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Prologue
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London, September 1939

The letter came on a crisp September morning, delivered in an envelope stamped with official government markings. It was brief, direct.

Operation Pied Piper.

The words alone meant little, but their weight settled heavily over the city.

The evacuation order had been expected, but that didn’t make it easier. Parents read the letters in silence, faces pale, hands gripping them tightly as if holding on to the paper could change the words written upon it.

The war had not yet reached their doorsteps, but everyone knew it was coming. The enemy’s planes would fly overhead. Bombs would fall. Cities would burn.

And so, the children had to leave.

On the morning of September 1st, over a million children gathered at train stations across Britain, small hands gripping suitcases and gas masks, name tags pinned to their coats. Mothers knelt down, straightening collars, whispering reassurances they weren’t sure were true. Fathers stood stiffly, hiding their emotions behind stern nods and tight handshakes.

Alice and Rose Thompson stood among them, two sisters holding hands so tightly their fingers ached.

Alice, eleven, felt the responsibility of being the older sister like never before. She kept her chin high, her blue eyes scanning the crowded station, taking in the weeping mothers, the officials with their clipboards, the children waving goodbye as if they were simply going on a school trip.

Rose, nine, gripped her suitcase, her heart pounding in her chest. She wanted to be brave, like Alice. She wanted to pretend this was an adventure. But her stomach churned, her legs felt unsteady.

Their mother crouched before them, smoothing Rose’s dark curls, holding Alice’s face in her hands.

“Stay together,” she whispered. “No matter what.”

Their father placed a firm hand on Alice’s shoulder. “Look after each other. And write, every week.”

The train whistle blew.

It was time.

Tears fell, but there was no time to wipe them away. No time for long goodbyes. The war did not wait for sentiment.

And so, Alice and Rose climbed aboard, pressing their hands to the window as the train pulled away, watching as their parents grew smaller and smaller until they disappeared entirely.

They had been promised they would stay together.

They believed that promise.

But promises, like cities, could be shattered.

And as the train carried them farther from home, neither sister knew that this journey would change everything.
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Chapter One
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The Parting Train

London, September 1939

Alice gripped Rose’s hand tightly as they stood on the crowded platform, their small suitcases at their feet and name tags pinned to their coats. Around them, a sea of children, some crying, some quiet and pale, waited with their families for the train that would take them away from everything they had ever known. Their mother knelt in front of them, brushing a strand of hair behind Rose’s ear, her hands trembling.

“You must look after each other,” she said, her voice thick with emotion.

“We will,” Alice promised, squeezing Rose’s hand even tighter.

Their father, tall and serious, bent down beside their mother. He wasn’t a man of many words, but the tightness in his jaw and the way his eyes shone told them everything. “Be brave, my girls. This war won’t last forever.”

But what if it did? Alice wanted to ask. What if they never saw their parents again?

Rose clutched her stuffed rabbit, the only toy she had been allowed to bring. She pressed it against her chest as though it could shield her from what was coming. “I don’t want to go,” she whispered.

Their mother swallowed hard, forcing a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “You’ll be safe, my loves. Away from the bombs.”

A loud whistle shrieked through the station. The train doors clattered open. The moment had come.

Teachers and volunteers called out instructions, herding children toward the carriages. The platform became a flurry of movement, suitcases lifted, last hugs exchanged, desperate goodbyes drowned out by the chugging of the train.

Alice and Rose clung to their parents for as long as they dared. Then, with tears in her eyes, their mother kissed them both, Alice on the forehead, Rose on the cheek.

“Go on, now,” their father said gruffly, his voice thick with something he wouldn’t name. “We love you.”

Alice led Rose onto the train, their hands still entwined. They found seats by the window and pressed their faces to the glass, watching their parents wave. Their mother’s hand trembled. Their father lifted his cap in one last, silent farewell.

As the train shuddered and pulled away from the station, Rose let out a sob. Alice wrapped an arm around her shoulders, trying to be strong, but inside, she felt the same fear clawing at her.

They had been promised they would stay together.

But promises could be broken.

And soon, they would learn that the war was about to take more from them than just their home.
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The Journey North

The train rattled and swayed as it sped away from London, leaving behind the familiar streets, their parents, and the only life Alice and Rose had ever known. The carriage was packed with children, their faces pale and solemn. Some sniffled quietly, while others stared blankly out of the window, watching the city fade into open countryside.

Alice held Rose close, trying to soothe her sister’s trembling shoulders. “It won’t be so bad,” she murmured, though she wasn’t sure if she believed it herself.

Rose wiped her nose on her sleeve. “What if we don’t like it there? What if they don’t like us?”

Alice had no answer. The truth was, she had no idea where they were going or who would be waiting for them. None of the children did. They had been told they were being sent to the countryside, where it was safer, away from the bombs that might soon fall on London. But what did “safer” really mean? Would the people be kind? Would they have to work on farms? Would they ever see their parents again?

The hours stretched on. The further they traveled, the more the city gave way to rolling green fields, hedgerows, and clusters of small villages. The air smelled fresher, cleaner, different from the thick, smoky air of London. But the unfamiliarity of it all only made Alice feel more uneasy.

A boy across from them, about Alice’s age, fidgeted with the straps of his gas mask case. “Do you think there’ll be cows?” he asked no one in particular.

His older sister, a tall girl with a serious face, rolled her eyes. “Of course there’ll be cows, Henry. It’s the countryside.”

Rose perked up slightly. “I hope we get to see horses,” she said. “Do you think we’ll have to sleep in barns?”

Alice didn’t want to think about that. “I’m sure we’ll have proper beds,” she said, more to reassure herself than Rose.

Another whistle blew, and the train lurched as it began to slow. A murmur spread through the carriage. They were approaching their destination.

Alice and Rose pressed their faces to the window. The station they were arriving at was nothing like the grand stations of London. It was small, with a simple platform, and as they drew closer, they saw a crowd of people waiting, villagers, farmers, older couples, and women in aprons, standing expectantly. Some looked kind. Others simply looked wary.

Alice’s stomach twisted. This was it. This was where they would be chosen.

As the train came to a stop, the teachers and volunteers bustled up and down the aisles, organising the children into lines. “Stay with me,” Alice whispered to Rose. “No matter what.”

Hand in hand, they stepped onto the platform, their suitcases bumping against their legs. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows over the crowd. A woman with a clipboard stood at the front, calling out names.

The villagers moved among them, inspecting them as though they were picking fruit at the market. Some children were chosen quickly, taken away with warm smiles and reassuring pats on the shoulder. Others waited longer, shifting nervously as they were looked over.

Alice’s grip on Rose tightened. Then, finally..

“Alice and Rose Palmer?”

They turned toward the woman with the clipboard. A tall man in a dark coat and a smartly dressed woman stood beside her. The woman smiled at them. “We’ll take them both,” she said.

Relief flooded Alice. They would stay together.

But then another voice spoke up. “Actually,” a second woman, shorter, rounder, with red cheeks, interrupted, “we can take one of them.”

The woman with the clipboard hesitated. “They’re sisters. We try to keep families together.”

But the tall man, who had first offered to take them both, now frowned slightly. “We only have room for one.”

Alice’s heart pounded. No. No, they had promised.

“I’ll take the younger one,” the red-cheeked woman said, placing a firm hand on Rose’s shoulder.

Rose’s fingers tightened around Alice’s. “No! We want to stay together!”

“I’m sorry, dears,” the woman with the clipboard said kindly but firmly. “Sometimes there just isn’t enough room.”

Alice’s whole body went cold. They couldn’t separate them. They couldn’t. But already, the smartly dressed woman was taking Alice’s suitcase, guiding her away. The red-cheeked woman was
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