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​Chapter 20.
Death of a hero.
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Two of Max's men carefully carried the lifeless body into the medical bay, placing it gently on the gurney within the main examination and treatment room. Without prompting, they retrieved the mops and buckets that Nurse Sally Vale had left propped in the corner after cleaning her newly established medical centre.

Their first task was to diligently clean the blood that had stained the reception area. Afterward, they disposed of the blood-soaked water outside, pouring it into a rainstorm drain. Returning with fresh water sourced from the outdoor tap used by the groundskeeper for tending the flower beds lining the building's front, they proceeded to rinse the floor thoroughly. Once their task was complete, they departed, leaving behind a sombre atmosphere.

The morning of the Saturday the 16th of February 2036.

The following morning, a shared sense of melancholy hung over everyone. They decided to lay the captain to rest that evening in the castle grounds, just fifty yards from the Leisure Centre – a fitting resting place for a man of his stature. It was clear that overcoming the loss of the captain would take time.

David had a conversation with Max, who appeared visibly shaken. He offered him reassurance, emphasising that the captain had made his own decision, and that there was nothing anyone could have done to prevent it. Nevertheless, David couldn't shake the feeling that if he hadn't hesitated or if he still had his radio to call Max, perhaps the captain would still be among them.

At 7 o'clock, David found himself in the captain's room, perusing his meticulous notes. He had been a fastidious planner and a dedicated note-taker, and his attention to detail had steered them through the tumultuous past few days. Without his guidance, David was certain they would have succumbed to chaos.

David found the captain’s room filled with stacks of paper, each sheet bearing notes on a wide array of subjects. The notes covered everything from potential scenarios to various outcomes, some scribbled out, while others had comments beside them, suggesting their viability. Every sheet, accompanied by a brief CV, was adorned with observations on temperament, additional skills, and suggested roles that could contribute to their collective survival. The captain even made notes on what he perceived as developing relationships among the group, including David, although he dismissed this as mere speculation.

David was taken aback by certain revelations. Brian's skills, for instance, concerned him; he had a background in intelligence, a fact he had never disclosed. Linda, who consistently surprised David, was the same age as Sandra, a mere two years younger than him. Her youthful appearance made her seem a decade younger than both of them, almost as if she were in her early twenties rather than her thirties. Greenway's profile was as expected, as were Billings' and Jane's. However, Jane's age, six years his senior, was another intriguing detail to ponder. Still, that was a concern for another day, as a knock sounded at the door.

David called out, “Come in.”

It was Sally Vale who sought him out, needing to discuss a matter concerning the captain. Surprisingly, during the entire time the captain had been missing, he had been in her medical room. This unexpected hiding place had eluded Brian's search, as it was the last location anyone would have expected.

The captain had engaged her in conversation, drawing upon a memory from his time in Somalia. Sally chose not to delve into the intricate details of their discussion, offering only a broad overview. There had been a group of children who had sought refuge in their school during a rebel attack on their village. His team had managed to extract them from the school, which had endured mortar fire. These young survivors were in dire condition, bearing deep wounds, and they received the necessary medical care.

After their harrowing experience, the children were understandably hesitant to return to their village, where most of their kin had perished. However, the captain received orders to reunite all 43 children with their village, a directive that left him dissatisfied but with no room for hesitation, given the urgency of the situation.

Three days later, he embarked on a patrol in the vicinity. The captain assumed command and decided to take a detour to check on the children. The men had formed bonds with these youngsters, engaging in games of football that provided a fleeting respite from the grim reality of their surroundings. The children were like a breath of fresh air in the midst of that wretched place, a reminder of their own families back home. Their last memory of them was one of laughter and jesting, as children tend to be, seemingly oblivious to the horrors surrounding them.

However, the captain remained uncertain about what had befallen the children in the time since they had been returned to the village. The villagers had warmly received them, embracing their return with open arms. Even the children had displayed signs of happiness, although it was almost certain that some of their kin had perished in the attack, perhaps even their parents. They were simply unaware of the grim truth.

As they reached the summit of a hill, the village came into view on the opposite ridge, a few miles away. But the sight was far from promising. The village appeared to be in ruins, with scarcely a standing house left. As they drew closer, an unmistakable stench wafted towards them—the sickening odour of death.

Upon entering the village, they were met with a gruesome tableau. Al-Shabab had callously lined up everyone who had survived and executed them, including the children. It was an image etched permanently in the captain's mind, a haunting question on his lips—why children? These innocent souls had no involvement in politics; they were mere children. How could humanity be so devoid of compassion? It was a bitter truth he had to confront, the capacity for monstrous acts that lurked within people. There was no way to mend such darkness.

David could understand this. He too had seen things that he had managed to push to the back of his mind, things you cannot unsee.

One memory stood out vividly, a conversation he'd overheard between an old man and his commanding officer. He hadn't caught the beginning of their exchange, as he had just entered the tent, but the words he heard haunted him and provided some semblance of solace. The man was their interpreter, an elderly figure well-suited for the role. His English was somewhat broken, requiring David to listen closely to decipher his accent.

The interpreter spoke of the bogeyman, a term that resonated deeply with him. To him, the bogeyman was a demon devoid of conscience. In his own, somewhat poetic way, he referred to them as “men with no minds of things.” They acted in accordance with their inherent nature, devoid of the moral complexities that weigh on regular individuals. Their actions, as senseless as they may seem, were as instinctual as a man consuming a piece of bread. He classified them as men without hearts, creatures incapable of change, destined to remain as they were, devoid of redemption.

After Sally departed, Max entered, seeking answers about the captain's rampage in the reception and his subsequent self-inflicted demise. Max had been fortunate, spared from encountering those tormented by PTSD. David recounted the painful truth to him – he knew of two individuals who had suffered in silence, their internal torment so unbearable that they had ultimately chosen to end their own lives.

David accompanied Max on his way to the reception, but upon realising his destination, he politely excused himself, explaining that he needed to check in with Sandra. When he arrived, it was evident that she wasn't in the computer room. It seemed she had ventured down to the sports hall storeroom, likely to provide guidance or assistance. As he entered, he was met with the sight of an extensive assortment of sports equipment, neatly arranged along the wall beneath the gantry. They had evidently found the assistance they required, and their progress towards establishing a dedicated surveillance room was well underway.

David found himself rather surprised by the size of the storeroom. It appeared significantly larger than his last encounter with it when it was still filled with sports equipment. The space had to be at least ten meters by eight meters, providing ample room for the screen array Sandra intended to set up along one of the walls. There was also plenty of space for the control centre desks she had in mind. Upon noticing his arrival, Sandra approached him, her determination clear.

“We can't afford to halt our efforts just because we've lost someone,” she declared. “I'll miss the captain, and I'm sure everyone else here will, too. But he would have been the first to insist that we need to press on, follow the plan, and get things done.”

David nodded in agreement, and just then, Billings chimed in from behind him, attempting to catch him off guard.

“Shit, don't sneak up on me,” David exclaimed.

Billings responded with a smirk, “Well, I've been searching for you. Here's a charged-up radio. In the future, grab a charged one when you drop yours off for charging. We have plenty.”

David acknowledged the radio and turned to Billings. “I came down to see how you were getting on. It looks like the place is nearly empty now.”

Billings explained the progress. “Yes, Alan has gone to fetch the first load of screens from that warehouse. The two carpenters and the island's electrician are on their way here after a chat with Annabelle Foster earlier, and, they'll be assisting Daniel Scully, the maintenance man. They'll start by wiring up the place. Then, they'll construct a semi-circular desk on a platform to house and control the equipment, including space for integrating the comms. We'll also have additional seating for the person monitoring it.”

David expressed his anticipation. “I can't wait to see the finished setup.”

As David made his way out, he happened to bump into Alan. He led a small group of people, each pushing sack trucks and trolleys loaded with television screens, computers, and various types of cables. With a hint of amusement, he decided to share the reason behind Sandra's earlier frustration with David.

“You know why Sandra was annoyed with you, don't you?” Alan began. “It's because she heard about you talking to Linda outside, sitting on the wall before you came in. Linda told her she hadn't seen you when Sandra was looking for you. But someone else had seen you two outside having a conversation. They had just informed Sandra as you walked in. Later that evening, when Sandra witnessed Linda and Brian engaging in, well, you know, that kind of communication, it led her to jump to conclusions. She thought there was something going on between you and Linda. Then, when she realised, she'd got it all wrong, she felt embarrassed and ended up apologising to Linda. I overheard their conversation, including Sandra swearing Linda to secrecy.”

David couldn't help but shake his head at the mix-up and the resulting embarrassment.

He pondered Alan's unexpected revelation for a moment. It had caught him off guard, and he wasn't quite sure how to process it. Was there any truth to his claim that Sandra held a torch for him, or was Alan simply playing tricks with his mind? Before David could respond or seek clarification, Alan had already disappeared into the sports hall storeroom.

Alan's words lingered in David's thoughts, leaving him somewhat unsettled. He couldn't afford to dwell on it right now; there were more pressing matters at hand. Back in the Operations Room, with a fresh cup of tea in hand, David delved into the captain's notes on the CVs of the survivors. It became increasingly evident that he didn't want to assume complete control in the absence of the captain. The weight of such responsibility felt overwhelming, and he doubted his ability to handle the pressure.

Instead, David decided on a different approach. He would assemble a team, much like a board of directors, to collectively manage their affairs, akin to running a company. He wasn't a natural leader like the captain, and he had no desire to make unilateral decisions. He envisioned himself as the chairman of this board, but the final say would come from a consensus among five or six individuals, not just him. In his mind, he'd already identified those who would comprise this board of directors.

David reached for his radio and called Brian, requesting him to meet in the Operations Room at his earliest convenience. While waiting for him, David diligently sifted through the captain's notes, paying particular attention to the CVs. It was crucial for him to understand the skills and abilities of their survivors so they could effectively utilise their talents. Brian arrived approximately ten minutes later, and David handed him a list.

“Could you help me locate these individuals, please?” David asked, gesturing to the list, which included Greenway, Sandra, Max, Billings, Jane Denny, and Sally Vale.

Brian, understandably, questioned David's choice of not simply using the radio to contact them. “Why not just call them on the radio? It would be more straightforward.”

David explained his rationale. “That's a valid point, but I'd rather not reveal the purpose of their gathering just yet. If I contact them individually, they might ask questions or come up with excuses. I need to address them all simultaneously, and by not divulging the reason to you, I ensure that you can't accidentally disclose it either. I'll need them all in the Operations Room at noon. You can certainly use the radio to find out their locations, but kindly ask them in person. Could you do that for me, please?”

Brian nodded, ready to carry out the task. “Consider it done. Do you need me to be present as well at the same time?”

David shook his head. “Not this time. I'll provide you with the details later if everything proceeds as planned.”

In anticipation of their arrival, David set the kettle on the stove and filled the teapot with tea bags. He also ensured the coffeemaker was ready and switched it on. Frankie, a helpful hand from the canteen, had brought fresh milk, additional sugar, and a few more mugs, just in case. She promised to return just before noon to prepare drinks for everyone. As noon approached, a sense of nervousness crept over David. He couldn't predict their reactions, though it didn't truly matter. Nonetheless, the uncertainty had him on edge.

Ten minutes before noon, Frankie arrived, and David informed her that he needed to step out briefly. He asked her to take charge of providing drinks, inquiring if anyone required food, and guiding them to their seats. He assured her he'd return shortly.

Exiting through the service door at the back of the building, next to his room, David decided to indulge in a cigarette. He intended to enjoy the remnants of his lukewarm tea while taking a few moments to collect his thoughts in the invigorating sea air. Arriving late had its advantages – it ensured everyone would be present, avoiding individual arrivals and the subsequent questions. He needed them all together; he only intended to convey his message once.

​
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Chapter 21.
Two ships.
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Back in the Operations Room, everyone gathered around the table, their eyes fixed on David as he settled into the captain's chair—an austere, wooden and brown leather seat adorned with metal studs that the captain had somehow acquired from somewhere. The weight of their expectations pressed upon him as he began to speak, his words hesitant at first.

“The captain is no longer with us, and someone must take the helm. However, I propose that it be a collective effort, a team of individuals, specifically you six, who will function much like the board of directors of a company. Each of you will have a voice in our decisions. When we need to address matters affecting the civilians, we will include a representative from the refugees and an islander. We will determine the additional names when it becomes relevant. This approach will not only reduce conflicts with them but also facilitate their assistance when needed, making them feel integrated into our larger community. Most importantly, decisions will be made collectively by those seated at this table right now.”

Aware that this was a substantial proposition, David paused and continued, “I understand that this is a lot to digest. I would like you to discuss it amongst yourselves. I will step out for now to give you time for deliberation. You can reach me on Channel 16 when you're ready to share your thoughts.” With that, he excused himself, leaving them to contemplate the proposal.

David rose from the chair, clutching his teacup, and headed for the door. As he stepped out of the room and glanced back, he observed them exchanging glances and speaking in hushed tones. He had nearly closed the door behind him when their voices called him back.

Greenway, his voice carrying a sense of finality, spoke up as David settled back into his seat. “We believe further discussion is unnecessary. We are all in agreement.” He then paused, allowing a moment of tension to hang in the air, akin to delivering unwelcome news. “We all concur that your proposal is a sound one, as far as we are concerned. However, with due respect, we believe it's only fitting for you to sit at the head of the table. We had already reached a consensus on this matter over breakfast this morning, all of us except Sally, during our meal in the canteen. We had already decided amongst ourselves that we wanted you to lead. In the end, there must be a commander-in-chief.”

David scanned the faces around the table, and their collective nods of agreement filled him with a sense of assurance. They could make this work, despite the captain's absence. These were all intelligent, skilled individuals, each a master in their own field. He was confident that this board of directors would help navigate the challenges ahead and assist in making the tough decisions that were sure to come their way. There was much to be done if they were to carry on with what the captain had initiated.

“Thank you, genuinely, thank you all,” David expressed his gratitude, “not just for entrusting me with leadership, but for embracing this idea. There was always one aspect of the army that troubled me, and that was leaving crucial decisions in the hands of a young lad, barely in his twenties, who had been in the country for less than a month. I'm sure each of you has encountered someone who made a grave error in judgment during patrols, a decision that could mean life or death. If those decisions had been subject to committee review, more might have lived to tell the tale. In fact, if a committee had included more women, we might have thought twice about being there in the first place. Pardon the rant; it just brought back memories of a choice made by a rookie, ignoring our advice, which resulted in the deaths of two of our comrades. Right, let's take a break. Return here at 1:00 o'clock with your thoughts on where we should go from here, any concerns you may have, and tasks that need to be addressed. We'll formulate a plan together. Thank you and see you all at 1:00 o'clock.”

Upon David's return just before 1:00 o'clock, a sight greeted him that filled him with optimism. Everyone was seated around the table, engaged in lively discussions with one another. They were jotting down notes, conversing earnestly. It was precisely what David had envisioned, and he couldn't help but feel a surge of pride as he settled into the captain's chair.

“If you don't mind, I'll kick things off,” David began. “I propose that Brenda from the refugees and Annabelle Foster, the churchwarden from the island community, be appointed as the two civilian representatives when matters concern them, as previously discussed. Can we have a show of hands in favour?”

They exchanged glances, and in unison, raised their hands.

“Unanimous approval,” David acknowledged. “Now, I'll hand it over to you, Greenway, to get things started.”

“Thank you, but going forward, could you all call me Patrick?” Greenway requested. “As someone pointed out a few days ago, we're no longer in the military, and I'd prefer using first names if that's agreeable to everyone.”

“Indeed, we are no longer in the armed forces, and this is a board of directors,” David concurred. “Let's all state our preferred names. I'm David.”

They went around the table, each person sounding off their names: Sandra, Max, Sally, Jane, Bradley.

“Now that we have that sorted,” Patrick affirmed, “may I pose a question? I've noticed one of the naval ships in the harbour beginning to drift out to sea, and the wind is gaining strength. If it were to collide with the other ship or the breakwater, it could lead to a catastrophic scenario. Not only would it result in an oil spill, but it would also destroy a valuable asset. We must take action. Is there anyone on the island with the skills to operate that tug?” Patrick inquired.

David jotted down the question on his notepad before responding.

“I'll reach out to Annabelle Foster and inquire. Meanwhile, I'll have Brian assess how many individuals we have here with experience on similar vessels. That way, we can move the ship to safety under its own power if necessary and anchor it securely. Anything else?” David inquired.

“No,” Patrick replied, “nothing else comes to mind at the moment.”

“Sandra,” David inquired, but she shook her head. “What about you, Max?” he asked.

Max considered for a moment. “There are a couple of guys in my unit from the Navy who have served on destroyers, me included, though I had no involvement with navigation or the engines. Anything larger than a launch, and I'm lost. However, I do need your help this afternoon as a pallbearer. One of my guys, George, managed to track down some coffins. We selected a good one, and we've now laid the captain to rest in it. He's still in the medical room, and we'd like to bury him around 5:00 o'clock. We'll need you in the medical room by about 4:30. My team has dug his grave near the far wall of the castle. If possible, we'd appreciate it if most people could attend to bid their final farewells.”

Sandra chimed in. “I've had some posters made, detailing the time and location of the service. Linda is currently printing them. We'll place them in the reception area and the canteen.”

“I'll certainly be there,” David confirmed. “Jane, do you have any updates?” he asked.

Jane had a wealth of information and questions to share. She began, “We'll need to salvage parts from one of the old helicopters to repair the other one. I won't delve into the specifics, but it's a small yet crucial component, and unfortunately, we don't have it in our stores. The old Lynx helicopter had already been stripped for some reason. The Sea King, while larger and more manageable for repairs and flights, also has more versatility than its smaller counterpart. We expect the Sea King to be operational later this evening, and we'd like to take it for a test flight, if that's acceptable. I noticed a helipad on one of the ships, and I'm wondering if there are any helicopters on board or spare parts in their stores. While I don't anticipate finding many compatible components for these two-antique aircraft, I'm primarily asking if we can visit tomorrow to inspect.”

“I don't foresee any issues with that. Does anyone have any objections to visiting the ships tomorrow?” David inquired.

Patrick interjected, “The smaller of the two ships, I believe, is just a coastal patrol vessel, the HMS Glasgow. It has limited armament on its deck, a 40mm Bofors gun and two 12.7mm rail guns, but indeed features a helicopter pad. The second ship, HMS Prince Philip, appears to be newer and is heavily armed with guns on its decks and some kind of missile tubes at the bow. Both ships do have helicopter pads. We only know of one helicopter on board. I was primarily focused on locating weapons and communications equipment and didn't pay much attention to the specific helicopter model. However, we haven't fully cleared both ships yet. If you'd like, we can accompany you to finish the clearance while you conduct your examination. They are both quite extensive and will take some time to inspect thoroughly.”

Max interjected, swiftly cutting off Patrick's train of thought. “You're spot on about the Glasgow; it's quite an old offshore patrol vessel, and I'm honestly surprised it's still in service. They use these for various purposes—fisheries protection, anti-terrorism, shore patrols, and lately, they've been involved in tackling smuggling, including people and refugees. It's armed with the basics, primarily, yes, the 40mm Bofors cannon, the substantial one on the foredeck, and twin 7.62mm guns, all remotely controlled, along with the two 50s. I had a brief stint on one during its trials around Britain when it had its refit just before I left the service. Now, the Prince Philip, on the other hand, is an entirely different beast. Essentially, it's a well-armed reconnaissance ship, boasting formidable self-defence mechanisms and extensive offensive capabilities. While I haven't personally served on this class of D Destroyer, I knew individuals who did. I believe it's equipped with US MK-45 guns, an electromagnetic rail gun, the 155mm advanced BAE gun system, and much more. It's armed with torpedoes, and aside from its anti-missile systems, it's also loaded with offensive missiles and eight cruise missile tubes. My knowledge might be slightly outdated as it underwent a refit about five years ago. I remember seeing it on the news, but you can be sure it's a potent force. We urgently need to take action to secure these vessels, even if it means disposing of the missiles at sea or even scuttling the ship itself. We simply don't have enough personnel to guard them effectively against threats from both land and sea. In the wrong hands, it's a nightmare scenario we must avoid at all costs.”

Patrick chimed in once more. “Now that I think about it, this might explain why that so-called policeman Duffy was so eager to get on the island.”

“This is a lot to consider,” David began. “If we're contemplating scuttling the Prince Philip, we'd be unwise not to thoroughly salvage it before doing so. However, I'm having doubts about whether this is the right course of action. It could result in severe pollution in the surrounding seas, the very seas we might depend on for fishing in the future to ensure our survival. It could disrupt future fishing for years, and we might find ourselves in dire need of those fish. Not even taking into account how the islanders may view our actions, I expect they too rely on fishing to survive. We must carefully weigh our options before taking any action. Apologies, Max, but I'm putting this matter in your hands for now. Guarding those ships is a necessity. However, our top priority is to secure the Prince Philip before it drifts any further, anchor it, and strip it of whatever we can salvage. I'll be meeting with Annabelle Foster shortly, and I'll inquire if there are any tugboat operators on the island. In the meantime, find out if any of us have experience with that type of ship. I have a list here that the captain compiled from the CVs people submitted, and he made some notes alongside each of them. Go through it; it should provide you with a starting point.”

Everyone nodded in agreement, and David couldn't help but take charge once more.

“Patrick, tomorrow, assemble your team and accompany Jane to the patrol vessel,” David directed. “Hopefully, by then, Max will have rounded up enough people to prevent the destroyer from drifting any farther. Max, find out if anyone among your recruits can provide us with additional information about this type of ship or if there's a way to disable its missile systems. Jane, go with Patrick tomorrow and investigate what salvageable items or helicopters might be on board. If they can transport you to the Prince Philip, continue your investigation there. If you manage to get the helicopter prepared and it proves airworthy, take it out to sea. However, avoid flying it over Weymouth; I don't want them to know we have it yet. If all goes smoothly and your flight is successful without any complications, could you attempt a landing on the Prince Philip's helipad at some point?”

Jane replied confidently, “There's no reason why it wouldn't fly. I'd need to inspect the helipad first, but there's no fundamental obstacle preventing me from landing on the ship. While I've never attempted such a landing before, the specific helipad or location doesn't matter much. It's still a helipad, and the sea in this bay is exceptionally calm – it's more like a millpond.”

Sandra chimed in, “I can research both of the ships on the Internet once I'm back in the computer room. I'll start as soon as I get there and print out any relevant information. The navy's website should have most of the basics, even if not classified details.”

“That will be a great help,” David acknowledged. “Does anyone else have additional information about the ships?” They all shook their heads, indicating there was nothing more to add. 

Turning to Sally, David inquired, “Sally, is there anything you need to ask or inform us about?”

She responded, “The medical centre is nearly set up. There are a few items we'll only find in a hospital, but nothing urgent unless we encounter a major incident. It might be a good idea to transfer all pharmaceuticals from the ships and the island's pharmacies back to the storeroom in the medical centre. They'd be more accessible here. Also, any medical and cleaning supplies you can find in the supermarket would be helpful, but store them at the castle.”

“We can certainly gather supplies from the immediate area, but we shouldn't take anything from the island without proper authorisation. We'll wait until it's necessary,” David explained.

“Understood,” Sally agreed.

David turned to Bradley and asked, “Bradley, anything on your end?”

He replied, “There's not much I need at the moment—just some basic assistance in the new observation room. It's mostly grunt work, nothing too technical, just extra hands to speed things up.”

“I'll look into it,” David assured him. “I'll ask Annabelle Foster if she has anyone interested, and I'll also check with Brenda from the refugee group to see if any of her team members are willing to help.”

“Thanks, that would be great. I haven't been able to find anyone here; they're all occupied with their tasks. There's nothing else I need at the moment,” Bradley confirmed.

After everyone had gone their separate ways, David took a few moments to enjoy a drink, sit outside to inhale some fresh air, and indulge in a cigarette before Annabelle's arrival. As he sat there, he contemplated the discussions they had just had. Despite his statement about joint decisions, he had taken charge, issued orders, and made decisions. He wasn't quite accustomed to this new way of doing things, but it didn't seem to matter; nobody had objected.

Just then, Linda peeked her head through the back door. “Sandra has sent me down here to lend a hand, just in case you need assistance making drinks or fetching some food from the canteen while you're meeting with the island delegation.”

Her smiling face was a welcome sight, a breath of fresh air amid the mounting pressures. Unlike everyone else, Linda never seemed to want anything from David; she always sought ways to be of help.

“Please convey my gratitude to Sandra. Your assistance would be greatly appreciated; I'll see you in the Operations Room later. Thank you,” David replied with a nod of appreciation.

Upon returning to the Operations Room, David found that Linda had prepared a cup of tea for him, and he sat down to savour it. He perused the notes he had taken during the earlier meeting, with a clear focus on the urgent need to anchor the ship as soon as possible, preventing it from ending up on the other side of the bay, where the group from Weymouth might reach it.

A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. It was Annabelle, accompanied by the two individuals the captain and David had spoken to on the coach earlier. He welcomed them, and Linda kindly prepared drinks for all of them before excusing herself, as no one expressed an appetite for food. Annabelle took a seat, holding a list in her left hand.

“These are some things we need, if you could please,” she said as she handed David the list with care.

Accepting the list from her hand, David responded, “I'm glad you could join us.”

Just then, Brian entered the room, and David acknowledged his presence before returning his attention to Annabelle. Glancing at the list she had given him, he noticed it mainly contained food items, along with bottled propane gas.

“I'm not entirely sure about the gas,” David began. “I'll have Brian check our supplies for bottles of gas.”

He handed the list to Brian, who promptly left to locate the requested items. Turning back to Annabelle, David inquired about her knowledge of the captain's passing.

“Have you heard about the captain's death?” he asked her.

“I was wondering why he wasn't here,” she replied. “What happened to him?”

“That's not crucial for now,” David responded. “Are your people doing, okay?”

“Yes,” she replied. “Actually, it might be handy to have a doctor. We have a pregnant woman about to give birth, and she hasn't had an easy time. She lost her husband to the flu, but she didn't find out at first because she was in the hospital under observation when he passed away. She couldn't reach him on the phone, and he hadn't visited. So, she discharged herself and went home. When she got there, she found him and their older son, both dead. Their two-year-old son was shut in the bedroom; he hadn't eaten for days.”

“Would you like me to send the doctor to see her?” David offered. “We have a female doctor available.”

“That would be great. Can I contact you on the radio to arrange a time?” Annabelle inquired.

“Yes, certainly. If I don't answer, someone will get the doctor for you,” David assured her.

“Thank you. Are you in charge now?” she asked.

“Sort of,” David replied. “Along with several others, we've formed a committee to take over the captain's role. As part of this committee, we'll be making decisions that involve you and the islanders. We'd like you to be involved in the decision-making process when it directly relates to the islanders. There's another person on the island whom we rescued from a group in Weymouth. They were escaping captors and may have been intended as sex slaves, though we're not entirely sure yet as they haven't shared many details about their ordeal. But this group consists of young women, girls, and female children. Their leader, Brenda, will also be involved in decisions that affect her.”

The two individuals who had accompanied Annabelle remained silent until Harry, the local butcher, finally voiced his concerns.

“Is this for real?” he inquired sceptically. “Because there are several people on the island who believe you might have sinister intentions. They think you're here to take all the food, medicine, and resources, even to the point of starving them into submission.”

David took a moment to respond, choosing his words carefully. “On the contrary, we are all former service personnel, with backgrounds in humanitarian aid work all over the world. Some of us have served as police officers, doctors, engineers, ambulance drivers, firefighters, cooks, and various other professions after transitioning to civilian life. Our only intention is to become part of your community. We have no desire to exert control over anyone; we want to be integrated into the fabric of the island. If we don't support each other, we will all face the threat of starvation. In Weymouth, every night we hear gunfire, people losing their lives in turf wars, as if the Leveller virus hadn't already caused enough death. We don't want to replicate that; we want to survive and build something new amidst the chaos left in the wake of the pandemic, not perpetuate the violence we've witnessed.”

Annabelle raised her hand, signalling for Harry to cease speaking.

“Would it be possible for you to join us tonight?” she inquired. “We're holding a meeting, and it would be beneficial for everyone to have the chance to see the unfamiliar faces of those who now occupy the northern part of the island. If someone were present to address their inquiries in person, it would provide reassurance. Each person has their own questions, but I didn't compile a list, and I can't recall them all. It would be far more effective if you could speak to them directly. They require reassurance, and anything I convey to them is second-hand.”

David agreed. “Certainly, we'll be there. What time is the meeting?” he asked.

“Around 8:00 o'clock,” she replied. “It's being held at St. George's Primary School, in the main hall where we typically hold assemblies, stage performances, or music events. It's the only place that's free from bodies and has a stage. If you pull into the car park, I'll ensure someone is there to meet you and guide you to the hall.”

“We'll make sure to attend,” David confirmed. “One more thing. Along with the food you've requested, we'll include two hazmat suits for clearing buildings. I suggest that all of you gather in a secure area for safety, clear that region, and then expand outward from there. Dispose of the bodies by burning them. This approach will minimise the risk of other diseases taking hold and deter rats and scavenging dogs.”

Brian knocked and entered the room. “We've found some propane for you. There are 11 bottles, but I expect we'll come across more as we clear the industrial area down here. I'll include them in your next delivery. The lorry is loaded and fuelled up. Additionally, we've loaded a few extras onboard that we thought might be useful for the children, if you have any. Do you have someone here who can drive a lorry, or would you like me to bring it up to you?”

Annabelle replied, “Harry can drive it; that's the only reason I brought him,” and then she chuckled, glancing at Harry for his reaction. He responded with a knowing expression, but no words. The other woman in the room, who had remained silent until now, also couldn't help but chuckle softly.

“Before you go,” David inquired, “do you have an estimate of how many islanders have survived in your group?”

Annabelle replied, “Not an exact count, as more people are arriving every day, but at the last tally, including children, it was 295. Why do you ask?”

“With your group and the number of people we've encountered in Weymouth, we've been wondering how many more might be out there. When we first arrived, it was eerily quiet everywhere, and we thought there was little chance of finding anyone alive. We were curious about where everyone was and why they didn't come out immediately,” David inquired.

Annabelle explained, “We were repeatedly told on TV and radio that it was dangerous to venture outside, and we were instructed to avoid contact with people in case they were infected. The truth is, we had all been in close contact with the dead and the dying, so if we were going to be infected, it would have already happened. Many of us on the island stayed indoors for a few days, hoping for more news that never came. But eventually, most people realised that they needed to take care of each other and support the survivors. We've all lost loved ones, and while it's been tough, we're consoling one another. Some are more affected than others. Harry and I took on a sort of leadership role, as we didn't have dependents to worry about. I hope this explanation helps.”

“Thank you. That clarifies things for us,” David replied. “We'll be there for the meeting later.”

After exchanging goodbyes, they departed with Brian.

After observing the supplies sent up and engaging in a face-to-face conversation with them, David made the decision to seek their assistance. This approach would not only reassure them that the group genuinely intended to integrate into the community rather than act as their captors, but it would also facilitate the support required. Additionally, David hoped to obtain immediate answers instead of having to wait for Annabelle to communicate over the radio.
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Chapter 22.
The Last Goodbye.


[image: ]




I hurriedly returned to my room, exchanged my trainers for my somewhat uncomfortable yet appropriate boots, and donned the only garment resembling black attire I possessed – a thick, dark grey sweater. As I left my room, I made sure to lock the door behind me. Hastening my steps, I ascended to the medical room, acutely aware of my tardiness. Max, attempting to lighten the mood, looked up as I entered.
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