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Chapter 46.
The Visitor.
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David took a brief respite outside, enjoying a cigarette while a helicopter approached from the east. Assuming it was Jane, he lingered a bit longer, trusting the others would update her. After extinguishing his cigarette, he noted the time: 22:34, just twenty-five minutes until Captain Sampson's expected arrival. Time to head back in.

Upon re-entering, he observed the team briefing Jane on the latest developments, and she was sharing her observations from Bovington camp.

“Ah, Major Styles, congrats on the promotion,” Jane quipped.

“Very funny. You have me in stitches,” David responded dryly.

“Who's meeting this Captain Sampson?” Max inquired.

“That's on you, Max. Dress in your MP uniform and pick out a couple for your men too. Just sidearms for you, MP5s for the others. Escort him here, but if he's got bodyguards, they wait outside. I want a straightforward conversation without any distractions. You've got about twenty minutes; better get moving. Bradley, can you bug this room in time?”

“Yes, easy. I'll be back in five,” Bradley replied, swiftly departing.

Just then, Patrick entered. “They're on their way. How do you want to handle it?” he asked.

“If I was certain they were from the 'King of Weymouth', I'd say neutralise them. But what if they're from Yeovilton?” David pondered.

“That's a point I hadn't considered,” Sandra admitted.

“None of us did,” Brandon added.

“Can we arrange an ambush with five to ten vehicles, forcing them into a position where they have no choice but to surrender?” David suggested.

“Can I use the computer over there?” Patrick asked.

“Of course. Do you have a plan?”

“Give me a chance, hang on a moment,” Patrick said, already deep in thought as he moved towards the computer.

Brian re-entered the room, ready for instructions. 

“All positions are covered. What's next?” he asked.

“Just wait. I might need more people,” David replied.

Patrick then chimed in, “I've got a potential ambush site. If they stick to New Road, there's a stretch where we can trap them. It's flanked by a high bank leading into trees on one side and a wall on the other. But we'll need Jane to cover the rear exit.”

The group congregated around the computer, and David projected the map onto the big screen.

“Jane, how far away do you need to be to remain undetected?” David inquired.

“I can station myself on the destroyer with the engines fired up. I can get to the location in less than two minutes,” she confirmed.

“Perfect. My team will wait out of sight, and we'll signal you as they approach. Illuminate them with your spotlight and fire a warning shot behind them with the cannon. Do you have a loudspeaker on your helicopter?”

“Yes. What should I announce?”

“Tell them they're outgunned and to lay down their weapons, or it'll be over before it starts. Say it right after the warning shot. If needed, repeat to convince them. They'll have no escape,” David instructed.

“Understood. I'll head to the destroyer and refuel. Contact me on channel sixteen, and try to give me a two-minute heads-up,” Jane said.

Patrick looked at David. “Anything else?”

“It's down to your expertise now. Good luck,” David responded, as they all prepared to execute the plan.

“Brandon, can you check with your team if there's any chance a helicopter could've dropped off these guys without alerting the radar?” David asked.

“I can answer that now. It's impossible. If the destroyer missed it due to the island's blind spot to the west, the OPV would have definitely picked it up,” Brandon assured.

“Do they know about the helicopter expected at 23:00?”

“Yes, I informed them during your cigarette break,” Brandon replied.

“Right, how did you know I went for a cigarette? Never mind, don’t answer that. I'd rather not know,” David said, cutting himself off. “Will they inform us if they spot it?”

“They'll contact me if they detect anything unusual,” Brandon confirmed.

“Any questions from anyone?”

Sandra chimed in, “Is it alright if we head to the radio room to listen in on your meeting?”

“I assumed you would do that, anyway. So no, I don't mind,” David said. He then turned to Sally. “You've been rather quiet. What's on your mind?”

“I'm just thinking I might be quite busy soon. Just a reminder – don't shoot anyone unless absolutely necessary,” Sally stated earnestly.

“No intentions of shooting anyone at the moment,” David reassured her. “Well, unless there's anything else, I'll see you all about half an hour after this captain leaves.”

He added, “Bradley, once they arrive, I'll switch off my radio. Field all my calls until then. I'll leave it on for now.”

“Understood,” Bradley responded, and with that, everyone dispersed to their respective tasks.

David, with a bottle of water in hand, waited for his visitor. Not ten minutes later, Brandon notified him that the helicopter was approaching from the west, about two miles out. Soon after, Max confirmed his position at the Heliopporations, reporting the sound of an approaching helicopter. Five minutes later, Max relayed that only Captain Sampson was on his way up, leaving two of his personnel at the Heliopporations with the captain's entourage.

A knock on the door followed. David stood, shaking Captain Sampson's hand as he entered, belatedly realising a salute might have been more appropriate.

“David Styles. Been out of uniform too long to remember to salute, it seems.”

“Captain Morgan Sampson, sir.”

The captain was exactly as David had pictured – a young man in his mid-twenties, slim, blond, and markedly fresh-faced compared to David's more rugged appearance in cargo pants and a black roll-neck sweater, courtesy of Linda. He silently thanked Linda for not choosing the red trainers Patrick had offered; these new boots were a far better fit and quite comfortable.

“No 'sirs' here, Captain. The old world is behind us; we've got to keep moving forward,” David said. “Now, what brings you out here at this hour?”

“I was piloting one of those F-42 jets earlier. Detected rocket fire on my radar as we were leaving the area. We're concerned about the ships in the harbour. Who's overseeing them?”

“Overall responsibility falls to me, but Commander Bradley Church handles the day-to-day operations. We coordinate closely on their usage,” David explained.

“Are they fully operational?”

“Partially. Neither vessel can move under its own power – the destroyer has engine troubles, and the OPV damaged its propeller against a submerged container. But all weapon systems are operational, thanks to my team working with Commander Church's crew. Why do you ask? And who exactly is 'we'?” David inquired, seeking to understand the broader context.

“The 'we' refers to two lieutenants and me. I'm a captain in the Marines, currently on secondment to RNAS Yeovilton. The reason for our concern is to prevent the ships from falling into the wrong hands. We're prepared to sink them if necessary to ensure that,” Captain Sampson explained.

David mulled over the rank structure; he was fairly certain that a captain in the Marines was equivalent to a lieutenant in the Army and Navy, but he decided to verify this with Max later.

“Let me be unequivocally clear,” David began, his voice resonating with a deep sense of authority and assurance. “The destruction of these ships would not only be detrimental, but would incite considerable turmoil among the islanders, whose livelihoods are inextricably tied to these waters. However, let me assure you, these vessels are under the steadfast protection of our vigilant team. We are more than equipped to safeguard them.”

He paused briefly, ensuring his words carried the weight of his experience. “This is not mere conjecture. Our ranks boast over two hundred seasoned service members, both active and retired. Many of us, me included, have weathered numerous tours in some of the world's most volatile regions. I've spent a significant portion of my career in Somalia and various parts of Africa, confronting challenges that have honed our resilience and strategic acumen.”

David's gaze was steady and unwavering as he continued. “Our collective expertise spans all branches of the military, including a formidable contingent from the SAS. You can be absolutely certain that these ships are impregnable under our watch. Even if our adversaries possess F-42s or similar firepower, they stand no chance. So, rest easy; the situation is well in hand.”

Shifting his focus to the immediate concern, David asked, “We have observed a force advancing down the island's western flank. Can you confirm if they are affiliated with your unit?” His tone suggested that he was prepared for any eventuality, leaving no room for doubt in the captain's mind about their capabilities.

“No,” Captain Sampson replied promptly, leaving no room for doubt in David's mind.

“Excuse me for a moment,” David said, reaching for his radio to turn it on. “Patrick, do you copy?”

“Timing, David. What's up?”

“They're not friendlies. Use your discretion; you're in command. Out.”

Captain Sampson, curious, inquired, “What was that about?”

David explained, “We have an armed group heading this way from the west. My SEAL team, backed by air support, is about to engage. I would've been hesitant if they were your men.”

“And who might they be?” the captain asked.

Before answering, David courteously offered, “Apologies, I haven't offered you a drink. Tea, coffee, or water?”

“Water, please,” the captain responded.

Taking advantage of the brief pause, David quickly contemplated how much information to share with Captain Sampson. Opting for a more inquisitive approach, he decided to ask some questions, trusting his ability to discern truthfulness.

“Before we get into specifics, I'd like to know a bit more about your situation. I'm not interested in the layout of the station – one of our pilots who spent a year there has already briefed us on that. I'm more curious about your personnel. How many of you are there, and how did you manage to survive when such a vast majority of the population didn't? Our science officer estimates that as much as 95% of the population may have perished.”

David observed the captain biting his lip before speaking, a sign that he was either contemplating how much to reveal or preparing to withhold some information.

“There are eighty-seven of us in total. Some received an extra booster shot a week or so before Christmas, while the rest of us seem to have some sort of natural immunity. Among us, there are seven pilots, including myself. The rest are primarily flight crew and maintenance staff,” Captain Sampson explained.

“How are you coping with fuel and food supplies?” David inquired.

“We're managing for the time being. We've started sending out scouts to look for additional food. How about your situation?”

“Similar to yours. Our main issue currently is the self-styled 'King of Weymouth.' He's presently laying siege to Bovington camp, presumably to acquire weapons. In fact, just before your arrival, we noticed more of his men heading in that direction.”

“How did you detect them?”

“We employ drones, and our intelligence officer and computer expert have hacked all the CCTV within a twenty-mile radius.”

“You're evidently more organised than we are,” he remarked. “What's your plan for Bovington?”

“Sending personnel there to defend it, isn't feasible due to the distance. However, once we neutralise the threat on the island, we plan to despatch two helicopters equipped with Martlet missile systems. Instead of risking harm to the camp's defenders, we'll intercept the enemy en route. We must be cautious, though. They might have ground-to-air missiles, or something even more advanced. We can't afford to lose our helicopters.”

“Well, we have an abundance of them at the base. Over fifty were ready for deployment on the new carrier, The Fredrickson, along with a similar number of fixed-wing aircraft, including the new AWACS from the US. But since The Fredrickson is still in dry dock, those aircraft are unused.”

“That's good to know. For now, the four helicopters we have are sufficient, but we might need spare parts later.”

“Understood. We'll see what we can do about that,” the captain replied.

“The 'King of Weymouth', as you termed him, is he a significant threat?” the captain inquired.

“Not particularly. He's made several attempts but has largely failed, except for striking the RYA centre. We neutralised both of his M270 rocket launchers. He's currently holed up in an old turn-of-the-century army training camp that's been converted into a trading estate. Our main issue is that he's stripped Weymouth of food and resources, leaving the locals in dire straits. Oh, and a word of caution: avoid Weymouth on your way out. He's known for taking shots at helicopters.”

“I'll make sure the pilot is aware,” the captain said. “And how many people do you have here?”

“We've got just over four hundred, plus the local survivors and a group of girls we rescued from human trafficking.”

“That's more than I expected. With numbers like that, I can see why you're not overly concerned about this Weymouth king.”

“We've had our losses, including a fellow ex-major who was invaluable in the early days. He had a knack for logistics and set up the essentials we needed to survive.”

“And what's your situation regarding armaments? We have a surplus if you're in need,” the captain offered.

“We're actually well-equipped in that department. The OPV was en route to deliver a shipment, but they never completed the journey and ended up here,” David responded, bending the truth slightly.

David elaborated on their situation to Captain Sampson, inflating their numbers slightly to align with his earlier claim about having four hundred people. He described the efforts to integrate with the islanders, setting up farms for food and livestock. He suggested that the team at Yeovilton camp could also seek help from local farmers, offering protection or necessary supplies in exchange.

Further, David shared the story of Duffy, the children they had rescued, and when asked, detailed of their helicopter capabilities. To David's surprise, the captain offered spares for their aging Sea King and Lynx helicopters. He even proposed that Jane could visit to pick up replacement helicopters and service parts as needed. Captain Sampson mentioned they had an array of advanced aircraft, including the E model Apache, the latest Sikorsky Black Hawk, Chinook CH55, and three Sikorsky CH 81 Super Stallions, five MI-26 heavy lifters, along with suitable munitions. Though the Russian heavy lift helicopters were not on the table as they only had five.

They concluded their meeting with an agreement to stay in contact and set up daily catchups. Captain Sampson assured David they would be available for assistance if needed.

Once Max escorted Captain Sampson back to his helicopter, David made himself a drink and retreated to his favoured spot behind the centre for a cigarette. He needed this quiet moment to reflect and process everything that had been discussed.
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Chapter 47.
The Bovington Situation.
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David, keen to ascertain the outcome of their encounter on the island's west, swiftly reached for his radio to contact Patrick.

“Patrick, do you copy?” David inquired, his voice steady and expectant.

“Loud and clear. We're just wrapping up here. I'll brief you in ten minutes in the operations room. Out,” came Patrick's succinct response.

Satisfied, David then switched channels. “Jane, can you hear me?”

“Just touched down on the destroyer. What's needed?” Jane's voice crackled through.

“Refuel and head back out to scout Bovington, if you would,” David requested.

“Airborne again in fifteen. I'll report back once I'm up. Out,” Jane confirmed, ready to carry out the task.

David glanced at his watch – 1am already. Resigned to a longer night, he thought about waiting for further updates. As he turned on the kettle, members of the team who had been in the comms room gathered around him. Deciding against the tea, he grabbed a bottle of water and sat down, deliberately ignoring the flurry of questions.

“Sit down, everyone. Sandra, you first,” he directed calmly.

Sandra voiced the question on everyone's mind. “Can we trust what he's telling us?”

David pondered for a moment. “I'm not entirely sure. He is not exactly wet behind the ears, but they may still be damp, and that is in our favour. But my instinct says he's genuine, at least for the most part. Time will reveal more. He seemed to be holding back something, but that could simply be caution, considering he doesn't know us well. I'll find a way to test his veracity. Perhaps a visit to their base might be in order to get a clearer picture,” he mused. “Bradley, I need you to focus on their communications. It's crucial we monitor any chatter from their end.”

“I've been on it, but it's been quiet so far. I'll continue to work on intercepting their signals,” Bradley affirmed, ready to delve deeper into their communications.

Brandon posed a crucial question, his voice tinged with concern. “Do you reckon they might actually attempt to sink the ships? And if so, how far are we authorised to go to stop them?”

Before David could respond, Patrick entered the room. “Hold that thought, Patrick,” David said. “To answer your question, Brandon, I don't believe they'll take any action for now. They seem reassured by our capabilities to safeguard the ships. But should it come to that, you have the green light to do whatever is necessary to protect them.” He paused, then added, “However, we need to deliberate over our approach regarding the 'King of Weymouth' and his efforts to acquire armaments from Bovington. It's a delicate balance determining how far we should go, especially since they could potentially use those weapons against us.”

Just then, Jane's voice came through the radio. “David, do you copy?”

“Loud and clear. Over.”

“ETA eight minutes. Awaiting your instructions.”

“For the moment, just an update on the current situation. We're in the midst of discussions, and I'll inform you if there's any change. Out.”

Turning his attention back to Patrick, David inquired, “What's your update?”

Patrick began his report. “The operation went according to plan. We have four fatalities and four captives, along with a significant cache of weapons. This includes five MP-7s with night scopes, an A3 rifle similar to yours, two MRAD .338 sniper rifles, two US Beretta M82 50 calibre sniper rifles – all with high-grade optics and suppressors. We also seized about six pounds of Semtex, along with timers and detonators, eight Glocks, and a dozen British army issue hand grenades. The prisoners are currently secured in a shipping container in the carpark, guarded round-the-clock by two of my men.” 

David nodded, processing the information. “Well done, Patrick. Keep me updated on any developments with the prisoners.”

“That's a formidable force, armed to the teeth. Are we certain they're the 'King of Weymouth's' men?” David queried.

“Not a peep out of them the entire way back,” Patrick reported.

David's expression grew serious. “We need to establish their identity urgently. We can't entirely discount the possibility of them being from Yeovilton. It's vital we find out, and quickly.”

Sandra raised a possibility. “Could they be Duffy's men?”

“With gear of that calibre? Highly unlikely,” Max interjected.

Patrick then addressed the situation at Bovington. “What's the latest on Bovington? I only got snippets of that conversation. Are we stepping in to defend the camp?”

“It appears the 'King' is using Bovington as a supply point. Jane observed a skirmish there earlier, but Williamson's men retreated. We've since learnt he's expecting reinforcements. Jane's on her way there now, so we'll have a clearer picture soon. If his aim is to raid the camp for weapons, we have no choice but to intervene. Those arms could be turned against us,” David explained, outlining the urgency of the situation.

Sandra's expression was one of frustration as she confronted David. “More force, David? When does this cycle of violence end?”

“Do you have a better suggestion?” David retorted, his tone even but firm.

“What if we evacuate the camp and then destroy it?” Sandra proposed.

Bradley interjected with practical concerns, “How would we communicate with them? If we approach, they might mistake us for the enemy outside their gates.”

At that moment, Jane's voice came through on the radio. “David, do you copy?”

“David here. What's the situation, Jane?”

“I've got eyes on the other three trucks. There are twenty-one men in total as far as I can see, about half a mile from Wool, congregating at a garage forecourt. As for the camp, with the night optics, I can see thirty-four at the earlier assault point at the camp gate and about twenty others scattered around the camp. But the camp's size makes it hard to get a complete picture.”

“Is there a clear area where they're storing the tanks and heavy weaponry?”

“Yes, it's a massive area, several acres. There are tanks, rocket launchers, and other equipment I can't even identify.”

“Hold your position, Jane. Stand by,” David responded, his mind racing with the implications of Jane's report.

David turned his attention to the group. Sandra in particular. “Any ideas? We're up against hundreds of tanks and heavy artillery. We can't match that firepower.”

Brandon sprang into action. “I'll pull up the map,” he said, moving to the computer situated at the back of the room.

David joined him, peering over his shoulder at the screen. “If they're located here, they've only got two bridges for access to the camp. If Jane can illuminate the area, I can target them with missiles from the destroyer. What do you think?”

“That's an excellent strategy. Get your team on the destroyer to coordinate with Jane,” David responded, returning to his seat. “There you have it, Sandra. A non-lethal approach, though I doubt it'll completely deter them. There are other routes to the camp, but it's worth a try.”

Brandon stood ready at the computer. “All set, David. Just give the word,” he said.

“Go ahead,” David instructed firmly.

“Fire two,” Brandon commanded.

The sound of missiles launching resonated even into the operations room. It felt like only moments had passed before Jane confirmed over the radio that both bridges were destroyed.

“Jane, what's the situation with the 'King's' men?” David asked.

“Taking cover, I'd imagine. Hold on, I'm repositioning for a better view.” There was a brief pause. “They're using their comms. Wait, one's moving towards the A352 bridge. Stand by.”

An intense silence filled the room as they awaited Jane's next update. Time seemed to drag until she finally reported back. “The pickup has checked both bridges and is returning to the garage forecourt.” A pause followed. “They're pulling out, heading back to Weymouth, passing through Wool. Should I continue surveillance?”

“Do you have enough fuel?” David inquired.

“Yes, but have Stevens ready the other Wildcat to relieve me in about thirty minutes. Better yet, he should come here so we can swap out. Is that okay with you?”

“Understood. Out,” David responded. “Bradley, did you catch that? Get Stevens to prep for take-off, refuel at the destroyer if necessary, but hold off on launching until I give the go-ahead.”

“Right away,” Bradley replied and left to make the call.

Sandra, looking a tad wary, asked, “What's the plan, David?”

“I'm going with the flow for now. I'd like Max and Patrick to be on standby, depending on what this group does next,” he explained.

“David, they've veered off towards East Burton,” Jane's voice came over the radio.

“Exactly as I suspected,” Brandon murmured, still focused on the computer. He zoomed in on the map, now displayed on the big screen. “They're taking a back road into the area.”

As they were preparing to depart, Bradley re-entered the room.

“Get in touch with Stevens. Tell him the three of us will be joining him. Have him land by the fish freezing plant once he's refuelled. We'll meet him there in five. After that, try reaching Bovington camp on the radio,” David instructed. “Max, secure us transportation to Stevens. I'll be right there.”

Sandra opened her mouth to speak, but David swiftly interjected. “I know your concerns, Sandra. But if we allow them to access heavy weaponry, it could result in a significant loss of life here. We've given him ample opportunity to stand down, but he's relentless. I'm left with no choice if he continues this course.” With that, he hurried off to join the others.

David was taken aback to find Max had brought along the A3 and one of the 50 calibre sniper rifles. “Just in case,” Max remarked, loading the weapons onto the helicopter.

“Stevens, contact Jane and set up a rendezvous point,” David ordered.

“We've already coordinated a location, sir. We'll be there shortly,” Stevens responded promptly.
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Chapter 48.
The Last Chance.
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As the helicopter touched down, Jane was already waiting, her expression registering surprise as she boarded.

“Sir, Stevens didn't mention you'd be coming,” she remarked, slightly taken aback.

“The situation's evolving rapidly. I figured it was essential to be here in person,” David explained.

With Stevens remaining as the co-pilot, his colleague departed in Jane's helicopter. Jane settled in, and they were soon airborne, quickly locating the convoy. It was clear they were headed for the camp via Clouds Hill Road.

“Jane, can you fire a missile into the road about a hundred yards ahead of them? But wait, do you have countermeasures? They might have handheld rockets,” David cautioned.

“Yes, of course I'm equipped with countermeasures. I'll hang back a bit to allow time for deployment. Ready to fire the missile?” Jane confirmed, preparing for the manoeuvre.

“Go ahead, fire when you're set. Max, be prepared with the door cannon,” David instructed, bracing for their strategic intervention.

David intently watched the unfolding drama as the convoy took evasive manoeuvres. Suddenly, Patrick noticed someone in the back truck opening a canopy, aiming an RPG at their helicopter.

Max swiftly responded, unleashing a barrage from the 50 calibre door gun, tearing into the back of the truck. Despite his efforts, an RPG was launched at them. Jane executed a sharp bank, nearly causing Max, who wasn't strapped in, to fall out. He quickly secured himself as the helicopter's countermeasures successfully neutralised the RPG.

Jane manoeuvred the helicopter back towards the trucks as they rejoined the road, continuing their advance.

“David, look at the camp,” Jane urged, pointing to the FLIR camera display.

They could see about twenty armed individuals moving towards the checkpoint from inside the camp.

“Why aren't they using one of the tanks?” David wondered aloud.

“Maybe there's no one skilled enough to operate them,” Patrick suggested.

“We need to act; they're heading for the checkpoint,” Jane asserted urgently.

The remaining five vehicles in the convoy turned onto Napier Way, closing in on the camp's entrance.

“Jane, take them out,” David commanded decisively.

The ensuing engagement was decidedly one-sided. Jane launched eight Martlet missiles into the convoy, devastating it mere yards from the gate. She followed up with a burst from the Browning M3M machine gun mounted beneath the helicopter, effectively neutralising the threat.

“Jane, land over there,” David directed, pointing to a gravel area inside the gate. “Max, Patrick, be alert. They might perceive us as hostile. Let's avoid any friendly fire incidents.”

As the helicopter descended gracefully onto the sodden ground, David, a figure of quiet resolve, alighted swiftly, only to be met by a contingent of stern-faced, heavily armed individuals. David, accustomed to such encounters, raised his hands in a gesture of peace.

The air was pierced by the sharp inquiry of a woman, her corporal insignia shining dimly in the weak light. “Who might you be, sir, and what brings you here?” Her tone, though laced with aggression, carried an undercurrent of curiosity.

David, with a calm born of years in service, responded. “I'm here on a mission of assistance. We've established a base at Portland, complete with a destroyer and an Offshore Patrol Vessel. We're collaborating with RNAS Yeovilton. Perhaps you noticed their F-42 jets earlier today. May I lower my hands now? A conversation, I believe, is in order.”

The woman, Corporal Gwen Robinson, regarded him with a mix of suspicion and reluctant respect. After a moment's hesitation, she nodded, allowing him to lower his hands.

“Pray tell, is there a person of authority here with whom I might converse?” David inquired, his politeness unwavering, trying to sound like someone with an air of authority.

“But you haven't yet disclosed your identity,” she countered.

“Major David Styles, at your service, retired though I may be,” he replied with a slight, respectful nod.

“Corporal Gwen Robinson,” she introduced herself, adding, “and the reins of command, for now, are mine.”

“Excellent. Might we then find a spot for a more comfortable discussion?” David suggested, his voice imbued with the gentle courtesy of a seasoned officer seeking collaboration rather than conflict.

Corporal Gwen Robinson guided Major David Styles through the sombre halls of a building emblazoned with “Barrett International Development Group.” They navigated through the austere reception area into a modest side office, its walls echoing the quietude of a world changed beyond recognition.

“What transpired at the gate, Major?” Gwen inquired, her tone a mix of curiosity and concern.

David settled into the stark simplicity of the office, his voice reflecting a depth of experience. “There's a faction in Weymouth, heavily armed and eager to seize control of this facility for its armaments. We learned of their intent and chose to intervene, preferring negotiation to letting Yeovilton reduce this place to rubble. The loss of life here may have been considerable. We observed the skirmish earlier; your defence was formidable. In response, they sent reinforcements. We attempted to dissuade them, disabling access from Wool by demolishing the bridges with our destroyer's missiles. Yet, they persisted. Just now, we were forced to engage them again. It's a last resort to take lives in these desperate times, but some refuse to heed warnings.” He paused, the weight of his words hanging in the air. “Now, tell me, how did you manage to survive here?”

Gwen's voice was sombre. “We were inoculated, just like everyone at Bovington. Some of us received additional vaccinations before Christmas. But that alone wasn't what saved us. Many who perished had the same boosters. Of the three thousand and eighty here—soldiers, civilians, staff, and visitors—only ninety-six remain. The officers are all gone. We donned hazmat suits and laid them to rest in the fields used for armoured vehicle training. I find myself, quite unexpectedly, the senior surviving member.”

David offered a solution tinged with empathy. “You could relocate to Portland, or Yeovilton, should you prefer? But first, we must ensure that any resources here are secured and rendered inoperative. You understand the necessity?”

Gwen nodded, her expression one of relief mingled with resignation. “I'd welcome the chance to leave. The burden of what remains here is too great.”

“Do you have engineers capable of disabling the armaments?” David inquired, his thoughts already turning to practicalities.

“Yes, I believe so. Among the survivors are those who once maintained them,” Gwen confirmed, hope flickering in her eyes at the prospect of a path forward.

In the midst of their dialogue, the abrupt crack of rifle fire shattered the uneasy calm, followed swiftly by the unmistakable burst of a 50-calibre gun. David's military instincts kicked in instantly; he recognised the sound all too well. “Damnation,” he muttered under his breath, a sense of foreboding creeping over him. They hurried outside.

Gwen's voice, authoritative yet tinged with alarm, cut through the air as she addressed her team. “What on earth was that?”

David's eyes followed Max, who was gesturing towards the road. He surmised correctly that the shooting involved a survivor from the earlier altercation involving the trucks. Gwen returned, her face etched with grim news.

“It appears someone survived the earlier chaos on the road. They fired upon one of our men, who'd gone to survey the aftermath of your helicopter's intervention. Tragically, he's been killed. However, your pilot gunner managed to neutralise the assailant; they're bringing him in now.”

“Would you like to speak to your people, or shall I do it?” David asked, ready to take charge if needed.

“I believe it's best if you could explain the situation to them, what options we have and the actions you propose,” Gwen suggested.

“Certainly, but first, I must confer with my pilot. We need her providing aerial cover while we discuss matters on the ground. Another point—do you have access to a VHF radio here? It's essential for communication with my base and potentially RNAS Yeovilton, especially if there are people wanting to remain here, so if needed, we can offer support.”

“By all means, ensure your helicopter is airborne. As for a VHF radio, I'm unsure, but you can inquire during the meeting. Speaking of which, it'll take some time to gather everyone. We can convene in the larger building across from our previous location.”

“Would an hour suffice?” David asked, thinking ahead.

“Yes, that should be adequate. I'll begin organising the assembly. See you in an hour,” Gwen responded, her tone a blend of professionalism and underlying urgency.

David made his way back to the helicopter, his steps measured, his mind processing the recent turn of events.

Max, his expression a mix of concern and readiness, greeted him. “Heard about the incident, sir?”

“Yes, I have. Max, Patrick, I need you two to ensure there's no one else out there who might pose a threat. Then gather any usable arms and ammunition from the scene and secure them, if you'd be so kind.”

“Understood. What's the plan now?” Max inquired in his usual relaxed tone.

“I need Jane airborne again, keeping a watchful eye for any further trouble. Meanwhile, I'll be speaking with the group here. There's a sense they want to evacuate, but leaving this sort of military hardware unattended isn't wise. If they can't disable it, we may need to call on Yeovilton for assistance.”

Patrick chimed in, “Should we consider salvaging any of this equipment for our own use?”

David pondered briefly. “I've considered it, but I'm still weighing the options.”

Max, ever practical, suggested, “A couple of tanks could be useful, especially to reinforce our positions on the causeway.”

“Armoured vehicles might also prove beneficial,” added Patrick. “Especially with the situation with Williamson.

David raised an eyebrow. “If we do decide to take some, can either of you manage to drive them back?”

“We'll find the necessary personnel. It would be a pity to disable them if they could serve our purposes,” Max remarked. “Jane could even transport them tonight, catching everyone off guard.”

“I'll bring it up at the meeting. But let's not get ahead of ourselves. We need to ensure everyone's on board with the idea before making any decisions,” David cautioned, always the voice of reason.

As Jane's helicopter lifted off, Max and Patrick stayed back, ready to follow through on their next orders once David had spoken to the camp residents.
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Chapter 49.
Meeting of Minds.
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David encountered Gwen outside the Barrett building, where she led him across the road to what appeared to be a spacious hall, possibly used for sports activities. Inside, a diverse assembly was gathered, consisting not just of military personnel but also women and children, a poignant reminder of the changed world.

Gwen, with a hint of reluctance in her voice, addressed David. “As you can see, we're a small group. I've prepared some of them for your proposal, but I'd rather you address everyone. I'm not comfortable with public speaking.”

David nodded understandingly. “If everyone could please take a seat, I'll try to keep this brief and will be happy to answer any questions afterwards.” He waited for the murmurs to subside. “Good evening. I'm Major David Styles. We've established a base on Portland, housing around four hundred individuals, including ex-servicemen, ship crews, and survivors from Portland. We've managed to provide essential services: a constantly operational canteen, robust security, and sufficient food for a year. We have electricity, communications, and internet access – nearly all the comforts of home. There's even a holiday complex with luxury apartments available. We only ask that you contribute to our community in any way you can. With less than 10% of the global population surviving this virus, every skill is valuable. You'll have representation on our committee, ensuring your voices are heard in all decisions. We operate like a board of directors, with me currently serving as chairman. We also collaborate with RNAS Yeovilton for additional resources. However, before any relocation, we need to secure the armaments here, given the recent criminal attacks. I'll give you some time to discuss among yourselves, and then I'm here to answer any questions. Lastly, I'd appreciate if someone could show me the armaments, so we know what needs to be secured.”

“I'll handle that,” Gwen interjected, her tone decisive. “While they're discussing, I'll show you the armaments. I've already made my decision; I'm more than ready to leave this place.”

Max and Patrick trailed behind as Gwen navigated them through the Barrett building, bypassing the office where they had initially convened. She keyed in a code at a heavy door located at the corridor's end, triggering the lights to flicker on. As the door swung open, their eyes widened in awe. Before them lay an arsenal akin to a military enthusiast's dream – a vast assortment of the army's finest: tanks, armoured personnel carriers, Land Rovers, even quads. The sheer scale of the room, with its extensive lighting, failed to reveal its full depth.

Gwen, with a hint of pride in her voice, informed them, “This is just a fraction of what we have. The larger equipment is stationed outside, around the buildings, and in the tank parking area at the back. Below us, in secure storage, lies an extensive munitions cache. I've only been down there once, but it's equally vast.”

David's mind was racing as he processed the magnitude of their discovery. “Do you know if anyone here can access the munitions storage?”

Gwen pondered for a moment. “There are a couple of technicians in the hall who might have that information. May I ask why you need to know?”

David, thinking aloud, shared his thoughts. “The quantity of equipment here is overwhelming. Disabling everything might be impractical. As for the munitions below... perhaps they could be used to demolish the site, though it's just a thought.”

Turning to Max, he gave a directive. “Contact Brandon, please. We need his expertise here to assess whether the destroyer's missiles could effectively neutralise this arsenal. Ask him to bring along anyone else with relevant knowledge. Get Jane to arrange transport here for him, please.”

Upon returning to the hall, David found it abuzz with conversation, some of it rather animated. Sensing the need for more time, he opted to step outside, leaving Gwen to notify him when the group was prepared for his address. Outside, he hoped to encounter Max and Patrick, and possibly receive word on Brandon's arrival.

“Any word from Brandon, Max?” David inquired.

Max updated him promptly. “Brandon's en route with one of his team from the destroyer. He should be here by 4:30, about twenty-five minutes from now. Weren't you supposed to be doing a Q&A session back there?”

“They're not quite ready for me,” David replied, observing the ongoing discussions inside.
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