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UST a round dozen of them were left. Of the
hundred or so Americans who had been the
first to fight in Belgium, these sons of

Americans who had served in the First World War,
and who had stayed in France after the Armistice,
had been born in France. All had spent some yearsJ
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in the United States, however, for never had the
expatriates lacked in loyalty to the United States.

Now the twelve, including Lieutenant Orison
Strand who commanded them, stood with their
backs to the sea. Standing with them was a French
lieutenant, Pierre Morane, who had attached
himself to the little group of Americans because he
had no command of his own left. He was dubious
about the situation, and still more uncertain about
these Americans. They puzzled him. What were
they fighting for?

“The Germans have us on the run,” Morane
said. “With the surrender of Leopold we must
admit that. Our situation is precarious. We fight a
rear-guard action, allowing our English brothers to
embark for England. It is of a certainty that we
shall be destroyed like rats in a trap, unless, of
course, we surrender.”

Strand’s face went pale.
“Look, Morane,” he said, “I speak for these

eleven men of mine when I say that even if we
know we must die in this action, still we will not
surrender.”

“With what will you fight?” Morane asked.
“Words? I am frank to say that if I were you and
not a Frenchman, I would choose not to die. I can
see dying for myself; I cannot see it for you.”

“It’s enough that we can see it,” said Strand,
simply.

HE conversation took place during a brief lull
in the attack by the Germans, who were

closing the mouth of their famous pocket around
Dunkerque. Through three days of hell, Strand and
his men had fought their way back with the
retreating British in history’s worst rout.

Now, as though the Germans had waited for
the conversation to end, great projectiles began
once again to drop into Dunkerque.

Orison Strand and his men held to their cover
grimly. Their armament could not reach their
attackers, who were held back by the flooded
waters freed in their line of advance. Rifles could
not compete with cannon. And the heart of every
last American was a stone in his breast as, on
occasion, his eyes were turned toward the beach,
where British, French and Belgian soldiers stood,
massed targets for the Germans, awaiting the ships
that might or might not rescue them.

“Sheep!” said Strand. “Sheep! Why don’t they
do something?”

“What can they do, Strand?” asked Morane.
“They have done all they can. There is nothing left

to do but pray. Watch, and see the fate that must
inevitably be meted out to you, unless you break
from cover this minute, and join the retreat, hoping
that some of you will escape to England.”

“Our job, ever so little, is to delay the
Germans,” said Strand. “We’ll do it.”

“And when the Germans actually enter
Dunkerque?”

“We will take with us as many Germans as we
can when we die.”

“Brave words, Lieutenant,” said Morane. The
French officer, unperturbed by catastrophe,
smoked an odorous pipe. “Americans are but
babies in modern war. They are players of football,
baseball, and track meetings.”

“They can handle rifles, and bayonets, and
grenades, Morane.”

“Even when they never get close enough?”
asked Morane.

What was the purpose of Morane in goading
Strand like this? Strand wondered.

“It is nothing for me to die,” said Morane.
“My Father is dead, and all my brothers and
cousins and uncles. But we fight for our own land.
There is a difference.”

“I see none,” said Strand stolidly.
Dive bombers, laden with death, were racing

toward Dunkerque now. They came on in great
waves, their roaring drowning out any possibility
of further talk. Orison Strand looked along the
woefully short line of his men. There were British,
French and Belgians scattered all through
Dunkerque, but they were not visible. Like rabbits
in a warren, they had taken cover, holding out until
the ragged hordes of the “lost armies” should have
their chance.

TRAND, noting the eyes of Corporal Grisom
on him, nodded to the corporal. It was just

possible that one of the dive bombers would come
close enough for them to get a few shots at it with
rifles—and among the eleven Americans, seven
were expert riflemen. Their chances of getting a
dive bomber were slim, but desperation might
inspire their aim. Corporal Grisom walked from
man to man, giving instructions.

“Remember! Don’t waste a single shot.
Squeeze your triggers. Hit your target!”

“Peashooters!” yelled Morane, into Strand’s
ears. “Useless. You’d better break and run for it
before the Stukas are over Dunkerque!”

Orison Strand shook his head. As the first
wave of Stukas came on, nearer and nearer
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ravished Dunkerque, a great calmness settled on
him. He was going to die, and his men were going
to die, but by the gods of war they would leave
their marks on the Germans before they went,
marks in addition to those they knew they had left
during the retreat out of the “pocket.”

Two eggs dropped from the belly of the first
dive bomber. Such devastation had already been
wrought in Dunkerque that the place already
looked like some grim earthquake on the face of a
ravished moon. Soldiers in the rear-guard were
under cover among the debris which might yet
bury them forever from the sight of their fellows.
With a tremendous roar the bombs, striking in the
rubble, let go. The ground shook.

Strand whirled to look toward the beach, and
the whole peninsula of waiting men, some of
whom stood in water up to their necks, seemed to
his strained eyes to be vibrating with the shock of
those explosions. Screams, thin and sharp as razor
blades, came through the sound. God only knew
how many of Dunkerque’s defenders had been
killed by those two bombs.

Strand wanted to scream, and curse, and
command his men to fire wildly at the bombers,
which were leveling off, climbing, to pass over
Dunkerque for a leap-frog attack on the soldiers on
the beach. Instead, he signaled calmly:

“Get them when they level off at the top of
their climb. Head the planes a few feet, and fire!”

His men were armed with Springfields—the
most dependable, for all their age, of modern
small-arms. Strand himself, in ordinary times,
could hit a hovering hawk on the wing at two
hundred yards with a rifle. Some of his men could
do it regularly.

Sunlight gleamed on twelve rifle barrels,
which slanted at the sky, moving with the
movement of the first of the Stukas. The barking of
the rifles was lost in the roar of exploding bombs,
the shrieks of diving Stukas, the racketing of
motors. But Strand saw the rifle butts recoil against
shoulders, and whirled to look at the planes. He
prayed as he watched. Was he imagining things, or
did two of the Stukas hesitate in mid-flight?

HE Nazis, hit or not, must have caught the
gleaming of sun on the rifle barrels, and were

smashing toward the spot to wipe out this
strongpoint of resistance.

“We’re in for it,” Strand yelled through
cupped hands. “Keep heading the planes, and don’t
stop firing until you see bombs actually dropping

right on top of you!”
The Americans, their faces pale, their eyes

bright with excitement, knelt with their backs
against the remains of a wall through which
nobody could even guess how many German
projectiles had crashed, and their rifles were
steady. On came the Stukas, and the rifles spoke
spasmodically.

Pride raged fiercely in the heart of Orison
Strand as he watched his men squeeze slowly,
steadily, surely, on the triggers of their rifles. Even
in the face of death, they were holding, taking aim.
They were calm in the face of the most ghastly
attack modern war could muster.

Beside each man were piles of cartridge clips.
When those cartridges were gone, there would be
nothing left—except bayonets. And what good
were bayonets against planes or tanks?

Again Strand could hear the rifles as he saw
the butts go back against shoulders, saw shoulders
go limp to take the recoils. He signaled when he
saw the bombs start from the bellies of the Stukas:

“Down!”
His men flung themselves flat, making use of

every possible cover—slabs of concrete from the
sides of buildings, piles of shattered bricks, rubble
of all kinds.

With earth-shaking detonations, the bombs let
go.

Clouds of choking dust rose, while the whole
world seemed to shake. The dust covered the street
like smoke billowing from a burning oil drum.
Men appeared through it like ghosts seen in some
nightmare. Then the Americans were firing again.

Strand, with Morane lying beside him, twisted
about, his whole body numb, to see what had
happened to his men—to find that there now were
but eight of them. The three dead ones, with their
glazing eyes looking into the sun through the dust
that settled over the pupils, still gripped their rifles.
One of them, in the act of firing from a supine
position, slowly slid toward his left side, his rifle
thudding into the dust, his lax fingers releasing the
grip on the butt. The others did not move at all.
One had been sliced almost in two by a piece of
flying shrapnel.

VEN as Strand noticed this, a terrific crash
that sounded not at all like the exploding of

bombs came from the rear.
“Your men,” said Morane, “appear to have

got one of the Stukas. But you lost three men!”
“And a Stuka capable of destroying thousands
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is gone!” Strand shouted back.
“This is only the beginning,” said Morane.

“Don’t be a fool. Of what value are nine men in a
ruined city, when it is simpler for you to flee to the
beach?”

Strand rose to his feet, looked back and forth
along what he could see of the sheltered streets of
Dunkerque. He looked toward the beach, where the
bombs of the Stukas, and the machine-gun bullets
of the Messerschmitts, were mowing the fleeing
troops down like ripe wheat. And far beyond that
beach the boats of the British were coming.

Not even the famous Taxicab Army of
Gallieni, in the First World War, could have been
as incongruous as that approaching armada of
rescue ships. Ships of the British Navy were riding
protection, and above the oncoming ships rode the
fighters of the Royal Air Force, smashing, slashing
at the German fighters which were trying to keep
the small craft from approaching close enough to
the beach for the soldiers to be evacuated. Sky and
earth and sea were filled with the horror of battle.

“God!” groaned Strand. “And all we have are
peashooters! Even if every bullet we fired got a
Stuka, what good would it be?”

“You see?” said Morane hopelessly. “Rats in
a trap, you can’t even touch your enemies, can’t
reach them. And yet, you tell me that for an idea,
you will fight to the death?”

“Yes, Morane !”
Strand turned his eyes away from the

peninsula of living, dead and dying on the beach,
as a rising shriek came out of the southeast.

“The Germans are shelling the town, Strand,”
said Morane calmly. “That means that they’re
preparing for a direct attack by the infantry. But
first, we’ll feel the weight of more Stukas, and then
tanks. Are you still staying?”

“Ask my men,” said Strand grimly.
Morane looked at the grim, dirty faces of the

Americans, studied each in turn.
“Apparently I do not have to ask,” he said.
Projectiles that probed for the lives of men

who still clung to the fortress of Dunkerque, were
screaming into the city. British ships came close
enough to open fire over the heads of the men on
the beach, over Dunkerque, to pour shells into the
advancing Germans. It was like the crack of doom,
like the last day on an earth crashing into
cataclysmic ruins.

ORANE picked up one of the Springfields,
took the bayonet from the scabbard of the

dead man, affixed it. He thrust clips of ammunition
into his torn garments, wherever he could find a
place for them.

“Should we move to meet the Germans on the
inland side of town, Lieutenant?” he asked. “That
is, my friend, if you still persist in your foolhardy
course of sticking to your guns.”

Strand nodded and rose, signaling for an
advance. The air seemed to be filled with whining
things, any one of which, he knew, could have
decapitated him. He heard shrapnel go past on his
left, on his right. One might choose the middle
course any moment.

Behind Strand and Morane, who walked in
the middle of what had once been a street, came
seven Americans, taking cover to right and left
where they could, pausing at intervals to loose
bullets at darting Messerschmitts or Stukas.

“We could still make it, if we retreated to the
beach,” yelled Morane. “What difference can nine
men make in the defense of Dunkerque?”

“If each man among the defenders had the
same thought, and acted on it, Dunkerque would be
defenseless,” answered Strand. “No, we are part of
the remnants of the defending machine.”

“Fools!” exclaimed the Frenchman. “Each
man believing that death may come to others, but
never to himself.”

A flight of German fighters came over,
splattering the street with machine-gun bullets.
Strand would have marched into the fire, had not
Morane grabbed him by the shoulder, spun him,
pushed him into a niche between piles of rubble. A
swift glance showed Strand that his men were
taking what cover they could find.

Just above the ruined walls of Dunkerque, the
Germans were splattering the town like hail upon
the surface of a pond. Strand could see the swift
march of lead, like an oncoming storm. Then he
saw a magnificent thing—French soldiers
debouching from cover, kneeling in the ravished
street, pouring pitiful fire from rifles into the
diving planes. The soldiers, scarcely loosing one
volley, flattened out, seemed to become smaller,
under the straight-down fire of the Nazis.

 DOZEN died in a breath. They must have
known that they would.
But right behind them two Messerschmitts

dived into Dunkerque. One burst into flames with a
terrific roar. One slid over the top of a wall, ripping
out its guts, to fall out of sight beyond.

“A dozen French dead, Morane,” shoutedM
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Strand. “But they brought down two Germans
capable of killing thousands!”

“But they are French,” Morane shouted back.
“It’s suicidal, Strand. You and your men are fools
if you don’t break and run for it.”

“If orders come,” said Strand. “Not before.”
“And if no one is left to give orders?”
“I am left. But I will not give the order!”
Morane looked back. “Only five men follow

us now.”
“Have the other two retreated?” asked Strand.
“No. They are dead. Their heads point in this

direction.”
By a series of rushes, in between the bomb-

bursts and long range, high-explosive projectiles,
Strand, Morane and the five survivors of the
American forlorn hope reached the edge of ruined
Dunkerque. Strand instantly signaled for his five
men to take cover, selecting a scattered area of
debris which would not be likely to be picked out
by the Germans as a truly military strongpoint.
Corporal Grisom grinned at Strand, and patted a
sack which he had dragged along with him. He
opened the sack, pulled out a grenade.

“A dollar, Lieutenant,” said Grisom, “says I
can drop it into the first German tank that offers
me a target!”

Morane heard, shook his head disbelievingly.
For what seemed like hours, then, the

Americans crouched in the rubble and waited.
Tanks began to overrun Dunkerque like a plague of
monster locusts. The Americans clung to their
cover and waited. A tank paused within fifty feet
of them, and a door swung open. A head topped by
a pickelhaube helmet was thrust out, peered
around. Grisom looked a question at Strand.
Morane’s mouth hung open. Protest, almost terror,
was in his eyes. But Strand grimly nodded to
Grisom.

Grisom calmly pulled the pin of the Mills
grenade he held in readiness. Calmly he took the
orthodox stance by which maximum accuracy
should be obtained. The grenade, turning over and
over, started on its fatal journey, Midway of its
flight, the German started to drop back into the
tank, lowering the lid. Strand held his breath. The
grenade struck the shoulder of the German,
dropped past him—into the bowels of the tank.

A cracking sound came from the tank. It did
not move again, nor did the door open. Other tanks
appeared. One pushed the stalled tank aside.

“That will bring the moppers-up, Strand,” said
Morane. “Eyes will have seen whence that bomb

came.”
“We’ve already balanced our books, Morane,”

said Strand. “If every one of us dies, we’re still
ahead of the game. That one tank was capable of
killing more than we number—by a hundred.”

“Crazy, all Americans!” said Morane. “Well,
here comes the infantry. One grenade, dropped
among us...”

TRAND Whirled on the five men who
remained, yelled at them:
“Shall we surrender, or carry the fight to the

Germans with our bayonets? We can live if we
surrender.”

“Naturally,” said Morane, “I do not
surrender!”

“And why the hell should we?” almost snarled
Strand. “Look at my men, Morane!”

The answer of the five had been a swift
drawing and affixing of the murderous knives to
the bayonet lugs. Strand bolstered his automatic,
gripped his own bayonetted rifle in his hands, and
shouted.

“Every man for himself! Give ‘em hell! Take
at least one with you.”

Strand made a swinging motion with his hand,
which meant “forward!” and might also have
meant farewell to the surviving five. Then Strand,
with Morane at his shoulder, flung himself from
behind the pile of rubble where he had been
crouched.

Instantly an auto-rifle began to chatter, off to
his left. Bullets sang past him, kicked up rubble at
his feet. From the hip, because he was so close he
could not miss, Strand sped a bullet to the body of
the German with the auto-rifle. Then he flung
himself aside, rolling down into a pit to escape
bullets that stormed at him from every side.
Morane piled on top of him, grunting, cursing.

Strand did not wait. He had marked the
location of that auto-rifle, and he began crawling.
By the time that he reached the dead German his
uniform was in rags, and blood bubbled from a
dozen flesh wounds. He knelt above the dead
German as a grenade burst somewhere behind him.
Either Grisom had taken toll again, or a German
grenade had fallen among his little handful of men.

He filched ammunition from the dead
German. He hefted the auto-rifle, noted that it was
undamaged. Morane, against the slanting side of a
pile of rubble, motioned to him. Strand crawling up
beside him, looked over.

A line of moppers-up, hurling potato-mashers,
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firing pistols and auto-rifles, was moving into the
street, shooting at everything that moved.

Bullets from the rear whispered past the ears
of Strand as he dropped the muzzle of the auto-
rifle, set it to chattering, playing the muzzle so that
bullets hosed along that thin line of moppers-up.
The line went down like a row of ten pins.

Instantly hell broke loose about the heads of
Morane and Strand. Keen eyes, alert for every
strongpoint, had marked the spot whence the
bullets had come from the auto-rifle to strike down
a score of men.

Choking, Morane and Strand rolled down into
the pit again. A German grenade plopped into the
crate. Morane grabbed it, hurled it back, without
pausing to see whither. The sharp crack of its
explosion came when it had scarcely cleared the
crest.

“Lie still, fool!” Morane yelled into the ears
of Strand. “Lie still, and you will be left for dead
or taken prisoner. It will then be all over for you!
As for me...”

EFORE Strand could stop him, Morane had
lunged to the top of the pile of rubble, the

auto-rifle in his hands. Standing up there, legs wide
apart, the French officer began hosing Germans
with the bullets that were left. Then something
struck him, an invisible something that seemed to
kick him in the pit of the stomach. The rifle fell
from his hands, and he rolled limply back into the
pit, falling across the body of the American.

The next thing Strand heard was the voice of
the Frenchman. Morane was not dead, and there
was a twisted grin on his face.

“The man is a fool!” Strand heard him
murmuring in amazement. “His men were fools!
Americans are crazy. They think bullets won’t kill
them.”

Strand struggled erect to examine his
companion. He became aware that they were
surrounded by a dozen Germans, blond youths who
watched them as though they were a pair of strange
insects. One of the Nazis was gnawing on a piece
of black bread. All were sweaty, grimy, and

horror-eyed.
One of them swung his rifle to cover Strand’s

breast. The American only shrugged. This was it.
He spoke calmly to the Frenchman.

“Now I understand Nazi fury, Morane,” he
said. “These boys are kids who have been scared
stiff by a mad leader and world conditions they
cannot understand. They are frightened to death,
making the most dangerous animals on the face of
the earth.”

“That,” said the German with the pointed
rifle, “is a verdamnt lie!” But his voice broke on a
shrieking note, and tears rolled down his cheeks.
He bent his head to keep the prisoners from seeing.

ATER, the two prisoners had the opportunity
to see both German and Allied communiqués

on the capture of Dunkerque. The German read:

Dunkerque has fallen. Its capture presented
little difficulty. Some prisoners were taken.

Strand swallowed hard, while Morane swore
softly. Then they silently read the British
communiqué.

Dunkerque fell into the enemy’s hand today.
Rear-guard actions aided in the evacuation of our
troops. The loss was negligible.

The two men stared at each other, bleak-eyed.
“I thought we were in a battle,” Strand said

finally. “I guess I was wrong. It was just a tea
party.”

“Yes,” Morane murmured. “Just a tea party—
with blood for tea. And now we are prisoners. We
can’t even let our friends know we are alive.”

“Prisoners escape,” said Strand grimly,
significantly.

Morane smiled, offered his hand. They had
been through a lifetime together in a few hours,
these two.

“I think,” said Morane softly, “I shall enjoy
escaping with you.”
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