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“I had all and then most of you

some and now none of you.”

Lord Huron

Bathurst - 2023

It was almost that time of the week that Alison hated. It was a terrible rut she had fallen into; hating Friday afternoons. 5pm on a Friday was supposed to be the time of the week that everyone worked towards. The time when they could forget the drudgery of their working life and relax for a couple of days.

But now, every Friday evening, Alison had an unpleasant ritual to perform. After she left work, she would drive home or to her husband’s house and go through the charade of civility as they exchanged custody of their children.

They didn’t hate each other; far from it. But they were separated because they had fallen out of love. The children were the only reason they still spoke, and that was the reason Alison had come to loath Friday afternoons. She had to talk to Henry, for the children’s sake, but every time she did, it was a reminder that she had failed and failure never sat well with Alison.

She had been so good at everything else in life. Her career, adventures, and raising children all had been successful in her opinion. All except for this one thing. She didn’t love her husband anymore, and he didn’t love her. Her marriage failed.

So Fridays were now the anchor around which her life was now moored. For the sake of the children, she would go through the motions of polite conversation with Henry while they exchanged children for the week. He was supposed to be out of her life, but her Friday routine made her feel like she would never get to move on. Until she could move on from Henry, her life wasn’t perfect. And if it wasn’t perfect, then it was broken.

She prepared to lock up the office and head to Henry’s house when her office manager, Sarah, pulled her aside. Sarah loved a chat, but she knew Alison had to get out the door on time every Friday afternoon.

“Have a great weekend,” Sarah said. “Oh, I almost forgot. A letter came for you.”

“Who from?” Alison asked. “Was it the insurance company? That bill is due soon.”

“No, it wasn’t a bill. It was a letter-letter!”

“A letter-letter? Who sends letters anymore?” Alison replied absently.

“I don’t know. And who would send a letter to your workplace? Letters usually go to a home address.” 

That was right. People didn’t send letters anymore, and they didn’t send them to your office. Alison was suddenly intrigued. “Where is it?”

“Over here,” Sarah said, reaching over the reception counter. Sarah held the letter up and examined it. “Maybe it’s a love letter,” she teased.

“Don’t be stupid,” Alison retorted. Alison hadn’t had a love letter in over twenty years. She knew she had a pile of them in a box somewhere. Perhaps it was time she threw them out before she died and her children found them.

Sarah flipped the envelope to its back and read. “Who is ‘C. Holland’?”

“I don’t know. A travel agent? Give it here!”

“C. Holland from Canberra?”

“A politician then.” Alison said, snatching the letter from Sarah’s hand.

“Well, enjoy reading your not love letter from C. Holland from Canberra.”

“I ...” Alison was about to say, “I doubt it” when she stopped. Flipping the letter over, she read the name three times before she looked back at a silent Sarah. Looked back at Sarah and smiled.
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“I meant to find the place where all good things begin

to smell her scent and watch her dancing in the wind

And I when I die I want her laying by my side

in my grave.”

Lord Huron

Sydney - June 1997

Camilla lugged her supermarket bags through the front door of the apartment, her arms aching from the weight of canned tomatoes, pasta, and a few impulse buys she’d probably regret later. The faint hum of Friday night chaos already vibrated through the flat. It was an unwritten rule among her flatmates sharing the apartment that Fridays were fend-for-yourself nights when it came to dinner. Throughout the week, they made a valiant effort to coordinate meals, pooling their meagre student budgets for bulk rice, vegetables, and the occasional roast. But Fridays? Fridays were a free-for-all. Plans shifted like sand—last-minute party invites, spontaneous dates, or, in Camilla’s case, the comforting predictability of a quiet night in with a bowl of pasta and a video.

As she kicked the door shut behind her, Camilla nearly collided with Alison, who was standing in the narrow hallway, looking like she’d just stepped out of a war movie. Alison, an athletic twenty-year-old with a broad smile, was dressed in a camouflage uniform, her black ankle boots polished to a gleam. Her shortish blonde hair now suiting her outfit, and her delicate, feminine features were the only hint of softness beneath the military garb. A heavy green echelon bag, a bulging pack, and a neatly arranged webbing sat by the front door, a testament to Alison’s meticulous preparation.

“Hey, you scared me!” Camilla said, setting her bags down on the scuffed hardwood floor. “What’s with the full-on army getup? You look like you’re about to invade New Zealand.”

Alison grinned, her blue eyes sparkling with a mix of excitement and mischief. “Not quite. Just heading to the depot tonight, then off to Queensland tomorrow. Jungle training at Canungra. It’s going to be amazing!”

Camilla raised an eyebrow, unpacking her groceries onto the cluttered kitchen counter. The apartment’s communal kitchen was a testament to student life—mismatched plates stacked in the sink, a fridge plastered with magnets and takeaway menus, and a faint smell of burnt toast lingering in the air. “Jungle training? Like, actual jungle? With snakes and dirt?”

“Yeah. Snakes, mud, the works,” Alison said, fiddling with her pack. She adjusted the strap of her camouflage bag, looking oddly at ease with the heavy gear. “It’s a two-week course. Navigation, survival skills, maybe some tactical exercises. I’ve been looking forward to it for months.”

Camilla paused, a jar of pasta sauce in hand. “Wait, didn’t you say that Canungra’s near the Gold Coast, right? Does that mean you get to hit the beach while you’re there?” She was only half-joking, her mind conjuring images of Alison trading her boots for a bikini and a surfboard.

Alison laughed, a bright, infectious sound that filled the small space. “I wish. It’s in the hinterland, not exactly in Surfers Paradise. We’ll be deep in the bush, probably covered in leeches by day two. No beaches for me.”

Camilla shook her head, marvelling at her flatmate’s enthusiasm for what sounded like a gruelling ordeal. Alison was in the Army Reserve, a commitment that seemed to Camilla both wildly impressive and utterly baffling. Between lectures, assignments, and the occasional night out, Camilla could barely keep her own life together. How Alison juggled university with a job in a bakery, weekend camps, fitness tests, and now a trip to a jungle training centre was beyond her.

“I don’t know how you do it,” Camilla said, shoving a bag of spinach into the fridge. “All these army trips, plus studying. When do you even sleep?”

Alison shrugged; her smile unwavering. “It’s only June. I’ve got a month before mid-year exams, so I’ll cram when I get back. Two weeks should be enough. I’ve never failed a subject in my life. As long as I don’t get distracted by anything else, I’ll be fine.”

Camilla snorted, leaning against the counter. “Distractions? You? You’re like the least distracted person I know. You don’t even have a social life to tempt you.”

It was a playful jab, but there was a kernel of truth in it. Alison was undeniably attractive—fit, with a heart-shaped faced blonde that could charm anyone. Yet, as far as Camilla knew, Alison was single, her weekends more likely to be spent at an army depot than a bar. Not that Camilla was one to talk. Her own love life was a barren wasteland, her Friday nights more about comfort food than candlelit dinners.

Alison didn’t take the bait, just rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “Yeah, well, not all of us can be social butterflies like you.”

“Pfft, social butterfly? More like a social moth,” Camilla shot back. “Always the bridesmaid, never the bride.”

“That’s not true,” Alison said, her tone softening. She glanced at her watch, a rugged digital thing that looked like it could survive a nuclear blast. “Crap, I’ve got to go. My lift is here in five.”

“Five minutes? Geez, Alison, you’re so army,” Camilla teased, mimicking her flatmate’s precise tone.

“Thank you!” Alison said with mock pride, slinging her pack over her shoulders. The weight of it made her lean slightly, but she carried it with the ease of someone used to hauling gear. “See you later. Don’t eat too much pasta.”

“See you, Private Benaud,” Camilla called after her with a grin. She watched as Alison disappeared out the door, her boots thudding against the floorboards, the echelon bag swinging at her side.

Alone, Camilla turned back to her groceries, the mundane task of unpacking suddenly feeling anticlimactic. She could hear the faint hum of traffic outside, the distant laughter of other students heading out for the night. Her Cowper Street flat was a revolving door of personalities—six undergrads, each with their quirks and schedules. 

Camilla’s thoughts drifted back to Alison as she boiled water for her pasta. She envied her flatmate’s confidence, the way she seemed to thrive on structure and adventure. Camilla’s life, by contrast, felt like a series of small, safe choices—picking a practical degree, sticking to familiar routines. She wasn’t unhappy, but there was a restlessness she couldn’t quite name. Maybe it was the monotony of student life, or maybe it was the fact that, at twenty-one, she felt like she was still waiting for something big to happen.

She stirred the pasta, her mind wandering to Alison’s trip. What would it be like to spend two weeks in the jungle, learning to navigate by the stars or build a shelter from sticks? Camilla couldn’t imagine it. Her idea of adventure was trying a new Thai place around the corner. Yet there was something inspiring about Alison’s double life—uni student by day, soldier by weekend. It made Camilla wonder what she could do if she pushed herself out of her comfort zone.

The water boiled over, hissing on the stovetop, and Camilla snapped back to reality. She turned down the heat, cursing under her breath. Other than her simple meal, there was little to shake off the Friday night doldrums. Or maybe she’d just eat her pasta and binge a VHS. Either way, she had the flat to herself for a few hours, and that was a rare luxury.

As she drained the pasta, Camilla glanced at the spot by the door where Alison’s gear had been. The hallway felt oddly empty without it. She smiled to herself, imagining Alison off to some rugged adventure in Queensland. 

“Good luck, Private Benaud,” she murmured, tossing her pasta with sauce. Maybe one day she’d find her own version of Canungra—something to shake up her world. For now, though, dinner and video would have to do.

Canberra - June 1997

The drive to the bus that night was quiet—uncomfortably quiet. The hum of the car’s engine was the only sound breaking the heavy silence between Christian and Beth. Normally, Christian would have driven himself, but orders were orders: a bus was waiting for him at the army depot, and he was to use it. That bus would carry him to Penrith in outer western Sydney, a place nestled at the foot of the Blue Mountains, where rugged terrain had once thwarted early explorers seeking Australia’s interior. In the 19th century, Australis’s had expansion ended at Penrith, where the wild began. But that was then. Now, in the 21st century, Christian would leave Sydney in a far more modern way: strapped into the back of a Royal Australian Air Force transport plane.

It would be his first time boarding such a plane, and likely the first for most of his soldiers, too. That was why he was now headed to Penrith on this cool Friday night, the city lights growing in the windscreen. In Penrith, he’d link up with the rest of his company, and from there, it was a short drive to Richmond Air Base. The flight to Queensland was scheduled for the next day, where they’d spend two weeks at a training camp before returning. The hours ahead promised a whirlwind of preparation—checking gear, briefings, ensuring every detail was in place. The hustle and bustle would hit like a storm once he arrived.

But for now, the car was a bubble of stillness, the air thick with silence. Beth gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles pale against the dark leather. She wasn’t happy to be driving him, and she did not hide it. There had been a time, years ago, when she would have gladly taken him the twenty minutes along Canberra’s wide, open roads—roads that were rarely busy, even on a Friday evening. Back then, they’d have filled the drive with easy conversation, maybe even laughter, the kind that came naturally when love was new. But that was a long time ago, a distant memory buried under five years of shared history that had soured into something unrecognizable.

Christian stared out the passenger window, watching the orderly rows of suburban houses slide by, their warm lights glowing against the dusk. He was glad to be getting away, and he wasn’t shy about admitting it to himself. He had two reasons for welcoming this trip: the chance to visit the Land Warfare Centre in Queensland, where he’d hone his skills and lead his team through rigorous training, and the escape it offered from Beth. Their relationship had become a shadow of what it once was. They barely spoke anymore, despite living under the same roof and working in the same office. It was as if they were roommates bound by convenience, not partners. They even drove to work in separate cars now, a small but telling detail that underscored the growing chasm between them. It was ridiculous, Christian thought, but neither of them had mustered the courage—or perhaps the energy—to end it. They were stuck in a limbo of their own making.

The silence in the car felt like a third passenger, heavy and judgmental. Christian thought about saying something, anything, to break the quiet, but the words wouldn’t come. What was there to say? Every conversation lately had been clipped, perfunctory, drained of warmth. Even the simplest exchanges felt like negotiations. Each word weighed and measured for potential conflict. He glanced at Beth, her profile sharp against the glow of passing streetlights. Her jaw was set, her eyes fixed on the road ahead. She hadn’t looked at him once since they’d left the house.

Christian’s mind wandered to the mission ahead. The Land Warfare Centre was a prestigious opportunity. Two weeks of intense training, simulations, and field exercises would push him and his soldiers to their limits. It was the challenge he thrived on, the kind that reminded him why he’d joined the army. There was clarity in the structure of military life, a purpose that felt increasingly absent at home. He imagined the Queensland heat, the sweat-soaked days, the camaraderie of his team as they worked through drills. It would be hard, but it would be good. And it would be a reprieve from the slow-motion collapse of his personal life.

The car turned onto a broader avenue, the lights of Canberra’s city centre coming into view. The army depot wasn’t far now. Christian felt a flicker of relief, knowing this awkward drive would soon be over. He thought about the soldiers waiting for him in Penrith, young men and women under his command, looking to him for leadership. He wondered how they were feeling tonight—eager, nervous, maybe a mix of both. For some, it would be their first time on a military transport plane, the roar of the engines and the cramped, utilitarian interior a far cry from a commercial flight. He smiled faintly at the thought. There was something raw and real about those moments, the shared anticipation of a mission. It was a world where he felt competent, in control, unlike the mess he and Beth had made of things.

As they neared the depot, the silence grew heavier, almost suffocating. Christian cleared his throat, more out of habit than necessity. 

“Thanks for the ride,” he said, his voice sounding louder than he intended in the quiet car.

Beth didn’t respond right away. Her fingers tightened on the wheel, and for a moment, he thought she might not say anything at all. 

“Sure,” she said finally, her tone flat, devoid of warmth. It was the kind of response that carried no meaning, just a placeholder to fill the space.

The depot came into view, a low, functional building surrounded by a chain-link fence. A bus idled in the parking lot, its headlights cutting through the gathering dark. Beth pulled up to the curb, the car’s engine humming softly as she shifted into park. Christian unbuckled his seatbelt and reached for his echie bag, the weight of it familiar in his hands. He opened the door and stepped out, the cool night air hitting his face. He moved to the trunk, popping it open to retrieve his second bag, a large backpack, and his webbing.

Beth stayed in the driver’s seat, her seatbelt still fastened, her hands resting on the wheel. She didn’t look at him, didn’t move to get out. It was a small but deliberate choice, a signal that she was done with this moment, done with him, at least for now.

“I’ll see you in two weeks,” Christian said, trying to inject a note of civility into his voice. He stood by the open trunk, his bags slung over his shoulders, waiting for some kind of response, some flicker of the connection they used to have.

“Bye,” Beth said, her voice barely above a whisper, her eyes fixed on some point in the distance. There was no warmth, no effort, not even a glance in his direction. The smallest gestures—ones that had once come so easily—were now mountains to climb. There was no hug, no kiss, no lingering farewell. Just a single word, sharp and final.

Christian closed the trunk with a soft thud then shut the passenger door. The car pulled away almost immediately, Beth’s taillights disappearing into the night. He stood there for a moment, watching the empty road, the weight of his bags grounding him. Then he turned, squaring his shoulders, and walked toward the waiting bus.

The driver stood by the cargo bay, a clipboard in hand, his face lit by the glow of a nearby streetlamp. Christian set his bags down and approached, his boots clicking softly on the pavement.

“Lieutenant Holland reporting,” he said, his voice steady, professional. The driver nodded, checking his name off the list with a quick stroke of his pen.

“Welcome aboard, Lieutenant,” the driver said, gesturing toward the bus. “We’ll be heading out soon.”

Christian loaded his bags into the cargo bay and climbed aboard, the faint smell of diesel and polished vinyl greeting him. The bus was half-full, a few soldiers scattered across the seats, some chatting quietly, others staring out the windows. He took a seat near the back, settling in for the long ride to Penrith. As the bus pulled out of the depot, the city lights fading behind them, Christian felt a strange mix of relief and resolve. For the next two weeks, he’d have a purpose, a mission, a world where he knew exactly what was expected of him. It wasn’t a solution to the problems waiting back home, but it was a start.
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Chapter 2
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“She’s probably somebody’s only light,

Gunna shine tonight.”

Jackson Browne

Queensland - June/July 1997

Christian had been an infantry officer for five years and in the army reserves for eight by the time he arrived at the Land Warfare Centre that winter. Queensland winters were a far cry from the icy mornings he was accustomed to in Canberra, where sub-zero temperatures turned breath into clouds and frost clung to every surface. Up here, the worst he could expect was a chilly 10°C overnight, maybe cold enough to see his breath one morning if he was unlucky. It wasn’t exactly skiing weather, but the mild climate was a welcome change from the biting cold of the capital. Still, Christian wasn’t here for a holiday. The Land Warfare Centre was a proving ground, a place where soldiers were forged and tested, and he was here to lead.

The camp was an operational exercise for an entire rifle company—roughly a hundred men drawn from various corps within the Brigade. It was a diverse group, including three women, a rarity in a rifle company. None of them were assigned to Christian’s platoon, so his interactions with them were minimal, limited to brief glimpses during mess hall gatherings or company-wide briefings. As their superior officer, Christian viewed them strictly as soldiers under his command, nothing more. His focus was on training, discipline, and ensuring his platoon performed to standard. Personal matters didn’t enter the equation.

His counterpart, Scott Hochmann, had a different perspective. Scott was the kind of officer who carried himself with a swagger that bordered on arrogance, his confidence spilling over into every conversation. One evening, as they sat writing order under the dim glow of a field lantern, Scott leaned in, his voice low and conspiratorial.

“Did you see the little blonde student in my platoon?” he asked, a grin spreading across his face.

Christian didn’t look up from his map. “No,” he said flatly. “They’ve always got hats on. Which one do you mean?”

“Pte Benaud! She’s so cute!” Scott’s enthusiasm was almost theatrical, like a schoolboy with a crush.

“Okay, what about her?” Christian asked, his tone neutral. He wasn’t in the mood for Scott’s antics.

“Man, I am so having a slice of that before we leave. Just you watch!” Scott’s eyes gleamed with mischief, as if the exercise was just a backdrop for his personal conquests.

Christian suppressed a sigh. Scott’s bravado was nothing new. The man seemed to think his charm was irresistible, but Christian had his doubts. Besides, he had no interest in camp hook-ups or the drama they inevitably brought. The army had strict rules against fraternisation—a deliberately vague term that essentially meant “keep your hands to yourself.” They were on a regular army base, not a reserve depot, and the brass didn’t take kindly to breaches of protocol. Christian had seen careers derailed over less. Whatever Scott got up to was his business, but Christian wasn’t about to get involved.

Pte Benaud, from what little Christian had observed, was unremarkable in appearance. Her short blonde hair, usually hidden under a giggle hat, and the shapeless camouflage uniform she wore didn’t exactly scream femininity. Add in the layers of dirt and camouflage cream from days in the field, and she blended into the sea of soldiers. She was a bit of a tomboy, Christian thought, but that was neither here nor there. What stood out was her performance. Pte Benaud was one of the best soldiers in the company—diligent, quick to learn, and utterly focused. She carried herself with a quiet determination that suggested nothing could distract her from her duty.

That impression was reinforced during a company briefing when each soldier was asked to stand and share something about themselves. Pte Benaud stepped up to the dais, her voice steady as she said she was studying biology at university. It was a simple statement, delivered without flourish, but it painted a picture of someone with ambition beyond the now. As she stepped down, she tossed a comment over her shoulder: 

“I also like blonde guys with big muscles!” The room chuckled, and Christian took it as a light-hearted quip, maybe a deflexion to keep overly eager suitors at bay. He wondered if Scott had already made a move, prompting her to draw a line in the sand. Either way, it wasn’t his concern.

Christian had bigger things on his mind. His relationship with Beth, his girlfriend of nearly five years, was crumbling. They’d met at officer training, two young, ambitious people thrown together in the high-pressure world of military life. At the time, it had felt like fate. They’d even ended up working in the same office in Canberra, their lives intertwined both personally and professionally. But what had started as a passionate connection had eroded over time, worn down by a thousand small incompatibilities—different priorities, clashing temperaments, and unspoken resentments. If either of them had been honest with themselves, they would have ended it years ago. If Christian had been happier at the time, he never would have let it start.

Midway through the camp, he called Beth from a payphone at the base, hoping to check in and maybe bridge the growing distance between them. Her voice was cold, final. 

“I’m leaving you,” she said, the words hitting like a punch to the gut. A thousand miles away, in the middle of a training exercise, there was nothing he could do. He stood there, receiver in hand, staring at the cracked concrete floor, as the reality sank in. The life he’d built with Beth was now over, and even if he had seen it coming, the shock of the break was just as painful.

The camp didn’t offer much distraction from his personal turmoil. By the end of the first week of build-up training, the company was plagued by injuries—sprained ankles, heat exhaustion, and a few cases of dehydration. The two platoons were merged into one to compensate, forcing Christian and Scott to decide who would lead the combined unit in the field. They flipped a coin, and Christian’s luck ran dry. Scott took command, leaving Christian with a week of meaningless busy work—paperwork, equipment checks, and other tasks that felt like punishment for losing the toss. He’d come all the way to Queensland for this exercise, only to be sidelined. The irony wasn’t lost on him: if he’d stayed in Canberra, he might have been able to salvage things with Beth. Now, he had nothing but time to dwell on what could have been.

In the field, Christian was relegated to company headquarters, a makeshift setup of low tents and radios that felt more like a bureaucratic outpost than a tactical hub. With little to do, he spent most of his time with Greg, the company medic. Greg was a talker, the kind of guy who could strike up a conversation with a brick wall and keep it going for hours. He had a salesman’s charisma, always probing, always digging for a story. Christian found him exhausting but tolerable, deflecting Greg’s endless personal questions with practiced ease. But one night, as they sat in the inky blackness of the Border Ranges, Greg’s persistence wore him down.

“So, Sir, do you have a girlfriend?” Greg asked, his tone casual and overly familiar.

Christian hesitated, the weight of Beth’s words still raw. Needing to unburden himself, he admitted, “I just broke up with my girlfriend. Beth. She ended it while I’m stuck out here.”

Though he could see nothing in the gloom, Christian imagined Greg’s eyebrows shooting up, and before Greg could stop himself, he blurted, “I know someone who’ll be thrilled you’re ...” He caught himself mid-sentence, clamping his mouth shut as if he’d let slip a state secret.

“What do you mean?” Christian pressed, his curiosity piqued.

In the darkness, Greg shook his head, backpedalling. “Nothing, Sir. Said too much already.” His sudden reticence only made Christian more suspicious, but he let it drop. Greg loved to talk, but half of what he said was hot air and Christian wasn’t in the mood to chase rumours.

The monotony of headquarters life was interrupted the next morning when the LWC staff decided Christian had been idle long enough. They pulled him and Steve, the company’s second-in-command, aside for an impromptu task. Handing them a radio and a map marked with a distant grid reference, the trainers announced they’d be doing an escape and evasion exercise. A crack infantry section of regulars would be in pursuit, they were told, and if caught, their gear would be stripped away piece by piece until they were left with nothing. The trainers gave them a quick rundown on evasion techniques, drove them a short distance, and dumped them in a muddy field with a twenty-minute head start.

The ground was a quagmire, their boots sinking ankle-deep with every step. Christian’s heavy pack pulled at his shoulders, and the mud made every movement a slog. Their footprints were impossible to hide—any pursuer would spot their trail in seconds. The so-called “crack infantry section” would run them down in no time. But Christian was done caring. The camp had already taken too much from him—his relationship, his command, his sense of purpose. He didn’t believe anyone was actually chasing them. The exercise felt like a ploy to keep him busy, and he wasn’t about to break a leg playing along.

He turned to Steve, who looked equally unimpressed. “This is pointless,” Christian said. “No one’s coming after us. Let’s just hide out in the bush for a couple of days and sneak back to CHQ before the deadline.”

Steve, ever the pragmatist, didn’t need convincing. “Fine by me,” he said with a shrug. They found a dense patch of scrub, set up a discreet camp, and waited out the clock, moving only under cover of darkness to avoid detection. It wasn’t heroic, but it was practical.

When they finally returned to company headquarters, the commander tasked Christian with guiding the platoon back to camp after its last operation. He rendezvoused with them outside the perimeter, where Scott was briefing his section leaders. As Christian scanned the group, he noticed one of the soldiers—Pte Benaud—staring at him. Her gaze was steady, unflinching, cutting through the chatter of Scott’s briefing. She wasn’t listening to a word Scott said. Christian met her eyes, unsure what to make of it. The moment stretched, electric and unspoken, until he wondered if he was imagining things.
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“Once he’s gazed upon her, a man is forever changed

the bravest men return with darkened hearts and phantom pain.”

Lord Huron

Queensland - June/July 1997

Alison had always been a bit of a tomboy, a label she wore with pride. Growing up, she’d been the girl who’d rather climb trees than play with dolls, and that spirit carried her into adulthood. Now, as a full-time biology student at the University of New South Wales (UNSW), she balanced her academic life with a passion for physical challenges and competition. This drive led her to join the army reserve, specifically a Medical Corps unit based in the inner Sydney suburb of Randwick. The location was ideal—close to her student accommodation, her part-time job, and the UNSW campus. The reserves offered her a chance to push her limits, embrace new experiences, and indulge her love for sports and camaraderie.

The training in the army was a world apart from anything Alison had encountered before. The physical demands were intense, but she thrived on the discipline, the sweat, and the sense of purpose it instilled. The camaraderie was unlike anything she’d known, a bond forged through shared challenges and mutual reliance. While the Medical Corps had a fair share of women, the broader reserve was undeniably male-dominated. Alison didn’t mind. She enjoyed the company of men, their straightforward humour, and the easy banter that came with it. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t interested in them romantically. In fact, the reserves were, as her friend Lisa often put it, a “target-rich environment.” 

When the girls in her unit had downtime, tucked away in their tents or barracks, the conversation inevitably turned to the men in their company. It was classic “girl talk,” filled with speculation, and playful debates about which soldier was the most attractive. Alison, only a couple of years out of her all-girls high school, relished this newfound freedom. Living away from home for the first time, she could finally make her own choices—how much to study, how hard to train, and, yes, whom to flirt with. The world felt like a buffet of possibilities, and she was eager to sample it all.

As a full-time student, Alison had the flexibility to take on extra reserve training opportunities. So, when the chance came to spend two weeks at the Land Warfare Centre learning infantry minor tactics, she jumped at it without hesitation. The plan was for her brigade to send a rifle company to the LWC, and Alison was thrilled to learn she’d be playing the role of a rifleman for the duration, not a medic. It was a chance to step outside her usual role and embrace a new challenge. Three others from her Medical Corps unit were also selected: Greg, who would serve as the company medic; Sue, who’d take on the role of a section commander; and Lisa, who, like Alison, would get to experience life as a rifleman.
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