on one of the uprights to indicate to the driver to stop the bus.

“Suggest you three remove yourselves and walk back down the road to collect your mobile phone. Then, maybe next time, you will think before annoying other people.”

A few minutes later, the vehicle comes to a halt. Without saying another word, the trio rise from their seats and exit. The remaining passengers glance in my direction and applaud.

Isn’t long afterwards that the bus pulls into Newport Bus Station. Right, that is the first of the two bus rides to East Cowes. Let’s hope the next one goes more smoothly.

The second ride is going without a hitch. Arrive at the Red Funnel terminal with around half an hour to wait until George and Simon turned up. The passenger terminal is only small, with the ticket and coffee outlet on one side and rows of chairs and several tables on the other. The company had arranged a small counter stocked with rubbish that you don’t want or need down the middle of the room.

The sad thing is that many people will still purchase the stuff because they either forgot to acquire a souvenir on the Isle of Wight or shut the brats up who are going on at them to buy a teddy bear dressed like a ship’s captain.

Grab an Americano with milk from the coffee shop and plonk my arse down close to the window, where I can watch the ferry come in. A few people come and go, apart from that, the place is quiet, with only a couple of people waiting to board as foot passengers. I take a glance down at Mickey. The slow-moving hands of the clock face tells me there is just another 5 minutes until the ship arrives, might as well wait outside for the boys.  

While standing, staring towards the vessel as 30 or so people walk down the gangway, some showing a neutral expression on their faces; these would be the islanders. Others with small children and supporting big-hearted grins, undoubtedly conned their kids and told them they are going abroad for their holiday. Towards the rear of the group, I spot Simon and George emerging from the ship’s doorway. Behind them is a well-dressed man in black trousers, a blue pinstriped shirt and a grey jacket.

“Hi, George, glad you could make it. How’s the battle-hardened Chihuahua?”

“Not too bad, he is thinking of going for selection with 22 Regiment in Hereford, Steve.”

“OK, Simon, who is the gentleman with you?”

“Steve, I would like to introduce Mark. The CEO of Bashp Enterprises and the man we will be doing the work for.”

“Great to meet you, Mark. Shall we leave and go back to my place?”

“Are you still on Shank’s pony, Steve, or have you been brave and purchased a car?” asked George.

“The only place you would walk, George, is to the pie shop.” I knew this wasn’t the case, as he liked walking as much as I did, but I love winding him up.

“Now that would be true, Steve, apart from one thing, looking at your oversized gut, it would appear you ate them all already, fat boy.”

Simon turned around to Mark, “Ignore these idiots. They’re always like that.”

“Now, gents, as for a vehicle, as you know, I do not own one for a reason. First, they can be tampered with while parked, plus easily spotted and tracked and lastly, any idiot can follow you. So for today, for your selection, there are two choices: bus or taxi. Because we have company, I would suggest we grab this red cab right here.”

The taxi is a lot faster journey, with the advantage of no idiots to deal with. I try to keep the mission plans out of conversations during the ride back to my place, due to the unknown variable in the vehicle, our driver. Overall, the trip takes around 35 minutes and soon stops in the car park opposite my lodge.

“Don’t panic, you tight arses. I’ll pay for the cab.” Then, turn to face Mark, “Not you, mate, you’re a guest, I am referring to the two idiots sat next to you.”

Open my wallet to take out the driver’s money when a voice from the back pipes up. “Did you detect the creaking sound when he opened his wallet, George?”

“Forget that, Simon, the car is now full of moths!”

The thought of retaliation crosses my mind, but I decide against it. So instead, I pay the cabby and send him on his way. Then, to err on the side of caution, stand and wait for the driver to disappear into the distance. Can’t be too careful, don’t want any strangers seeing which of the neatly-lined row of brown lodges belonged to me.

A quick walk around the perimeter confirms nobody has been fucking about with my property while I’ve been away. The green leaf from the trees surrounding the lodge is still located between the door and frame. Used this because it would look like it accidentally got caught when I closed the door, to the untrained eye.

Once inside, Simon and George go straight to drop off their bags in their respective rooms. They have been here several times before, so they know where they are.

“Take a seat, Mark, fancy a brew?”

“That would be fantastic, thanks, Steve.”

“How do you want it, NATO standard?”

“Not heard anyone call it that since I left the military, but yes, please, Steve.”

The moment Simon and George re-enter the room, “Here you go, boys, three NATO standards when you’re ready. Mark, would you like to elaborate on the task you would like us to undertake?”

“Will start at the beginning. Last year Bashp Enterprises successfully won a bid to provide the British military with a new optical sight and wind indicator, complete with specifically developed smart ammunition for trained snipers.

“What makes the equipment unique is that the shooter looks through the scope, picks the target, then presses a button on the side and the inbuilt software calculates where the best place to aim would be.

“The optics do this by considering the distance to target, wind speed, and weather conditions from a small device placed in front of the firing position. Specially programmed ammunition then follows the invisible laser from the sight and lands on the target. However, the unique code ensures that just the military or anyone programmed into the system can use the equipment. Any questions so far?”

“You’re the sniper in the group, George, anything you would like to discuss regarding the rifle?” I ask.

“Not yet, but I would love to handle one to gather more intel. Could that be arranged, Mark?”

“Shouldn’t be an issue, should be possible to arrange one for you to look at in the next couple of days.”

“That would be perfect, not sure how much you discussed with Simon and George, but can you please explain why and what is the problem and why you need our assistance in the matter?”

“Sure, it all started about two months ago when I suspected one of my employees, a man called Dennis, of taking company work home with him. As you can imagine, for security reasons, this is prohibited. This resulted in him being fired from the company.

“A week later, after a complete stock check, we discovered that 200 of the rifles are missing, including the smart ammunition. The frightening part is that several portable programming suitcases used to connect the shooter with the sniper rifle are also gone.

“Now, if these weapons got into the wrong hands, such as organised crime organisations, we might witness a lot of pointless deaths with no way of catching the people carrying out the killings, as they would be long gone once the round hits home.”

“Thanks, Mark, but let us face it, there’s always been shootings by gangs, and always will be, and in my opinion, let the fuckers kill each other. Knowing Simon and George, they would be considering the same thing as me. So Mark, can’t help thinking you have another motive than solely removing weapons from the streets.”

“Of course you’re right, Steve, I do. The company is struggling financially, for the last year or so and is close to foreclosure. So need to keep this military contract at all costs. Where hence lays the primary issue. In three weeks, an inspection by the government and the army top brass will take place at the factory, and they will want to check the full inventory. This is why I would like you to recover the weapons as soon as possible, with extreme prejudice if you have to.”

“OK, that’s not a problem, Mark. Sure we can do that for you. One question, how does the establishment know what weapons should be on the property, or did you provide them with a list previously?” 

Mark nods.

“A few more questions from me, and I’m sure Simon and George will no doubt come up with some too, but before we do that, if anyone fancies a beer, you will find them in the fridge. Fetch me one while you’re there, Simon?”

“Yes, almighty one, anything else I can do for you, clean your boots or kiss your arse perhaps!”

“Now come to think about it, Simon, you can grab the biscuits as you’re in the kitchen, sure Mark and George would love a cold one as well. Then for being a good manservant, you can take yesterday off.”

After grabbing the drinks from the fridge and placing them on the small wooden coffee table situated in the centre of the room, Simon looks at Steve. 

“Seems like you’ve repaired the table from the last time you threw the teddy out of the pram.”

“Yep, twice.”

The next 20 or so minutes are spent in general chat where we discover that Mark was Simon’s squadron commander in the Queen’s Royal Irish Hussars. Of course, I reminded them all the best regiment in the British Army at the time was, in fact, the Royal Green Jackets. George’s argument that this honour went to the Grenadier Guards goes on deaf ears. After reminding him of the Guard’s motto, ‘if it doesn’t move, clean it’, I find myself dodging a barrage of empty beer cans.

A glance at Mickey on my wrist reminds me that time is getting on, so better turn the conversation back to business. “This may appear like a stupid question. How do you know Dennis is on the Isle of Wight, Mark?” This is something Simon told me a few days back when he called me a few days ago.

With a slow, careful motion, Mark puts the half-empty beer can down. “Now, this is a difficult one and a little awkward. A young man named Stuart, who happens to be a family member, left the same time as Dennis. After a week, he returned to me, asking for his job back as he disagreed with the group’s activities and what they planned on doing with the weapons.

“Of course, I gave him his position as a computer programmer back within the company, mainly to maintain peace on the home front. He informed me that the hardware is being shipped from a small boatyard along the Medina River, not far from the Red Jet terminal in Cowes. Dennis also has a house in America Woods. Sorry, not sure where that is on the Isle of Wight, only been there a couple of times. Led to believe this is where the ammunition and rifles are being worked on.”

I take a sip from my cold beer, “Thanks for that, luckily we know someone who lives here, me. America Woods is about a 15-minute walk from where we are, plus I think I know the location of the building you’re talking about. Any other questions for Mark, gents?”

“I’ve got a few important ones. First, how many people are we expecting to encounter? Second, are they armed? Lastly, are they likely to put up any resistance, bearing in mind the weapons they own?” asked Simon inquisitively.

Mark turns to face Simon, “According to Stuart, about 20 men are working for Dennis. He believes that one of the men is an ex-US Navy SEAL, turned mercenary.

While speaking, Mark produces a beige folder from his briefcase and opens it. “Here is a photo of Dennis and his profile from our company file.”

From what we can determine from the picture, using reference points such as the window he is stood next to when the photograph was taken, Dennis is about five feet six inches tall and has a slim build.

“If you cast your eyes over these pictures,” Mark takes out two more photos from the folder. “These are the people believed to be working with Dennis. This man here, is the Navy Seal, and this one is Stuart.”

“Where and how old are the photos?”

“Taken in our reception about two months ago, Steve. Nearly forgot, there is a picture of Dennis here on my phone,” he continues, passing me the phone. “He nicked it one day, messing around. When he handed the telephone back, found a selfie of him. I forgot about it until just now.

Now when it comes to putting up a fight, I would say this is more than probable, as they are armed, and from what Stuart told me, guards are standing at the gate of the building in America Woods. Also seen several heavily-armed people in the boatyard.”

“Thanks for that, Mark, especially the photos.”

“No problem, Simon, I hope the information is useful. What about you, George, any questions for me?”

“One question, for now, as you’ve been to Dennis’ place. Are you in possession of any drawings of the property that might help us?”

“Sorry, as for plans, no, but I did visit the place a couple of times. When I arrive home, I will draw a plan of what I remember. Will make sure I give you this when we meet with the rifle.”

“Fantastic, thanks, Mark.”

The beer is now passing through me, so need a piss. So got up and head off to the bog. By the time I return, the rest are helping themselves to more beers from the fridge. “If we are all finished here, I think we should wrap things up for now. Mark, will you be staying tonight for a few beers down the local tavern?”

“Would love to, but need to make a move back. Could you call me a taxi?”

Find the number of a local cab firm I had used several times before and give them a ring. “Good afternoon, Isle of Wight Taxis, how may I help?” comes the gentle female voice on the other end.

“Hi, I would like a cab from Parkdean Resorts, in the name of Mark,” I wasn’t going to give them my name. “We will be at the reception.”

“No problem, we will be about 35 minutes.”

The park reception area looks quiet, but I learned a long time ago never to trust what you can’t see. Through the glass-fronted door, I spot a young woman sitting behind a grey metal desk, working away. That is what it appears to be. She might be surfacing the internet for all I know.

In front of reception and directly across the road stands a maintenance yard. The extensive brown wooden gates are fully open. Inside, parked to one side, are two electrical carts with several rows of seats and a white plastic roof. I’ve seen the staff using these for getting around the place. Observe for a few minutes for any movement of people; didn’t spot any, but they must be around as the gates are open. 

The taxi hasn’t turned up yet, so I decide to stand off for a while. The ideal place to wait would be among the brand new caravans the park had for sale to the office’s right. The area consisted of a gravel base on which stood five brand new homes ranging from £50,000 to £100,000, which all looked perfect as new things always do. The new caravan park opened up to the main road going through the estate at the far end, where we will hail down the taxi.

Been playing a nosey bugger and looking through the windows for about 10 minutes when Mark yells out, “Steve, the cab is here.”

“OK, mate, before you go, do you have any more questions for us?”

“Nope, can’t think of any at the moment.”

“No worries then, Mark. I will arrange for Simon to give you a call in a few days, to arrange a time for a meeting on the mainland.”

Once the cab disappears into the distance, I head off back to my place. When I arrive, the boys had relocated to the old wooden bench outside.

If I’m honest, it had seen more satisfying days and is looking tired. I will undoubtedly purchase a new one at some point. The seat is situated on the brown-coloured decking which surrounded the lodge on two sides.

“Here you go, Steve, a nice cold beer,” George hands me a beer as I plonk my arse next to them.

Take a gulp from the can. “What do you think, gents, is this something we can do, and how long do you think we would take to be able to complete the task before the deadline in three weeks?”

“The time scale shouldn’t be an issue as we are already fully kitted up, and unlike the last job, there is no need to travel to some far off land, and I’ve nothing else planned. What about you, George?”

“Same as you, Simon. Might as well stay until the task is completed.”

Take another swig of beer, “Fantastic. This will, of course, take some planning; as they say, failure to plan is a plan to fail.”

“Yes, we know, Steve. As you’re the planner, we will make some scran while you come up with a basic idea on the mission,” comes the reply from George.

“Thanks, gents!”

“You’re welcome, so stop moaning and get on with it. Come on, Simon, you’re the best cook among us. Saying that, I’m basing this on the fact Steve and myself are shite cooks.”

Grab a notebook before going back outside, away from the two idiots now throwing food at each other. From what I can perceive, thinking logically, the task should be broken down into several phases. 

First, we would need weapons, and this being the UK is not that easy. Will give Katie and Cody a call to discover if they knew of any contacts over here. Next, a trip to the mainland to meet with Mark and pick up the new sniper rifle for George. At some point, a visit to the boatyard in Cowes would be needed to determine how the operation worked.

Our principal target would be the buildings in America Woods. We need to spend some time watching any coming and going of people and vehicles. Once we are in possession of the plan of the place, a night-time recon would be required, to establish where everyone might be located inside. It would look utterly stupid if we stormed the wrong room.

Finish jotting down a few notes when George appears, carrying two white round plates piled high with food. “Here you go, dig into this - freshly prepared by yours truly - battered fish and chips.”

“Thanks, mate, but you forgot the mushy peas!”

“Perfect reason for that, Steve.”

“Oh, yeah, what?”

“You didn’t fucking have any in the cupboard.”

At that moment, Simon appeared with a small plate consisting of half a fish and no more than five chips. 

“See your eating habits haven’t changed.”

“Nope, still the same, Steve, plus I do not want to end up like you two fatties.”

“While you’re up, how about making a brew, mate?” I ask.

“What did your last slave died of again, don’t tell me not doing as they were told. Fancy one as well, George?”

“Yes please, Simon.”

Scran finished, and the brew is going down well, so I grab my notebook and open it on the first page. “Been through the process in order and believe we need to break the mission down into the following components.

	Trip to the shops for goodies.

	The collection of any weapons and a meeting with Mark. Do you mind Simon giving Katie a call?

	A recon of the boatyard.

	A short observation to gain an insight into any movements from the building in America Woods, to learn habits.

	Once we are in possession of the buildings and yard plan, a closer inspection will be required.

	Possible ambush.

	The primary attack on the complex may also require an assault on the boatyard in Cowes.

	The recovery of weapons and ammunition.

	Method of transporting everything back to the mainland.

	Finally, the most crucial part, sort out payment.


Before we call it time on this day, are there any questions or input, gents?”

“What about transport, Steve, something we are going to need to start with?”

“Don’t panic, Tanky, we would hate for you to have to use your legs to get anywhere. Will rent a car in the morning from the self-hire place in Lake. Got any questions, George?”

“Not at the moment, but will no doubt think of a few once we break the plan down into its individual parts, apart for one. As we all appreciate, you love making things go bang, got anything special in mind?”

“What can I say? You know me too well, George, I have several ideas which we will go shopping for tomorrow.”

The rest of the evening is spent having a good laugh and pulling up a sandbag for some good old war stories about our previous missions, plus the ale is running as freely as the conversation.

As the darkness descend, a battery-powered lantern provides enough light to carry on until the small hours.

Look down at Mickey, who is telling me it is now 02:05, well past my bedtime. “I’m off to bed. I’ll leave you to it, but remember we have an early start today, so will be kicking your sorry arses out of bed around 08:00.”
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Chapter Three — America Woods
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Daylight has not yet penetrated through the curtains, which is a reliable indicator that it is still daft o’clock. Plus, for some reason, woke up with a mouth similar to that of a camel’s flip-flop. How much did I drink last night? With my body on autopilot, head to the bathroom to relieve the growing pressure on the bladder; one of the disadvantages of not using the bog before turning in for the night.

Return to the bedroom and stumble around in the pitch dark until I find the phone to check the time. Evidence enough, the body won the morning battle between it and the brain. Now I remember I am now supporting a sparkling new timepiece strapped to my right wrist.

By pressing the button on the side, a fluorescent blue dial now told me it is 05:45. An evil grin starts to form on my face as the idea of shouting fire in a loud voice to wake the other two comes to the front of my twisted mind.

Someone must have hit me with a happy stick during the night as I decide on a different course of action. Will make the sleeping beauties a full English breakfast instead.

Twelve pork sausages cooking in the oven, and the aroma of thick-sliced maple-infused slices of dead pig gently sizzling in the frying pan filled the air. Next, slice the tomatoes and mushrooms; they will go in the pot once the bacon is cooked. To ensure this is the full-monty, remove the black pudding from the fridge and place them in a second shallow frying pan to cook through.

Not long before everything comes together, including six fried eggs, lay them all on individual serving dishes on the dining table and move on to ‘operation: get your arses out of bed’.

Flick through my phone until I find the music I want and ensure the volume is turned up as loud as possible. Right, time for the lazy bastards to be woken up from their slumber.

Make my way along the corridor towards the bedrooms with my mobile playing Reveille at full volume and me shouting, “Hands off cocks and on with socks,” I banged on their doors.

A half-coherent voice comes from George’s room.

“Now that’s not very nice, George. Does your mum know you use such language?”

Wait for a few seconds outside Simon’s room, listening for any signs of life, none come. Time for ‘operation: quilt snatch’, fling the door open, grab the duvet and drag it off, and stand back with one swift movement. No way would I remain in striking distance; I know what a mean bastard Simon could be when he is abruptly woken.

The strange thing is, if we’ve been on a mission, they would both have heard me creeping down the corridor and be ready to pounce and beat the crap out of me.

Now, two of what can only be described as half-dead, bedraggled figures now enter the living room, one of which is covered in an old chequered blanket I kept for lying on when working under the lodge.

“Good morning, gents, glad you could join me.”

“Do you ever fucking sleep, Steve?”

“Advantage of the bloody PTSD, George, only ever get a few hours’ sleep and within that wake up several times. 

To answer your question, I will sleep when I’m dead and at the final rendezvous point.”

“Fair point, mate; anyone fancy a brew while I’m here?”

“Bring the whole pot over.” 

Grasping the jug of boiling water with one hand, George joins the others already sitting at the table, tucking into breakfast.

“Tell me, Simon, what time did you two idiots stop drinking last night?”

“Not long after you left.”

Food consumed in short order, and the conversation soon turns to the plans for today.

“Once you two have sorted yourselves out, we need to go for a walk to America Woods for a quick recon of Dennis’ place. Don’t panic, Simon; it is not far.”

“Do one, Steve, I don’t mind walking—I just prefer to drive.”

“Once back from the little outing, we will need to go Newport to do some shopping for the mission. Suggest we hire a car for the next few days, there is one a short distance from here on Osbourne Road.

To break up any money trail, we will split everything up. I’ll make a list for each of us later. Plus, Simon, can you contact Katie and Cody over in St Halb, regarding any contacts over here where we can lay our mitts on a few extra weapons and things which might go bang.”

“No problem, Steve, I will call her once we are back from our walkies.”

Glance down at Mickey, who is telling me it is 09:05. “So let’s sort ourselves out and be ready to go at 09:30; any questions?” Both George and Simon shake their heads.

Make sure I pack a small notebook and several pencils into my jacket pocket. Made the mistake of taking a pen once before on two day OP in the Falklands back in the ’80s, wherein it chucked it down with rain the entire time, and the ballpoint wouldn’t work. Taken a pencil instead since then.

Also grab my binos in case we need to stand off and scrutinise any area for a short time. This would depend on what is happening when we arrive.

Even though anyone we might meet in the woods wouldn’t have any idea of what we are up to, my professional pride kicks in and I jump up and down a couple of times to ensure nothing in my pockets rattles in any way. Positive Simon and George would be preparing in the same way.

Dead on 09:30, we depart. After ensuring I trapped an old leaf in the door, lock up the place. In the Army, they taught you always to vary your route. So erring on caution, instead of walking straight down the concrete path leading from the front door to the road, turn left and walk around the back of the lodge.

Using the bushy trees which run along the road’s side as cover, approach about 50 metres from my place. A small gap in the treeline which overlooked the car park gives an ideal advantage point. Not that I was expecting any trouble, but it is hard to break the PTSD hypervigilance habit.

The resort is now closed for the winter, so only a few cars are parked up. All empty apart from a black Audi. In the driver’s seat sits a lone figure, looking out towards the lodges on the other side. Stand off for around five minutes before heading to the bridleway, which ran off the street as it turned right, making its way through the rest of the estate.

Once we reach the crossroads, we separate, merging into the background to ensure we’re not followed. About to signal all-clear when the person we spotted in the Audi comes strolling down the trail. The man is wearing a blue pair of jeans and a short green jacket. Our friend stops in the centre of the junction before taking a quick look in all directions.

Glanced over to George, situated among the dense foliage waiting for the order to jump this person and beat the crap out of him, for no other reason than just for
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