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The
  sea had finally gone quiet.




  
Only
  hours before, the horizon had trembled with the roar of engines,
  the
  cries of men, and the relentless thunder of war. Now, as dawn
  slowly
  stretched its pale fingers across the sky, the beach lay
  abandoned—scarred, broken, and eerily still.




  
Thomas
  Harrington stood alone at the edge of the sand, his boots sinking
  slightly into the damp ground. He had not moved in what felt like
  hours. The cold wind brushed against his face, carrying with it
  the
  faint smell of smoke and saltwater.




  
And
  something else.




  
Something
  heavier.




  
Defeat.




  
Behind
  him, the remains of what had once been a desperate escape were
  scattered across the shore—discarded helmets, broken rifles,
  abandoned packs. A torn jacket flapped weakly in the wind, its
  owner
  long gone.




  
Or
  worse.




  
Thomas
  closed his eyes for a moment.




  
He
  could still hear it.




  
The
  shouting. The panic. The gunfire echoing from behind as men
  rushed
  forward, not knowing if they were running toward salvation or
  death.




  
Dunkirk
  had not been an escape.




  
It
  had been survival by chance.




  
He
  opened his eyes again, staring out at the empty sea. The ships
  were
  gone now. Every last one that could carry a man had left during
  the
  night, vanishing into the darkness like ghosts.




  
And
  they had taken his brother with them.




  
Edward.




  
Thomas
  swallowed hard, forcing the thought away. There was no use
  holding
  onto it now. Edward had made it onto one of the last boats. He
  had
  seen it himself, had even shouted his name as the vessel pulled
  away.




  
But
  the sound of the engines had swallowed his voice whole.




  
He
  didn’t know if Edward had heard him.




  
He
  didn’t know if he ever would again.




  
A
  distant rumble broke the silence.




  
Thomas
  turned sharply, his instincts still sharp despite the exhaustion
  weighing heavily on his body. For a brief moment, his heart
  pounded
  against his ribs as he scanned the horizon.




  
But
  there was nothing.




  
Just
  the wind.




  
Just
  the aftermath.




  
He
  exhaled slowly.



“

  
Pull
  yourself together,” he muttered under his breath.




  
There
  was no time for standing still. The war hadn’t ended—it had
  simply moved on.




  
And
  now, so would he.






  
The
  road away from the coast felt unfamiliar.




  
Not
  because Thomas hadn’t walked it before, but because everything
  had
  changed. The villages he passed through were quieter than they
  should
  have been. Doors were shut. Windows watched him without
  opening.




  
People
  were still here.




  
They
  were just hiding.




  
A
  bicycle lay abandoned near a stone wall, one of its wheels slowly
  turning in the breeze. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked
  once,
  then fell silent.




  
Thomas
  adjusted the strap of his bag across his shoulder. It was lighter
  than it should have been. Most of his supplies had been lost
  during
  the retreat.




  
He
  had what mattered.




  
A
  photograph.




  
Folded
  carefully and tucked inside his coat.




  
He
  didn’t need to look at it to remember what it showed: his family
  standing together outside their home—his mother smiling, his
  father
  standing tall, Edward with that familiar, reckless grin.




  
And
  himself.




  
Before
  all of this.




  
Before
  war had carved lines into his face and replaced certainty with
  something colder.




  
He
  kept walking.




  
Each
  step carried him further from the coast, further from what had
  happened—and closer to what was coming next.






  
By
  the time the sun had climbed higher into the sky, Thomas reached
  the
  outskirts of a small town.




  
Or
  what remained of it.




  
Several
  buildings bore the marks of recent shelling. A church stood at
  the
  center, its windows shattered, its doors hanging slightly ajar.
  The
  streets were empty, but not abandoned.




  
He
  could feel it.




  
Eyes
  watching.




  
Measuring.




  
Waiting.




  
Thomas
  slowed his pace slightly, raising his hands just enough to show
  he
  wasn’t holding a weapon. He wasn’t here to fight.




  
Not
  yet.




  
A
  figure appeared in a doorway—a woman, perhaps in her forties, her
  expression cautious but not hostile.




  
They
  held each other’s gaze for a moment.




  
Then
  she spoke.



“

  
You
  shouldn’t be here.”




  
Her
  voice was quiet, but firm.




  
Thomas
  gave a small nod. “I didn’t plan to stay.”



“

  
No
  one plans anything anymore,” she replied.




  
There
  was something in her tone—something tired, something
  resigned.




  
It
  wasn’t fear.




  
It
  was acceptance.



“

  
The
  Germans?” Thomas asked.




  
She
  didn’t answer right away. Instead, she glanced down the street,
  as
  if the question itself might draw unwanted attention.



“

  
They’re
  coming,” she said finally. “Maybe today. Maybe tomorrow.”




  
Thomas
  felt a familiar tightening in his chest.



“

  
So
  it’s already begun.”



“

  
It
  never stopped,” she said.




  
The
  words lingered in the air between them.




  
Thomas
  shifted his weight slightly. “Is there somewhere I can get
  water?”




  
The
  woman studied him for a moment longer, then nodded toward the
  church.



“

  
There’s
  a well behind it. If it’s still working.”



“

  
Thank
  you.”




  
He
  started to walk past her, but her voice stopped him.



“

  
If
  you’re smart,” she said, “you won’t stay long.”




  
Thomas
  paused, then turned slightly.



“

  
I
  stopped being smart when I came back,” he replied.




  
She
  didn’t respond.




  
But
  the look in her eyes said enough.






  
The
  well was still intact.




  
Thomas
  lowered the bucket slowly, listening to the rope creak softly as
  it
  descended. When it hit the water, the sound felt louder than it
  should have, echoing faintly in the quiet space.




  
He
  pulled it back up, his muscles protesting the effort.




  
When
  he finally drank, the water was cold—shockingly so.




  
For
  a moment, it brought him back.




  
Back
  to something simpler.




  
But
  the feeling didn’t last.




  
It
  never did.




  
He
  wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and leaned against the
  stone wall of the church.




  
He
  should keep moving.




  
He
  knew that.




  
Every
  instinct told him to stay ahead of whatever was coming.




  
And
  yet…




  
He
  didn’t.




  
Not
  right away.




  
Instead,
  he allowed himself a moment of stillness.




  
A
  moment to think.




  
A
  moment to remember.




  
Edward’s
  laugh.




  
His
  mother’s voice.




  
The
  warmth of a home that now felt impossibly far away.




  
Thomas
  reached into his coat and pulled out the photograph.




  
For
  a long time, he just stared at it.




  
Then,
  carefully, he folded it again and slipped it back into
  place.




  
His
  jaw tightened.



“

  
This
  isn’t over,” he said quietly.




  
Not
  to anyone else.




  
Just
  to himself.






  
The
  sound came suddenly.




  
A
  distant engine.




  
Low.
  Mechanical. Unmistakable.




  
Thomas
  pushed himself away from the wall, every muscle instantly
  alert.




  
This
  wasn’t imagination.




  
This
  wasn’t memory.




  
This
  was real.




  
And
  it was getting closer.




  
He
  stepped out from behind the church, his eyes scanning the
  road.




  
Dust
  rose in the distance.




  
Movement.




  
Vehicles.




  
Thomas
  felt it then—not fear, not exactly.




  
Something
  sharper.




  
Something
  colder.




  
Understanding.




  
The
  war hadn’t followed him.




  
He
  had walked straight back into it.




  
And
  this time…




  
There
  would be no ships waiting.



 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






