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The
  sky above the coast had turned the color of cold iron.




  
What
  had once been a quiet stretch of sand now trembled under the
  weight
  of desperation. Smoke curled into the air in slow, heavy spirals,
  drifting above the broken horizon where sea met fire. The sound
  of
  distant explosions echoed like thunder that refused to
  fade.




  
Thomas
  Harrow stood at the edge of the shore, boots half-buried in damp
  sand, staring out at the endless gray water.




  
Boats.




  
Hundreds
  of them.




  
Some
  large, some barely more than floating shells—yet all moving with
  one purpose: escape.



“

  
Move!
  Move, now!”




  
The
  shouting never stopped. Orders blurred into cries. Cries into
  panic.




  
Men
  pushed forward, some limping, others dragging their rifles as if
  they
  weighed more than their own bodies. Faces were covered in soot,
  fear,
  and something deeper—something harder to name.




  
Defeat.




  
Thomas
  tightened his grip on the small photograph in his hand. It was
  creased and worn from being folded too many times. In it, his
  wife
  Eleanor stood in the garden, smiling as their children clung to
  her
  sides.




  
A
  moment untouched by war.




  
A
  moment that now felt like it belonged to another lifetime.



“

  
Private!
  You’re holding up the line!”




  
Thomas
  snapped back to reality. A soldier behind him shoved his
  shoulder.



“

  
Either
  get on or step aside!”




  
Thomas
  looked again at the boats. At the men scrambling aboard. At the
  officers trying—and failing—to maintain order.




  
He
  could leave.




  
He
  could be on one of those boats within minutes. Back across the
  Channel. Back to safety.




  
Back
  to his family.




  
But
  something inside him refused to move.




  
Not
  yet.




  
Not
  like this.






  
Far
  behind the shoreline, the land groaned under occupation already
  creeping closer. The enemy had not yet reached the beach—but
  everyone knew it was only a matter of time.




  
Thomas
  turned away from the sea.




  
Each
  step felt heavier than the last, as if the ground itself resisted
  him. Around him, chaos surged forward toward escape. But he moved
  against it, slipping through the current like a man walking
  upstream
  in a flood.



“

  
Where
  are you going?” someone shouted.




  
He
  didn’t answer.




  
He
  wasn’t sure he could.






  
The
  village lay just beyond a line of broken trees—if it could still
  be
  called a village.




  
Windows
  shattered. Doors hanging loose. Smoke drifting from rooftops like
  quiet signals of surrender.




  
Thomas
  had passed through here only days before, when the war still
  felt…
  manageable. Controlled. Predictable, even.




  
Now
  it felt like something else entirely.




  
Something
  alive.




  
Something
  that consumed.




  
He
  stepped into the street cautiously, his boots crunching over
  shattered glass. The silence here was worse than the noise at the
  beach. It pressed in from all sides, thick and unnatural.




  
Too
  quiet.




  
A
  door creaked somewhere in the distance.




  
Thomas
  froze.



“

  
Hello?”
  he called, his voice low.




  
No
  answer.




  
Only
  the wind slipping through broken walls.






  
Inside
  one of the houses, he found signs of a life interrupted
  mid-breath. A
  chair knocked over. A cup still sitting on a wooden table. A
  child’s
  toy lying abandoned near the hearth.




  
He
  picked it up—a small carved horse, worn smooth by tiny
  hands.




  
His
  chest tightened.



“

  
Where
  did you go…” he murmured.




  
There
  were no bodies. No blood.




  
Just
  absence.




  
Which
  somehow felt worse.






  
A
  distant rumble pulled his attention back toward the coast.




  
Closer
  now.




  
Time
  was running out.




  
Thomas
  set the toy back where he had found it, carefully, as if
  preserving
  something fragile and sacred. Then he stepped back
  outside.




  
The
  air had shifted.




  
The
  war was coming.






  
He
  reached the edge of the village just as the first low hum of
  engines
  became unmistakable.




  
Not
  boats.




  
Not
  planes.




  
Vehicles.




  
Ground
  forces.




  
Thomas’s
  heart pounded.




  
They
  were already here.




  
Faster
  than expected.




  
Faster
  than anyone had hoped.




  
He
  glanced back toward the sea.




  
The
  boats were still there—but fewer now.




  
Leaving.




  
One
  by one.






  
For
  a moment, doubt crept in.




  
What
  if he had made the wrong choice?




  
What
  if this was it—the moment he should have taken?




  
The
  last chance.




  
The
  last boat.






  
Then
  he thought of Eleanor.




  
Of
  her strength.




  
Of
  the way she had looked at him the night he left.



“

  
You’ll
  come back,” she had said, not as a question—but as a promise she
  needed him to keep.




  
Thomas
  exhaled slowly.



“

  
I
  will,” he whispered.




  
But
  not today.






  
He
  moved quickly now, keeping low as he made his way along the edge
  of
  the road. The sound of approaching vehicles grew louder,
  accompanied
  by sharp commands barked in a language he didn’t need to
  understand
  to recognize.




  
Occupation
  had begun.






  
A
  figure appeared ahead—small, hurried.




  
A
  girl.




  
No
  older than sixteen.




  
She
  ran across the road, clutching something tightly to her chest,
  her
  eyes wide with fear.




  
Thomas
  stepped forward instinctively.



“

  
Wait!”




  
She
  stopped, startled, nearly dropping what she held.




  
It
  was a radio.




  
Small.
  Portable. Illegal.




  
Their
  eyes met.




  
For
  a moment, neither spoke.




  
Then
  she whispered, “You shouldn’t be here.”




  
Thomas
  gave a faint, tired smile.



“

  
Neither
  should you.”






  
The
  engines were louder now.




  
Too
  close.




  
The
  girl glanced behind her, panic rising.



“

  
They’re
  coming,” she said.



“

  
I
  know.”




  
She
  hesitated, then held out the radio.



“

  
Take
  it.”




  
Thomas
  frowned. “What?”



“

  
You’re
  a soldier,” she said quickly. “You know what to do. I
  don’t.”



“

  
That’s
  not—”



“

  
Please,”
  she cut in, her voice trembling but firm. “If they find it on
  me…”




  
She
  didn’t need to finish.






  
Thomas
  looked at the radio.




  
Then
  at her.




  
Then
  back toward the road.




  
A
  decision.




  
Another
  one.




  
Always
  another one.




  
He
  took it.



“

  
Go,”
  he said quietly.




  
She
  didn’t wait.




  
She
  disappeared between the buildings, gone as quickly as she had
  appeared.




  
Thomas
  held the radio in his hands, its weight far greater than its
  size.




  
This
  wasn’t just a device.




  
It
  was a lifeline.




  
A
  risk.




  
A
  beginning.




  
The
  first vehicle turned into view.




  
Dark.




  
Unmistakable.




  
Thomas
  slipped into the shadows just as the convoy rolled past.




  
His
  heart pounded, but his expression remained still.




  
Watching.




  
Waiting.




  
Surviving.




  
Behind
  him, far across the water, the last boats were disappearing into
  the
  horizon.




  
The
  evacuation was ending.




  
But
  for Thomas Harrow—




  
the
  war was only just beginning.



 








 








 








 








                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






