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Chapter 1 - Homecoming Arithmetic

[image: ]




Bob liked to think he could tell how long he’d been away by the number of envelopes waiting on the kitchen counter.

This time there were seven.

They sat in a neat, accusing fan beside the fruit bowl, each one stamped, branded, and almost certainly demanding money. Bob glanced at them, then deliberately looked away and concentrated on the important things. His mug. His chair. The way the kettle here made a slightly different noise from the one in Helmand, as though even boiling water had opinions.

He lowered himself into his chair with the care of a man reclaiming territory. The chair creaked in recognition. That was something, at least.

“Tea?” his wife called, already filling the kettle.

“Yes please,” Bob said, even though she’d already started. He wrapped both hands around the mug when it arrived, the familiar chipped one with World’s Best Dad fading bravely on the side. He hadn’t earned the title today, but it was nice to borrow it for five minutes.

The house looked exactly as he remembered it, which was to say tidier than it used to be and messier than he’d left it. The spare room door stood open, revealing his neatly stacked kit: boots lined up, uniform folded with military precision, rucksack zipped and waiting. It looked like a display. Or evidence.

His wife chatted as she moved around the kitchen.

“The washing machine made that noise again, but it’s probably nothing. Oh—and the school sent a letter about the trip. Not the big one, just the small one. Still needs paying, though.”

Bob nodded, smiling when he was meant to. He took a sip of tea and tried not to flinch at the word paying.

His phone buzzed.

He glanced down. Bank app notification.

Bob stared at it for a second, thumb hovering, then swiped it away as if it had personally insulted him. He lasted three heartbeats before opening the app anyway.

Numbers appeared. None of them impressive.

He did some quick mental arithmetic, the sort you learn when you’ve spent years making things stretch: wages against bills, bills against optimism. It didn’t quite balance. It never quite did.

“Did I tell you,” his wife went on, cheerfully oblivious, “that your mum rang about Christmas? She’s already thinking about food. Apparently last year wasn’t quite festive enough.”

Bob closed the app and slid the phone face down on the table, as though that might keep the figures from escaping.

“That’s... good,” he said. “Good planning.”

She smiled at him, leaning against the counter. “It’s nice having you home.”

The way she said it suggested nice had been doing a lot of heavy lifting lately.

Bob looked around again. School bags by the door. A pair of trainers abandoned in the hallway like a casualty. A stack of unopened letters that had arrived whether he was here or not. Life hadn’t paused for his absence; it had simply carried on and left him the receipts.

He straightened in his chair, lifting his mug a fraction, like a toast.

“I’ll sort it,” he said, more to himself than to her.

“Sort what?”

“Everything,” Bob said, smiling. “Just... everything.”

She kissed his cheek as she passed him, and Bob sat there, holding his mug, surrounded by familiar things that all seemed to cost money, and wondered when being home had started to feel like catching up rather than coming back.
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Chapter 2 - Florida Is Announced

[image: ]




It began, as most life-changing decisions did in Bob’s household, with a casual comment made while someone else was still chewing.

“Well,” his wife said lightly, stacking plates at the sink, “we’ll need to think about Florida.”

Bob paused with a fork halfway to his mouth. He completed the journey out of politeness, chewed slowly, and waited for the rest of the sentence to arrive and correct itself.

It didn’t.

“Florida?” he repeated, in the tone of a man who suspects he has misheard but fears he hasn’t.

“Yes!” She turned, smiling brightly, and gestured to the kitchen table, which was currently buried under exercise books, felt-tips, and the sort of half-finished homework that suggested both effort and despair. “Mum and Dad have been talking about it for ages. And my sister’s already booked time off. Disney, obviously.”

At the word Disney, the children detonated.

“DISNEY?”

“Like the castle?”

“With the rides?”

“And Mickey?”

Bob watched their faces light up as if someone had plugged them directly into the national grid. He smiled automatically, the way you do when joy happens near you, and you’re not entirely sure it’s yours.

“That’s... exciting,” he said.

His phone buzzed. Then buzzed again. Then began vibrating in short, angry bursts.

The family WhatsApp group.

His wife glanced at it. “Oh look, Mum’s sent links.”

Bob glanced too, against his better judgment. Villas. Park passes. A suggested itinerary that included days helpfully labelled Magic Kingdom and Shopping. There were emojis. So many emojis.

Dates were discussed and assumed, rather than agreed, and school holidays had already been checked. Prices were mentioned only in passing, the way people praise the weather they don’t intend to walk in.

“We’ll need to book soon,” his wife said, sitting down at last. “Things sell out.”

“Right,” Bob said faintly.

Inside his head, numbers were beginning to run. Not sprinting yet — just warming up. Flights. Accommodation. Tickets. Food. The small, treacherous costs that gather like barnacles. He didn’t get very far before one of the children leaned across the table and asked if Florida had sharks.

Bob nodded. “Probably.”

“COOL.”

His wife was already replying to messages. “Dad says he’ll handle the car hire. And Mum thinks we should do the fireworks cruise.”

“Of course she does,” Bob murmured, too quietly to be heard.

No one asked him if this was possible. No one asked if they could afford it. The assumption sat there between them, solid and unexamined: Bob would sort it. He always did. Or he didn’t, and somehow things still happened.

He caught his wife’s eye and smiled again, wider this time. He nodded, once, as if sealing something official.

Inside, he neatly reframed the situation.

This wasn’t a decision. Decisions had options. This was a problem. Problems had solutions. You just had to find the right angle, the proper workaround, the right way of making the numbers behave.

The children were already arguing about which rides they’d go on first.

Bob picked up his phone, muted the WhatsApp group, and told himself — firmly — that he had time.

After all, Florida wasn’t tomorrow.

It was just... inevitable.
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Chapter 3 - Private Doubts
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By ten o’clock, the house had settled into its nighttime truce.

The children were asleep, their doors closed just enough to suggest parental vigilance rather than optimism. The dishwasher hummed gently, as if trying to be helpful without drawing attention to itself. Bob sat alone in the living room, the television on mute, flickering through a programme he didn’t recognise and wouldn’t remember.

He had his phone out again.

Bob told himself this was sensible. Responsible. You didn’t make plans involving castles and fireworks without doing a bit of arithmetic first. That way lies madness.

The bank app opened obediently.

He stared at the numbers. They stared back, unmoved.

Savings: respectable, in a modest, British way. Enough for emergencies. Not enough for Florida, Disney, fireworks cruises, and whatever else came bundled with the phrase once in a lifetime.

He ran the numbers anyway, adjusting them as if they might respond to encouragement if he moved this here. If that bill waited. If Christmas were smaller. If everyone were very understanding all at once.

They were not.

Bob closed the app, reopened it, and frowned again. Credit was an option. It always was. The sort of option that smiled reassuringly while quietly sharpening its teeth.

He glanced at the coffee table.

There, arranged with studied innocence, was a small pile of glossy brochures. Florida. Smiling families. A man who looked suspiciously like he’d never checked a bank balance in his life. Fireworks exploding over a castle that did not appear to charge interest.

His wife hadn’t said anything when she left them there. She hadn’t needed to.

Bob picked one up and flicked through it. Everywhere looked sunny. Everywhere looked affordable if you didn’t read the small print.

He imagined telling her the truth.

We can’t afford it.

He pictured the silence that would follow. The way her mouth would tighten, just slightly. Not anger — disappointment. Worse. He imagined the careful conversation that would come after, the one where no one raised their voice, but everything hurt anyway.

And, uninvited, another image appeared: her sister’s husband. Confident. Well-paid. The sort of man who booked holidays without spreadsheets. Bob had nothing against him personally, but the comparison arrived fully formed and unhelpful.

He set the brochure down.

“This isn’t greed,” Bob muttered to the empty room.

It was fairness. Other kids went to Disney. His kids deserved it, too. He hadn’t spent years away from home, doing a job that required acronyms and bravery, to come back and say no to a holiday.

He leaned back, staring at the muted television. Someone on screen was laughing at something. Bob felt faintly cheated.

The problem wasn’t that he didn’t want to tell his wife the truth. It was that the truth felt like failure. Like coming home with less than he’d promised, even if no one had asked for promises in the first place.

His phone buzzed again.

Another WhatsApp message. He didn’t open it. He didn’t need to. The holiday had momentum now. Dates had been mentioned. Excitement had been released into the wild. You couldn’t just gather it back up and apologise.

Bob stood, pacing the room slowly. The familiar furniture, the family photos, the quiet ticking of the clock — all of it reminded him why this mattered.

He stopped by the window and looked out into the dark garden.

“I’ll sort it,” he said again, quietly.

This time, it sounded less like confidence and more like a vow.

Bob didn’t yet know how. But problems, he reminded himself, always had solutions. You just had to be creative enough to find them.
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Chapter 4 - The Pub and the Suggestion

[image: ]




The Dog and Drill hadn’t changed in twenty years, which was either reassuring or concerning, depending on your outlook. The ceiling was still too low, the tables still faintly sticky no matter how often they were wiped, and the walls were crowded with military memorabilia that no one could quite remember donating. A faded regimental banner hung slightly crooked above the bar, and someone had once pinned a helmet to a beam, where it now gathered dust and judgment in equal measure.

Dick was already there.

He occupied his usual stool as if it had been reserved by long-standing agreement, one boot hooked around the rung, pint in hand, looking entirely at ease with the world. He grinned when he saw Bob.

“Home already?” Dick said. “They’re letting you out early these days?”

Bob smiled and joined him at the bar. “Just leave.”

“Ah. Dangerous time, leave,” Dick said, with the air of a man who had learned this through experience. He signalled the barman. “Pint?”

“Yes, please.”

They drank for a moment in companionable silence. Bob hadn’t realised how much he’d missed this — the low hum of conversation, the smell of beer and old wood, the sense that nothing important was happening and that was the point.

“So,” Dick said eventually, leaning back. “How’s married life treating you?”

Bob snorted. “Expensive.”

Dick laughed. “Everything is.”

“That’s just it,” Bob said carefully. “It feels like... everything costs more than it should. Not just big things. Small things too. School stuff. Holidays. Just living.”

Dick nodded, serious now. “Tell me about it. You do everything right, don’t you? Work hard, keep your head down. And still feels like you’re chasing it.”

Bob felt something loosen in his chest. “Exactly.”

Dick took a thoughtful sip of his pint. “Funny thing, though,” he said casually. “There’s a lot of value floating around. Stuff people don’t think about.”

Bob glanced at him. “What do you mean?”

“Well,” Dick said, gesturing vaguely, “all that kit you lot send back. Vehicles, parts, gear. Perfect half the time. Goes for pennies once it’s written off.”

Bob shrugged. “That’s just how it works.”

“Sure,” Dick said. “I’m not saying it’s wrong. Just... inefficient. You see the stuff that passes through my yard. People make a living off less.”

Bob took a drink, his mind ticking. “That’s different.”

“Is it?” Dick asked mildly. “I’m not talking about anything dodgy. Just being smart. Spotting opportunity.”

Bob frowned. “Opportunity for what?”

Dick smiled, friendly, patient. “For helping yourself out. Just a bit. You’ve earned it.”

The words settled between them, not heavy, not light. Just... there.

Bob felt a flicker of relief at being understood — and a simultaneous prickle of unease. Dick wasn’t talking about crime. He wasn’t talking about breaking rules. He was talking about gaps. About systems. About using what already existed.

“I don’t want to be that bloke,” Bob said quietly. “You know. The one who cuts corners.”

Dick held up his hands. “No corners. Straight lines. Look, I’m not suggesting anything. Just saying there are ways of making things easier, if you know where to look.”

The pub carried on around them. Glasses clinked. Someone laughed too loudly. A dart thudded into a board.

Bob stared into his pint.

Dick wasn’t pushing. That was the dangerous part. He was offering answers where Bob had questions, solutions where Bob had pressure.

And in the warm, ordinary light of the Dog and Drill, with nothing about the moment feeling dramatic or wrong, the idea slipped into Bob’s mind and sat down as if it belonged there.
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Chapter 5 - The First Step
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The car park behind the Dog and Drill was lit by three tired-looking lamps that hummed softly, as if discussing early retirement. Bob stood beside his car, jacket zipped, keys dangling from his fingers, breathing in the cool night air like a man hoping it might clear his head.

It didn’t.

Dick leaned against the boot of his own car, perfectly relaxed, as though important decisions were routinely made beside recycling bins and a skip that smelled faintly of regret.

“Look,” Dick said, lowering his voice — not because anyone was listening, but because the word look seemed to require it. “Let’s be clear about one thing.”

Bob nodded, because nodding was easier than interrupting.

“No violence,” Dick went on. “No victims. No getting mixed up with idiots who think a balaclava is a personality. This is just... using gaps. Systems have them. Everyone knows that.”

Bob stared at the tarmac. It glistened slightly, as it had recently rained or was considering it.

“And it’s not forever,” Dick added, quickly, kindly. “Just enough to take the pressure off. Get you back on your feet.”

Bob turned the keys in his hand. The metal clicked softly. He imagined Florida. Sunshine. Fireworks. Children who didn’t hear the word no quite so often.

“And after that?” Bob asked.

Dick shrugged. “After that, you stop. Easy.”

It sounded easy. That was the problem.

Bob knew this wasn’t how criminals talked. Criminals, in Bob’s experience, were loud and obvious and tended to feature in training videos with ominous music. This sounded like common sense. Like helping family. Like solving a problem efficiently.

“I’m not saying yes,” Bob said.

Dick smiled. “I know.”

They stood there for a moment. The pub door opened briefly, letting out a burst of laughter and warmth before closing again. Normal life. Ordinary people. No alarms.

Bob didn’t say no either.

In his head, he was already shrinking it down. One thing. One time. One solution to one particular problem. He would never let it get bigger than that. He’d draw a line. He was good at lines. He worked with them all the time.

Once Florida was paid for, he’d stop. That was the plan. Temporary. Sensible. Responsible, even.

Dick straightened, satisfied.

“Well,” he said, clapping his hands lightly, “you think about it.”

Bob nodded again, though he suspected the thinking part had already happened.

Dick opened his car door. “I’ll be in touch.”

Bob watched him drive away, taillights disappearing around the corner with unremarkable speed. No drama. No sense of occasion.

Just a quiet ending to a perfectly ordinary evening.

Bob got into his own car and sat there for a moment without starting the engine. The dashboard lights came on, familiar and comforting. He rested his forehead briefly against the steering wheel.

“This is fine,” he told himself.

It was temporary. Controlled. Sensible.

The engine started. Bob pulled out of the car park and drove home, carrying with him an idea that hadn’t existed an hour earlier — and now refused to leave.
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Chapter 6 - Normal Service
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The workshop at Ashcombe Motors woke up the same way it always did: slowly, noisily, and with opinions.

One of the roller doors was half open, letting in a slice of pale morning light and the smell of damp tarmac. The radio murmured to itself on the shelf by the kettle, playing something nostalgic enough to be ignored. Tools lay where they’d been left the night before, in what Ashcombe referred to as a system, and everyone else called a mess.

The Ashcombes themselves were bent over an elderly hatchback, its bonnet raised in silent accusation.

“It’s not the gearbox,” Billy said, for the third time.

The customer, hovering just inside the doorway with the air of a man prepared to be disappointed, shook his head. “It’s definitely the gearbox.”

Billy sighed, reached into the engine bay, and wiggled a loose heat shield.

The resulting rattle echoed beautifully.

“That,” Oli said, straightening up, “is a heat shield. It sounds dramatic, but it’s mostly decorative.”

The customer frowned. “So it’s not serious?”

“Only emotionally,” Billy replied. “We’ll tighten it. It’ll stop complaining.”

The customer brightened instantly, reassured by the idea that machines, like people, sometimes just wanted attention. He wandered off to inspect the notices on the wall, leaving the Ashcombes to their work.

There was a seized bolt involved next. There always was.

Billy applied penetrating oil with the care of someone soothing a stubborn animal. “We’ll give it a minute,” she said.

They turned to the workbench, where a half-disassembled carburettor sat patiently awaiting judgment. Nearby, a mug bearing the words Trust Me, I’m a Mechanic had gone cold.

This was the part Billy liked best. The quiet competence. The small satisfactions. Machines behaved predictably when appropriately treated, which was more than could be said for most people.

The radio crackled, then improved itself. Billy hummed along, entirely off-key, and made a note to chase the parts supplier again.

“Tomorrow,” the supplier had promised yesterday, which in the trade meant sometime between next week and the heat death of the universe.

Billy returned to the seized bolt and applied steady pressure. It resisted. Ashcombe applied slightly more pressure and muttered encouragement.

“There we are,” she said, when it finally gave way with a sharp, satisfying snap. “See? You just had to listen.”

The workshop door creaked open again.

“I’ve got a funny noise,” announced a new arrival, as though this were unusual. “Happens when I turn left.”

Billy didn’t look up. “Only left?”

“Yes.”

“Not right?”

“No.”

Billy paused, then nodded. “We’ll take a look. Probably not the gearbox.”

There was a moment of silence.

“It’s definitely the gearbox,” the man said.

Oli smiled faintly.

This was regular service. Mild arguments. Minor victories. Problems with answers, or at least explanations. There was comfort in that. A quiet order to the world that existed under bonnets and behind dashboards, where cause and effect were still on speaking terms.

Billy wiped her hands on a rag, took a sip of cold tea, and turned back to the car.

Whatever else happened out there, machines still made sense.
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Chapter 7 - The Unexpected Visitor
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The military vehicle arrived without drama, which was rather the point.

It rolled into the yard with the sort of quiet confidence that suggested it neither expected nor desired attention. No markings. No slogans. Just a clean, dull paint job that said official without bothering to specify why. It parked neatly beside a stack of tyres and turned off its engine.

Billy noticed immediately.

She always did. Vehicles that tried too hard to blend in were often the most interesting.

Two people got out. Both wore immaculate uniforms that suggested offices rather than fieldwork. They paused, taking in the workshop, the open doors, the assortment of vehicles in various states of undress. One of them smiled politely, as though entering a mildly intimidating dentist’s waiting room.

“Morning,” the taller one said. “Are you Ashcombe?”

Billy wiped her hands on a rag that had once been blue and now existed in several moral shades of grey. “Depends who’s asking.”

The smile widened. “Military Police.”

That did it.

Billy’s curiosity perked up immediately, while her sense of self-preservation attempted to drag it back down again.

“We were wondering,” the second officer said — shorter, brisker, clearly the one who read manuals for fun — “if you might have time to take a quick look at something.”

“A vehicle?” Billy asked, glancing at the unremarkable presence in the yard.

“Yes,” the first officer said. “Nothing formal. Just... an opinion.”

“No paperwork,” the second added quickly. “At least, not yet.”

Billy regarded them for a moment. Military Police didn’t usually drop in for casual chats about engineering unless something had already gone sideways.

“What’s wrong with it?” she asked.

The two officers exchanged a look. The sort that conveyed several sentences worth of conversation in silence.

“We’re not entirely sure,” the taller one admitted.

Billy raised an eyebrow. “You’ve come to the right place. That’s most of my job.”

The officers laughed, a little too readily. It was the laugh of people grateful for humour but unwilling to relax into it.

“It’s probably nothing,” the shorter one said. “But it didn’t feel right.”

Billy nodded slowly. That, she understood. Machines had ways of communicating discomfort that didn’t show up on diagnostics.

“And this is unofficial,” the taller officer said again, as if repetition might make it safer. “We’re not accusing anyone of anything. We just... thought an expert eye might help.”

Billy glanced back into the workshop. The seized bolt had been conquered. The heat shield was quiet. For once, nothing immediate was on fire or threatening to be.

She looked at the vehicle again.

“All right,” she said. “Let’s have a look.”

Relief flickered across both faces, quickly schooled back into professionalism.

Billy circled the vehicle slowly, hands clasped behind her back. Clean lines. No obvious damage. Nothing is shouting for attention.

Yet.

“This is where you say it came back from somewhere unpleasant,” she said.

“Yes,” the taller officer replied. “Recently.”

“And now it’s due for disposal,” she added.

“Yes.”

“And something about it bothers you.”

The shorter officer nodded. “Exactly.”

Billy felt the familiar itch begin — the one that arrived when a problem announced itself quietly instead of loudly.

“All right,” she said again. “I can’t promise answers.”

“That’s fine,” the taller officer said. “We’re not looking for answers yet.”

Billy smiled faintly.

That, she suspected, was how awkward things always began.
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Chapter 8 - The Ask
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Billy Ashcombe poured the tea the way she did everything else: efficiently, without ceremony, and with an eye on the biscuits.

“They’re plain,” she said, sliding the plate across the desk. “But honest.”

“Perfect,” said the taller of the two Military Police officers, as though this were precisely the sort of detail he’d been hoping for.

Oli Ashcombe dragged a chair closer with his foot and sat down, frowning faintly at the way it wobbled. He nudged it with a toe until it settled into something approaching stability.

“Right,” he said. “What’s wrong with the Land Rovers?”

The office was a study in functional compromise. Manuals stacked in defiance of alphabetical order. A kettle that had definitely been older than Billy when she’d first started using it. Chairs that had clearly been acquired individually and without consultation.

The MPs exchanged a look.

“That’s the thing,” said the shorter one, carefully. “Nothing’s wrong. Not officially.”

Billy sipped her tea. “That’s never stopped anyone worrying before.”

The taller officer smiled, relieved. “Exactly. They’ve come back from Afghanistan. Standard checks done. No alerts. No missing equipment. Nothing that trips a system.”

“But,” Oli said, because there was always a but.

“But they don’t feel right,” the shorter officer finished.

Billy nodded slowly. That itch began behind her eyes — the one that arrived when a problem refused to sit where it belonged.

“In what way?” she asked.

“Weight, mostly,” the taller officer said. “And balance. Nothing dramatic. Just... off.”

Oli leaned forward. “You weighed them?”

“Within tolerance,” the shorter officer said. “But tolerances are generous.”

“Because war,” Oli murmured.

“Because bureaucracy,” Billy corrected.

The taller officer laughed. “Both, probably.”

Billy set her mug down. “You’ve looked for the obvious?”

“Yes.”

“And the less obvious?”

“Yes.”

“And now you’ve reached the stage where you’d like someone else to be worried instead?”

There was a pause.

“Yes,” the shorter officer admitted.

Oli grinned. “You’ve come to the right place.”

The taller officer’s relief was immediate. “We were hoping you’d say that.”

Billy raised a finger. “With caveats.”

Both MPs straightened.

“We don’t guess,” Billy said. “We don’t accuse. And we don’t break things unless there’s a reason.”

“Understood,” the taller officer said quickly.

“Our problem,” the shorter one added, “is that without something concrete, we can’t justify taking a vehicle apart. The process doesn’t allow it.”

Billy exchanged a look with Oli. It was the look they’d been perfecting since childhood, the one that meant this didn’t sit right, and we were going to have to get involved, aren’t we?

“Let us look,” Oli said. “Properly.”

“Walk-arounds,” Billy added. “Comparisons. No spanners. No cutting.”

The taller officer nodded. “That’s all we’re asking.”

Billy leaned back in her chair, which protested quietly but held. “Fair warning,” she said. “If something’s wrong, we’ll find it.”

“And if there isn’t?” the shorter officer asked.

Billy smiled. “Then you’ll sleep better.”

Oli picked up a biscuit and snapped it cleanly in half. “Either way,” he said, “you’ll have an answer.”

The MPs looked at each other again — this time with something that looked suspiciously like hope.

Billy felt the itch sharpen.

Things that didn’t make sense rarely stayed that way for long.
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Chapter 9 - Conditions and Boundaries
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Billy Ashcombe folded her hands on the desk and did something that always made people sit up a little straighter.

She stopped smiling.

It wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t unfriendly. It was simply the expression she wore when she was about to talk about how things were going to work.

“Before we go any further,” she said, “we need to be clear.”

The two Military Police officers nodded at once. Oli noticed and mentally filed it under a good sign.

“We don’t shortcut,” Billy continued. “We don’t assume. And we definitely don’t decide who’s at fault before we know what’s actually wrong.”

“Absolutely,” the taller officer said quickly.

Oli leaned back in his chair, which gave a warning creak but behaved itself. “And we’re not here to confirm a theory you already like.”

The shorter officer winced, just a fraction. “Fair.”

Billy nodded. “If there’s nothing there, we’ll say so. If there is something there, we’ll explain it properly. Mechanically. Calmly.”

“No rubber-stamping,” Oli added.

“No rubber-stamping,” the taller officer echoed, with feeling.

Billy glanced at the clock on the wall. It was one of those clocks that never quite told the truth, but it did convey a sense of urgency in general.

“We’re aware,” she said, “that these vehicles are heading for disposal.”

“Yes,” the shorter officer said. “Soon.”

“That’s your pressure,” Oli said. “Not ours.”

There was a pause.

“Well,” the taller officer said slowly, “it is a bit yours.”

Billy smiled again, just enough to soften the blow. “Only in the sense that we don’t like unfinished problems.”

Oli grinned. “Or being rushed.”

The shorter officer let out a breath he’d clearly been holding. “We’re not asking you to rush. We’re just... aware of timelines.”

Billy stood and moved to the window, looking out at the yard where the unremarkable military vehicle waited patiently, as though it hadn’t already caused this much fuss.

“Here’s how this works,” she said, turning back. “We start with observation. We compare vehicles from the same batch. We look for patterns, not surprises.”

“And if you find something?” the taller officer asked.

“Then we talk,” Billy said. “Before anything is dismantled. Before anything is accused.”

Oli nodded. “We don’t break things for curiosity.”

“That’s a lie,” Billy said. “We just don’t break them without permission.”

The taller officer laughed, then stopped himself, unsure if that had been allowed. The shorter officer looked openly relieved.

“This is exactly what we need,” he said. “Someone who’ll tell us to slow down.”

Billy raised an eyebrow. “Most people don’t like that.”

“We do,” the taller officer said. “Very much.”

There was a moment of shared understanding — the quiet kind that came from professionals recognising one another.

“All right,” Billy said, picking up her mug again. “We’ll look.”

Oli reached for another biscuit. “And if nothing turns up?”

Billy shrugged. “Then you’ll still have done the right thing.”

The clock ticked on. The vehicles waited. And somewhere beneath Billy’s calm, that familiar itch reminded her that things which required this many conditions rarely turned out to be simple.
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Chapter 10 - The First Glimpse
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The military storage compound had the particular stillness of a place that had finished being important. Rows of Land Rovers sat nose to tail on the hardstanding, all the same sandy colour, all wearing the same tired expression. Dust softened their edges. Dents told stories no one was currently listening to. It smelled faintly of oil, sun-warmed metal, and having done a job and been put aside.

Billy Ashcombe stopped just inside the gate and took it in.

“Well,” she said. “They’ve all definitely been somewhere.”

Oli nodded. “And come back again. Always the tricky bit.”

They walked slowly, hands clasped behind their backs in identical postures that suggested a shared upbringing involving museums and being told not to touch things. The MPs hung back, giving them space, the way people did when they’d invited experts and hoped not to regret it.

At first glance, there was nothing to see. That was almost the point. The vehicles were uniformly battered, uniformly tired. War was brutal on machinery, and no one expected elegance on the return journey.

Billy paused beside one and crouched slightly, eye level with the wheel arch.

“Hm,” she said.

Oli immediately joined her. “What’s there?”

“Nothing,” Billy said. “Yet.”

She stood and moved on. Oli followed, rocking one vehicle gently by placing his shoulder against the wing and applying a bit of pressure.

“Feels... solid,” he said.

“They’re all solid,” Billy replied.

“Yes,” Oli agreed. “But some are more solid than others.”

Billy gave him a look. He tried again, rocking the next Land Rover.

“That one,” he said. “Feels different.”

Billy tested it herself. Just a fraction of resistance more than expected. Not enough to alarm anyone. Enough to be interesting.

They exchanged a look.

The kind that didn’t say I know so much as are you seeing this too?

They moved on, stopping occasionally, never for long. Billy noted how one vehicle sat slightly lower at the rear. Another wore its dents differently, as if weight had shifted how impacts landed. Oli ran his hand along a chassis rail, not so much touching it as greeting it.

“This one’s had work done,” he murmured.

“All of them have,” Billy said.

“Yes,” Oli agreed. “But this was... careful.”

They didn’t say anything to the MPs yet. There was a rhythm to this stage — noticing before naming, collecting impressions without pinning them down.

Billy rocked another Land Rover with her hip. It responded, but reluctantly.

“That’s three,” she said quietly.

Oli nodded. “Same batch.”

Behind them, one of the MPs cleared his throat. “Is there... something?”

Billy straightened. “We’re not sure yet.”

“But?” the taller officer prompted.

“But,” Oli said, smiling faintly, “this isn’t imagination.”

Billy felt the familiar mix settle in her chest: satisfaction at spotting something real, and the heavier knowledge that once you noticed a thing, you were responsible for it.

She glanced down the rows of vehicles. Too many. Too little time.

“These are going to sell soon,” the shorter MP said, unnecessarily.

Billy nodded. “We know.”

She took one last look at the Land Rover nearest her, its paint dulled by sun and service, its secrets tucked neatly out of sight.

“Let’s keep walking,” she said.

The clock was ticking now — not loudly, not yet — but enough to be heard by anyone who knew how to listen.
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