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Chapter 1 — Betrayal at Dusk
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The key clicked home on the last letter, and the transmitter’s coil sang hot under his hand. Pilgrim kept his fist on the Morse key long enough to ride the fading. The message was short and jagged, like the breath in his chest: call sign, time, target grid, confirmation. He did not include the thing that mattered most. That one lived in his skull like a coal, too bright to trust to airwaves tonight.

He reached for the blackout curtain and stilled. Footsteps on the stairs.

Not one. Two. Then a third, lagging. Men who didn’t wish to be heard would have moved on the balls of their feet. These were boots. Confident ones. The bookshop below was shuttered—paper in the windows, dust on the ledge. Mrs Arnaud, the safe-housekeeper, always climbed in twos: her and her basket. She laughed as she climbed. There was no laughter now.

Pilgrim’s hand tightened on the key. He slipped the aerial lead free, wound the cable, and flattened the set’s cloth cover. He could feel the terrier in those measured steps—he’d never met the man, but every operator in the region spoke of him the way miners talk about gas in the seam. No shape. Only certainty. A nose, they said. A terrier’s nose for disgrace. He worried a scent until it bled truth.

Betrayal, then. From where? The net was stripped to bone. One courier to this flat. One keeper. One fallback. No more.

He pulled the floorboard that wore a notch of oil from other, quieter nights. The codebook and emergency pills went into the gap. The real secret—names, dates, a sudden shift in the enemy’s rail movements—burned behind his eyes where it had to stay. If he died, it had to die with him. If he lived, it must cross the mountains to British High Command intact. There was a timetable in it. A flaw. A place to break the teeth of the occupier if the message survived him.

The stair paused outside the door. A soft knock. Then another, the rhythm wrong. Mrs Arnaud’s pattern was always two and one. This was one and two.

He lifted the latch from below with a butter knife and tied it off, so any push would catch. Then he stepped back and took in the room. One window to an alley roof. One door to the landing. The trap to the ceiling had been painted shut by a man who’d never had to move quickly.

“Madame?” he called softly.

No answer. Only a breath, like a man who’d run a little and was sorry he had.

He crossed to the window and eased it up. The alley’s stink rose in a slow wave—stale cabbage, coal dust, river damp. Rain glazed the slates. A cart below made a click-click under the drip. The drop wasn’t far—ten feet to the cart’s canvas. He put a leg over the sill.

The latch snapped. The door bowed.

“Pilgrim,” a man said through the wood, calm as a banker on a Monday. “Don’t.”

The voice wasn’t raised. It didn’t need to be. There was patience in it—no hurry, no heat. The Terrier, he knew. How else could a stranger sound like he owned the air between the liver and the lungs?

Pilgrim slid out and went for the cart. The canvas bowed and split, and he went through to the crates below, catching an edge with his ribs. Pain whitewashed his breath. He rolled, dropped, sprinted. An alley cat leapt and hissed. A bottle smashed at his heel. The shop’s back door banged open above and boots bled into the alley.

Don’t think. Move.

He cut left into an arcade where pools of lamplight made islands on the stone. Stalls sat folded like sleeping birds. A wind lifted brown paper and sent it fluttering down the aisle. He kept to the edge where the shadows pooled. The market opened onto a square, and the square opened onto the river road where trucks grumbled in convoy.

If he hit the river, he’d be swept into a searchlight and a checkpoint. If he went up, he’d run into the patrols that combed the hills around the old fort. His only direction was sideways. Sideways, always sideways, until the Terrier lost the line.

The first shout came from behind—authoritative, clipped. A second answered from the square. They’d split him already, pressure at the front and back. He veered through a stack of wicker baskets, sent them skittering. The basket-seller swore and threw something iron; it chimed off a post and rang in his ear.

He cut through a butcher’s shutter gap and into the lane behind. Meat-sweet cold slapped him. He shouldered through hanging carcasses, brushed ice from his cheek with the back of his wrist, and slipped out past a drain where rainwater ran like steel wire.

Thoughts, like gulls in a storm, kept coming back to the same single point. Maialen. Iker. Are they safe? He’d never met them, only heard their names as if they were saints painted in smoke on the ceiling of a church. Basque hands in a dark time, they said. People who’d once worn uniforms under a flag that burned, and would now rather carry strangers than bend a knee again. The Gernika men had not forgotten the fire that ate their town’s name. The ones in the 13th Demi-Brigade still wore the Legion’s silence like armour. These would be the kind to point at snow and say, this way when the night was loud with dogs.

If they were real. If the route was not a story told to make men braver. If. Too many ifs.

The lane coughed him into a tangle of washing lines and dripping gutters. Overhead, the rain quickened. He kept moving. A church bell tolled the hour, and he counted without meaning to, because that’s what operators do—count the seconds between signal and reply.

A man stepped from a doorway with a walking stick and a calm face. Pilgrim felt it in his bones before he saw the eyes: wrong calm. A quiet that didn’t belong in rain.

The walking stick came up; it wasn’t a stick.

Pilgrim went low, and the blow cracked the lintel behind him. He drove his shoulder into the man’s belly and felt the breath go. The not-stick fell; it was a short cosh wrapped in leather. He took it and moved on. Somewhere down the lane a woman yelped, then stifled it. Doors knew when to close in this part of town.

He hit the canal path and kept to the grass where footsteps don’t carry. The Terrier’s voice floated across the water—not words, just shape. An order that became motion in other men’s hands. Pilgrim pictured a lean face lined by winter, a mouth that rarely smiled. A terrier’s focus: get close; worry the seam until something gives; never let go.

The canal path threw him into a yard studded with barrels. He darted between them, took the far gate, and came out on a road where a tram slept under rain. The power arm ticked as drops hit the wire. He climbed the rear step, crouched, rode it for the length of the block, then dropped when he saw the checkpoint lanterns flicker ahead.

Sideways again. Always sideways.

An archway offered shadow and a stink of yeast. The brewery yard beyond hissed with rain on copper. A boy in a cap looked up from a handcart and froze. Pilgrim put a finger to his lips, and the boy’s eyes flicked past him, to the street. Those eyes widened—someone was there. The boy jerked his chin the other way, and Pilgrim obeyed. He slid behind a vat and hugged iron, willing himself to become shadow. Boots entered the yard, then another set, then silence. A match flared, a cigarette drew hot, and ash tapped on stone.

The men left. The boy didn’t move. Neither did Pilgrim. Only when the boy finally breathed again did Pilgrim exhale. “Merci,” he whispered.

The boy shook his head once. “Pas ici.” Not here. He tapped the cart’s false bottom. Pilgrim lifted. The space smelled of hops and old rope. He slid in. The lid dropped. Darkness, rain thudding on wood, the wheel grumble, his own pulse louder than the street.

Ten minutes or ten years later, the cart stopped. The lid lifted. A woman’s face looked down—a line of soot across her brow, hair in a scarf. Not the boy’s mother. Not anyone he knew. She jerked her thumb. Out.

He rolled from the cart into a tannery where hides hung like flags of another country. The air was thick and sour; it hit the back of his throat and set it to flame. The woman pointed without speaking. A door behind the salt barrels. He went. Beyond the door, a narrow room, a stove, two chairs, a crucifix. On the table, a folded paper. He unfolded it and read it by the stove’s light because the rain had made his hands shake and the light was all his.

The note was four words, written in a firm hand: Follow Maialen. Trust Iker.

He closed his eyes, and the coal in his head flared. Names, dates, rails, a timetable he dared not key. The Terrier was in the city, and the city itself seemed to tilt toward him like a roof shedding water toward a drain.

He drew a breath and set the paper back where it had been. The door eased. A figure entered softly, a woman in a waxed coat, raindrops ticking off the brim of her hat. She was younger than he’d imagined and older than he’d hoped—eyes that had read too much, hands that had carried more than paper.

“Pilgrim?” she said, voice low.

He nodded.

“I am Maialen,” she said. “You won’t remember my face or my name later. That is good. We go now.”

He hesitated, thoughts skittering to the boy in the brewery yard, the woman with soot on her brow, Mrs Arnaud who had not knocked in her old rhythm, and the man at the door whose patience felt like a cold room. They will kill them for me, he thought, and the thought put a taste in his mouth like coins.

Maialen’s eyes seemed to answer a question he hadn’t asked. “We are not brave because we want to be,” she said simply. “We are brave because the night is here.”

Outside, a tram bell clanged once, and the rain slackened as if the sky had run out of tears. Somewhere east, the river shouldered its way past the docks. Somewhere west, the mountains waited under clouds, their name long and difficult in his mother tongue, but simple in the mouths of those who lived at their feet: Pyrenees.

The Terrier would follow. Of course he would. That was the shape of the man: close the distance, worry the crack, never sleep until the hand clenched on something that throbbed.

Pilgrim tightened the waxed strap on his satchel, which now held nothing that mattered. Everything that mattered beat behind his eyes and inside his chest.

“Sideways,” he said, almost to himself.

Maialen nodded once. “Then sideways it is.”

They stepped into the lane, into the thin seam between two patrol routes, and let the night close over their shoulders like a cloak.
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