
Chapter Twenty-One 

 

Alex was terrified. 

He hadn’t had a drink in so many hours, could feel the rush of blood just under his skin in a way that felt 

so disturbingly present he almost wanted to claw at it, and his heart felt like it was pounding inside of 

his skull rather than his chest. There was a faint sheen of sweat glistening on the back of his hand when 

he lifted it to open the compartment door, then—a quick breath, and a resulting surge of simultaneous 

disappointment and relief when it opened to reveal the interior, empty.  

Alex steeled himself and moved on to the next. There was a woman inside crying. Her hands were 

blackened with soot and blistered underneath. He mumbled a quick apology and quickly shut the door, 

not wanting to look at her any longer than he had to.  

Things had been easier before the SOE, when it had still felt like it wasn’t his actions that had 

consequences, but those of a greater force, pulling the strings. Death had weighed less heavily on his 

conscience in those days, just a fleeting moment of guilt here, a chip at the core of him there, until 

finally the evacuation had damaged him in such a way that he could no longer ignore it anymore.  

It had taken him so much time to take the few steps back from the precipice of his humanity he’d found 

himself stood upon in those moments when he’d been ready to sacrifice Gibson—and Tommy, even—

for his own survival.  

Being back in Dunkirk had brought it all back, had made Alex realise just how tired of it he was. He 

nodded his head against the space between two of the compartments and sucked in a deep breath, 

struggling to stabilise himself. He couldn’t afford to crack like this, not now. Not when there was so 

much still depending on him. 

Alex steadied himself again and opened the next compartment to find two women inside, entangled in 

an unmistakable embrace. He went red and stumbled back, fumbling with the latch to close the door 

again, but he wasn’t fast enough. 

The woman closer to him, blonde, slightly waifish, put up a hand to stop him. She didn’t appear fazed by 

the interruption, though her companion seemed a tad ruffled. “Is there something wrong?” she asked 

slowly. 

Alex didn’t like the way that she was looking at him, didn’t like the tension he could see in the other 

woman’s neck and jaw, her muscles coiled up like a predator readying itself to strike.  

He tried to tell himself it was just his frayed nerves making him paranoid and forced a polite smile. 

“Nothing’s wrong. Just looking for—” 

“Krov’,” said the brunette woman suddenly in a language Alex didn’t recognise, cutting him off before 

he could ramble through a horseshit explanation for why he’d burst in unannounced on their intimate 

moment.  



The blonde reached out and seized Alex by the jaw with a surprisingly strong grip, her fingers digging 

painfully into the bone as she jerked his chin up. “Whose blood is this?” she demanded in German, and 

Alex remembered biting into Katz’s face. Apparently he hadn’t cleaned up as well as he’d thought. 

He opted for silence. It was the wrong choice. 

“Whose blood?” the brunette demanded, stepping forward to punch Alex solidly in the kidney. He 

would have doubled over from the pain if the blonde hadn’t been single-handedly keeping him afloat. 

Still Alex didn’t answer, his mind moving too fast to conjure up a response. He’d seen the amount of 

women on the train relative to the few uniformed soldiers on board and had assumed their job would 

be easier for it. He hadn’t accounted for the women themselves being a threat. To his misfortune.  

Women were often overlooked, underestimated. That’s what made them such effective spies. 

Alex flung himself backwards, bashing his head into the door to the compartment and earning a long 

thin scrape along the underside of his jaw for the trouble. He was vaguely aware of the footsteps behind 

him as he ran down the corridor, a soft dull clump of bare feet against the thin carpet pounding out a 

rhythm in counter-time to his own frantic pace.  

He made it through the door to the next car only to freeze at the sight of Gibson at the other end, 

slipping away just as a soldier in full uniform turned to follow. Alex had just enough time to curse 

himself and Gibson both in the forefront of his mind before dashing forward after them.  

Alex shoved his way past the scattered bystanders and whooped loudly just as the soldier slipped 

through the door. It had the desired effect; the man turned to look at Alex instead of Gibson and paused 

halfway through the door. Alex launched himself into the soldier, sending both of them through the 

doorway, but when he looked up to survey the next corridor, Gibson was nowhere in sight.  

The elbow to the gut was something he should have expected, but Alex had been too focused on Gibson 

to even think straight. He rolled over onto his back gasping and found the soldier hovering over him the 

next second, the man’s forearm gradually crushing Alex’s windpipe as he used his own body weight to 

apply steady pressure. 

Alex gurgled weakly, reaching up with feeble hands as he tried desperately to punch the man suffocating 

him, to claw at his face, his eyes, anything. But the soldier reared back just as soon as Alex lifted his 

hands, moving his head just out of reach. Alex dug his fingers into the man’s arms instead, hoping the 

pain would make him let off, but the soldier didn’t so much as flinch. 

Alex watched as a shadow descended over his vision and then there was a flash of lavender. Suddenly 

the pressure against Alex’s throat lessened, and when enough oxygen had returned to his brain that he 

could see again, he looked up to find the blonde woman from before standing behind the soldier, a 

blade coming through his throat. She retracted it quickly and cleaned it with the sleeve of her coat, 

leaving the soldier’s body to flump down unceremoniously on top of Alex. 

He rolled it off with a grunt, only to find the blade at his own neck the moment he was free. 

“Who are you?” the blonde woman demanded, her eyes narrowed in suspicion. The darker-haired 

woman was standing behind her and opened her mouth to say something to the other, drawing her 

attention away from Alex for a second. 



He started to move away, but managed to scoot back only an inch or so before the tip of the knife in the 

blond woman’s hand was digging threateningly into the hollow of his clavicle. 

“Don’t move,” she warned him. 

Alex could tell from her tone that he wouldn’t receive a second chance. He watched from his position on 

the floor while the two resumed their conversation, or argument, whatever it was. The blonde kept 

shaking her head whilst the brunette pointed down the corridor, in the direction Gibson had gone. 

It wasn’t hard to guess that whatever they were discussing, it had something to do with him. When the 

brunette stepped forward to go past, Alex reached out and grabbed her ankle to stop her. 

“He’s not with her,” he pleaded, even as she kicked out of his grasp. “Nous avons la Résistance,” he 

called out desperately in the wake of her leaving footsteps. 

She didn’t turn. The remaining woman hauled Alex up by the collar of his stolen jacket and turned him 

round to face her. She was tall, almost eye level in bare feet, and as Alex had already learned—

deceptively strong. 

This time Alex didn’t attempt to run, but instead allowed the woman to pull him into an empty 

compartment. She didn’t close the door behind them.  

“Who are you?” she asked again, looking Alex up and down. “You don’t look like Heer,” she pronounced 

with no small measure of derision. Alex supposed she was entitled to that judgment of his appearance, 

considering how bedraggled and dirty he must have looked after everything that had happened that 

evening. 

“What is your friend doing?” he asked in turn, deflecting. It took everything in his power not to linger on 

the word ‘friend’ after what he’d seen in their compartment when he’d interrupted. 

“Answer the question.” 

“I already told you,” Alex replied. “I’m with the French Resistance.” 

The look the woman gave him made it clear she wasn’t buying it. “Sit down,” she said, waiting until Alex 

had obeyed before sticking her head out through the compartment doorway to peer back down the 

corridor.  

“What are you looking for?” Alex asked. 

“Shut up.” 

“Is it Sevard? Because in that case—” 

The woman whirled around before he had a chance to finish, fire in her eyes. “What do you know about 

Sevard?” 

“Probably as much as you do, I’d wager,” Alex retorted with a sour smile.  

The woman cast one last glance out into the corridor before stepping back inside the compartment and 

closing the door behind her, leaving it cracked just a sliver. Alex could see the dead man’s boot through 



the tiny space and tore his eyes away, focusing instead on the woman standing over him. “I think you’d 

best tell me what you know,” she said. 

So Alex did. He told her everything, from the evacuation to the SOE, ending with why they’d been sent 

back to Dunkirk in the first place. He didn’t feel like it could much hurt at this point. Whatever these 

women were here to do, it was clear they weren’t working for the Germans, and Alex was scared—more 

than he cared to admit—that they would find and kill Gibson if he didn’t manage to convince them that 

they were all on the same side. 

“So you’re here to kill her, as well.” 

Alex hesitated. “Well, no. Not exactly.” 

The blonde gave him a sharply expectant look, but before he could explain further, the door to the 

compartment slid open to reveal her brunette companion, pink-cheeked and a bit breathless. “I think I 

found her,” she told the blonde, who glanced between the brunette and Alex before replying. 

“What about him?” she asked. 

“Bring him,” the brunette said. 

The blonde tugged at Alex’s arm, forcing him to stand up, but once he’d done so, he dug his heels in, 

refusing to move any farther. “What about my friend?” 

“The Frenchman?”  

Alex held his breath and nodded, bracing himself for the worst. 

The brunette looked briefly at the blonde before answering. “It sounds like he’s in there with Sevard.” 

She followed the statement with something that sounded like a question, directed toward the blonde, 

who answered in brief. Neither looked at Alex while they conversed but he could guess that they were 

discussing the validity of his story, now brought into question by Gibson’s perceived familiarity with 

their target.  

“Let’s go,” the brunette said finally, in German again. 

Alex wondered if either spoke English or if it would be safe to try and warn Gibson that way if it came 

down to it. But then again, they seemed like the type to take any attempt at obfuscation as a threat, and 

Alex assumed they would treat it as much. He decided to continue to play along, hoping a better course 

of action would find him, at the very least, before Tommy had a chance to get pulled in. 

Alex’s cooperation wasn’t enough for the blonde, however, as the moment he stepped out into the 

corridor ahead of her, he found himself with a blade at his throat once again. 

“Is this really necessary?” he asked as he was marched between them he was being taken to meet the 

firing squad. And for all he knew, that’s exactly what was about to happen. Nothing had given Alex any 

indication that either of the women should be trusted, regardless of their similar goals, and as much as 

he wanted to let them kill Sevard as they clearly intended to do. 



They walked up the still-empty corridor to a door near the end. The brunette woman opened it without 

ceremony to reveal Sevard and Gibson sitting inside, as if having a casual conversation. Gibson’s eyes 

connected with his for a brief second before his face fell. 

There was a pistol lying to the side of where Sevard was sat. Her fingers twitched toward it just barely 

before the brunette with Alex surged forward to snatch the gun out of Sevard’s reach. 

 “Don’t move,” said the blonde from behind him. Her French wasn’t nearly as good as her German, Alex 

noted. 

The brunette wrestled with Sevard for a moment for control of the gun, the former eventually coming 

out of it triumphant, a sneer pulling at her mouth as she stepped away from Sevard.  

“You all right?” Gibson asked suddenly, drawing Alex’s attention back to him instead. 

The blonde’s knife was still cutting into Alex’s neck, the blade stinging a bit as he answered. “Oh, yeah, 

mate. Never better.” He was still weighing the consequences of trying to communicate to Gibson as best 

he could the situation they were in, that the two women were there specifically to kill Sevard—but 

hadn’t yet settled on a decision when the brunette cocked the pistol in her hand and pointed it at 

Sevard. 

She vocalized something to her companion, but didn’t fire. 

Alex didn’t like that they had slipped into Russian again, and he especially didn’t like the way their eyes 

surveyed every inch of the compartment as they spoke, cold and calculating.  

“Alex, are they—” 

“Shut up,” Alex told Gibson, who apparently had just come to the same conclusion he had, that the two 

women were likely planning to kill Sevard and then Gibson and himself, just to be rid of a mess.  

The blonde’s grip on Alex’s arm grew tighter, and that was enough warning that when the brunette 

turned instead to point the gun at Gibson, Alex was ready. He flung his head back into the blonde’s, 

ignoring the heat of the knife drawing shallowly across his neck as his skull cracked against the woman’s 

nose. He lifted his hands to grab the blonde’s wrist, for leverage, and kicked out as hard as he could. 

His boot thudded against the brunette’s hand with a dull smack and the pistol went flying into the 

window. It fell uselessly onto the floor, a spiderweb crack left to mark its impact. 

Gibson and Maxine went for it first, but Alex and the brunette were right behind, all four scrambling for 

the floor to try to wrestle for possession of the weapon. Alex didn’t make it far. 

A strangled scream tore out of Alex’s throat. 

It wasn’t until he looked down at his wrist to find the blonde woman’s blade sticking out of it—sticking 

straight through it—that he fully registered just what had happened. He slumped back against the wall, 

watching as though not fully attached to his own body as Gibson and the brunette woman both turned 

to look at him, giving Sevard all the chance she needed to rise above the scuffle with the gun in her 

hand.  



Sevard lifted her hand, aiming down at the brunette woman who was still slowly getting to her feet 

when the shot went off. There was a flash of movement just as she pulled the trigger, Gibson jumping 

up to stop her. 

It wasn’t until the dust had settled, literally, that Alex understood the hole in the ceiling of the 

compartment had come from the gun in Sevard’s hand, and that Gibson had jerked her hand up away 

from one of the two women who had just tried to kill him and wrenched the gun away in the aftermath. 

Alex used his good hand to push himself up into a standing position, swaying weakly with his right hand 

tucked into the jacket, out of sight. 

“The hell do you think you’re…?” Alex started to ask before recognising the weariness in Gibson’s 

expression as a reflection of his own. Tommy had had his effect on him, it seemed, and perhaps Tommy 

was right. 

Now weaponless, Sevard fell back against the window, looking like all the life had gone out of her.  

There was a beat of silence, and then a commotion on the other side of the closed door to the 

compartment as footsteps filtered in. The blonde woman turned and latched it without a second’s 

hesitation before turning to her companion with a quiet word. The brunette nodded and gestured to the 

window. 

“If you don’t mind?” she said.  

Alex didn’t understand at first, but then Sevard moved, almost mechanically, out of the way, exposing 

the cracked glass. The brunette wrapped up her fist in her coat and struck the fault twice as banging 

started just outside the door.  

“Frau Sevard?” a tinned voice shouted in. “We heard a gunshot; you need to open the door.” 

Alex watched without blinking as the brunette methodically eliminated any excess glass from around the 

window frame before gesturing to the blonde to move over to her. “I tell you this as a courtesy,” she 

said to Gibson, presumably because she now owed him her life, and then some, if you factored in her 

own attempt at killing him. “There are SS headed to Lille to arrest Sevard as soon as you arrive,” she 

continued. “Those soldiers outside the door—” She paused, her eyes connecting with Sevard’s for a brief 

moment. “They are not on her side.” 

With that, she helped the blonde slip out the window and followed her, leaving Gibson, Sevard, and Alex 

sat in the compartment with another enemy at their backs, just on the other side of a thin wooden 

panel. 

“What did she mean?” Gibson asked, scrunching up his eyebrows in confused panic even as the door 

rattled harder behind Alex. 

“They’re lying,” Sevard said levelly. “They wanted to kill me.” 

“We don’t have time for this,” Alex reminded him wearily. He could see drops of blood hitting the floor 

from underneath his coat, but he didn’t think Gibson had noticed yet. He planned to keep it that way. 

Gibson looked from the door to Sevard, and then to the open window. “You should go and find Tommy,” 

he said.  



“What about you?” 

Gibson stared at him sadly. “One of us has to stay” 

Alex shook his head. “Leave her.” Somewhere in a distant corner of his mind, he was aware of the door 

at his back splintering, but he couldn’t bring himself to care. “Come with me, just…forget about her. We 

don’t have to do this.” 

“I do.” 

The rain streaming in through the broken window reminded Alex of holes in a sinking ship, of 

desperately trying to keep afloat long enough to escape. It reminded him of leaving Gibson behind.  

“I lived through you dying once already. And I can’t do it again.” 

“Not even for Tommy?” 

“You’re more of a fool than you look if you think Tommy and I could ever make it without you.” 

Gibson didn’t respond. The noise behind the door was louder now and Alex knew it wouldn’t hold much 

longer. 

“We’re coming back for you,” he promised. 

“I know.” 

Alex didn’t know how to say goodbye and he didn’t want Gibson to see the knife still embedded in his 

wrist so he stood there for just a second longer and looked at him, memorising him as best he could 

before he squeezed himself out the window onto the narrow catwalk that lined the train car. He 

lingered long enough to watch as the soldiers flooded into the compartment, seizing both Gibson and 

Sevard, despite her protest that the two mysterious women who had attempted to warn them were 

lying.  

Alex crept forward toward the front of the cars, looking for another way in. He wasn’t expecting to find 

Tommy already perched outside the foremost passenger carriage, looking just as bedraggled as he’d 

been when they’d first gone in. 

“What happened?” Alex asked. 

“Got spotted,” Tommy grumbled. “You find her?” 

“Gibson did,” Alex replied, sparing him the gruesome details. “He wants us to meet up with Collins and 

Farrier and then find him in Lille.” 

Tommy looked bewildered. “Why would he want that? Dunkirk’s probably twenty miles back now and 

we don’t even know where they are.” 

Alex opened his mouth, intending to come up with a placating lie, but then shut it again almost 

immediately. “Something happened,” he said quickly, all-too aware of the fact that every second they 

stayed on the train they were getting closer to Lille and further from Dunkirk. “There were these two 

Russian spies, these two women….” He was losing the plot, his mind growing fuzzier as he tried to 

explain. “Gibson got captured, same with Sevard. They think she betrayed them or something.” 



“Well, we can’t just leave him!” 

“I don’t intend to,” Alex replied. 

It took a moment for that to sink in. “No…” Tommy protested. “No, you’re not—” 

“Find Collins and Farrier,” Alex instructed, ignoring Tommy’s feeble arguing. “If they have any sense, 

they should be on their way to us already, but at the very least you can follow the tracks back to 

Dunkirk. If you can’t find them, or something goes wrong, go to the evacuation and tell Peter what 

happened.” 

“I’m not letting you do this,” Tommy said, shaking his head in disbelief.  

Alex stared at him sadly and then looked past him, out into the field where the moonlight was glistening 

on the wet grass. “I’m sorry,” he said, and then shoved Tommy off. 

He watched as the boy’s body hit the ground and bounced, rolling with the inertia of the train for a few 

seconds before finally coming to a stop. Alex held his breath, waiting until he saw Tommy uncrumple 

himself, and then as he looked out past the end of the train, he saw lights in the distance.  

Another train, he wondered, before realising it was a silly thought. No, headlamps. A car. He climbed up 

to the top of the carriage, trying to maintain a view of Tommy for as long as possible. It was enough to 

give him a glimpse of a familiar cargo truck rolling up alongside the tracks before stopping just shy of 

Tommy. He could make out a slim figure crossing the remaining distance and he prayed that it was who 

he hoped it was. 

And then the train turned back into a copse of trees, erasing the scene from his sight. Alex slowly laid 

back against the cold metal with his arm tucked up against his chest, not sure anymore if the dampness 

spreading across his shirt was rainwater or blood. Drops splashed against his cheek, his neck, or maybe 

they were tears. Maybe it wasn’t raining at all anymore, and Alex simply couldn’t tell. 

He wondered, if he died here, what they would tell his father. Would anyone call him a hero? Would his 

father even be proud? Did it even matter? 

 


